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ABSTRACT

In the early 1920s, commercial radio presented many possibilities, including the
nationalization of the listening audience, professional opportunities for women, the ability for
ministers to spread the gospel, and access to the world for geographically isolated listeners.
The media ministry of the Rev. Edythe Elem Swartz Stirlen operated outside the confines of
a brick-and-mortar church and created an imagined religious community of congregants.
Through the Shenandoah, lowa, based Radio Church of the Air program, the Send Out
Sunshine magazine, and the Send Out Sunshine Clubs, Stirlen and her virtual parishioners
created images of communion they interpreted and used to maintain their community. This
project examines the cultural work and the community-building function of early American

radio.
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To the called women whose sermons remained in their hearts



Dear Readers:

If you're interested in my religious broadcasts | beseech all of you toghawnterest.

Each one of my programs is just the work of a department of the KMA Radio Church. To
keep church doors open one masend,one musthelp To keep the Radio Church doors
open one must write, one munglp. To keep the Radio Church doors open one must

write, one mushelp.The letters for every day are counted. Radio Stations judge the
importance of a program as well as by the responses. If the church would sgpport it
programs as well as the world does its programs, we’d take the world for Jdsas in t
generation.

The Little Minister
Send Out Sunshine Signal
January 1940
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PREFACE

When | arrived in lowa to attend graduate school in 2005, | was saddened to learn
that the University Apartments where | lived did not subscribe to TBN or aig atther
Christian broadcasting networks offered by the local cable system. Thisotdsnpatic,
but 1 did not lose faith in reconnecting with the televangelists | had come to know and
love. | soon discovered the Internet offered similar programming.

During the first semester of my doctoral program in lowa, | ezatali Professor
Jane Singer'#ledia and Changelass where | began exploring the intersection of media
and religion. In October 2005, | began to examine the media convergence effods of tw
American megachurch pastors, Bishop T.D. Jakes and Joel Osteen. | wanted to know
how the televangelists and their congregations used the Internet, a new mediass of m
communication, in conjunction with the older medium of television. Jakes and Osteen
broadcast their programs weekly on network as well as cable televisiomegnadre
using the Internet to “converge” or connect their brick-and-mortar tnasswith their
television broadcasts, CD and DVD sales, and published books.

In the spring of 2006 in Professor Carolyn Dyer’s media history seminar, |
discovered Rev. Edythe Stirlen and her radio broadcast during a visit to the lowa
Women'’s Archives, which is located in the University of lowa Main LibrariorRo the
visit, Professor Dyer informed Curator Karen Mason of each student’s lege@rests.
Mason pulled a box from the Edythe Stirlen Papers, a collection of a Shenandoah, lowa-
based religious broadcaster who died in 1987. Stirlen, a native of Kansas, firsedppear

on radio in 1926 while visiting station KFEQ in St. Joseph, Missouri, with her church.

Xii



Her religious program aired for more than 50 years on KFNF and KMA, two popular
farmer stations in Shenandoah, lowa.
The box Mason pulled for me to review contained issues @ehd Out
Sunshine (S.0.S.) Signalmagazine that Stirlen edited, published, and distributed to
listeners of heRadio Church of the Ail gently flipped through the magazine and
quickly noticed that what Stirlen did with the magazine was similar to what dakes
Osteen were doing with the Internet. Stirlen left a vast collection ofltenel
evidence,” which will be discussed in more detail in the sources and methods Séction.
returned the next day to learn more about the collection. What was new in a sense was
this amazing collection of a broadcaster, is rarity since many of tbedseand relics
attached to early broadcasters and radio stations have been disposed of. Fa, exampl
many of the records of KMA that | requested from the station were no longkabéea
According to a longtime employee, the station files were purged sdavs prior per the
order of a former station manadeCurrent management and Earl May’s grandson
directed me to a commissioned biography, which became a significant sgcemaae’
When the semester ended, | returned to the archives to begin the immersion
process. | sifted through the 16 boxes included in the Edythe Stirlen collectioh,faic
three years enabled me to study the intersection of media and religion aldiffeyent
time and place. It was clear at the start that Stirlen’s collection not onlyrgod her

contribution to radio but also the engagement of her audience.

! Louise M. Benjamin, “Historical Evidence: Factsp&f and Probability,” invlethods of Historical
Analysis in ElectronitMedia (Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates62007.

2 Thomas E. Beavers, interview by author, Shenanddaldune 1, 2007.
% Mark Eno (KMA General Manager), e-mail messagesutior, August 07, 2007, and July 18, 2008; Ed
May Jr. (grandson of KMA founder Earl May), in dission with the author, October 1, 2007.
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After reading years of sermons, prayers, and the magazine publishedday, $tirl
also wanted to become a member of that community. | remembered, however, that | had
to keep some distance as a scholar. The boundary, which was necessary $h edigbli
not prevent me from exploring the same faith and values that | held with thdee Sid
preached about for nearly 60 years. | was a Christian when | found Stiddatgion
and my faith was both tested and strengthened as | pursued my doctoral studies and
immersed myself in this dissertation.

The following pages are the fruits of my labor, cultivated during four grueling
winters, a devastating tornado that made national news, and a historical flood. Howeve
this project was harvested in Durham, North Carolina, during my first seraefiake
University Divinity School. In researching Stirlen’s life, | begandafcont my own
apprehensions and fears about being a woman pursuing a life in ministry. My call to
ministry existed prior to entering the doors of lowa, yet | chose to furthetudies in
my secular vocation. For Moses, God used a burning bush to communicate his destiny.
For me, God used His still small voice and the inspiration from Stirlen’s journeyc® pla

me in alignment with His assignment.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

My interest in religious broadcasting began at an early age. | gréw u
Charleston, South Carolina, nicknamed the Holy City, where my formative weae
spent at home with my maternal grandmother who faithfully engaged wglousl
broadcasting. In the morning, we tuned into WPAL, a black-owned AM station, where
we listened to the program of the Rev. Carole B. Priester. An ordained mimister
African Methodist Episcopal Church and the first woman to pastor an A.M.E. church in
South Carolina, Rev. Priester offered prayers, inspirational words, and toldristeme
the songs played held messages that could strengthen their faith and trust in God. She was
in no rush as she enunciated each word with a voice that could have easily been confused
with that of a blues singer. She concluded each broadcast with the words, “God loves you
and sodo I.”

After listening to the radio in my grandparent’'s bedroom, we headed to our dining
room that transformed into a mini-sanctuary where we worshipped while waftinng
and Tammy Faye Bakker on tReaise the Lord (PTL) Clukelevision program. We sang
and clapped during the hour, which featured Tammy crying and Jim preaching about the
good news while encouraging viewers to contribute financially to the work of their
ministry. Like other viewers, my grandmother answered the call byngail “love
gifts” or financial contributions. When our New Hope Missionary Baptist Churchyfam
traveled to Carowinds, a theme park located on the border of North and South Carolinas,
my grandmother Louise Simmons and the senior adults took a side trip to Heritage

U.S.A,, the 2,300-acre Christian theme park built by the Bakkers. | would not get to visi



with Jim and Tammy that day, and would subsequently miss our daily worship services
after starting kindergarten.

As an adult, my interest in what religious broadcaster Ben Armstrongdditiede
electric church,” grew as | attempted to walk out my faith beyond the Sumalayng
experiencé.Daily, | tuned into the Trinity Broadcast Network (TBN), the world’s larges
Christian television network founded in 1973 by Paul and Jan Crouch with the help of the
Bakkers, who left to start the PTL Clab.

| also worshipped daily via www.tbn.org or www.streamingfaith.com, where |
accessed the ministries of preachers and churches around the country. My enggjageme
with religious broadcasting was deep, so when | discovered the gems withinythe Ed
Stirlen collection | immediately asked: “Is what'’s old really ng&ia when it comes to
converged media efforts of contemporary religious broadcasters?”

Like their radio predecessors, contemporary ministers use television and the
Internet to create virtual congregations that not only listen to preaching, bueqisest
prayer, contribute tithes and offerings, and stay engaged with the congregation vi
various interactive features of the World Wide Web. This phenomenon, however, is not
a new one.

This project sought to explore the converged ministry efforts of the Rev. Edythe
Elem Swartz Stirlen and her audience who envisioned themselves as an imagined
religious community. This study examines the producer and consumers @u®ligi
programming on the Midwestern farmer stations as they navigated through theoavoluti

of regulation and network radio. Their story helps document the contributions of not only

* See Ben Armstrond;he Electric Churct{Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1979).

® About Us: The TBN Story. http://tbn.org/index.p8/8.html Accessed May 20, 2009.



a lone broadcaster, but also the undocumented contributions to the cultural history of
independent broadcasting.

Shenandoah Grown

Rural independent stations like KFNF and KMA, also considered farmer stations
grew their own brand of entertainers who used interpretive strategies to naadage
maintain their segment of the listening audience and who, in turn, grew audleatces t
evolved into imagined communities. The Rev. Edythe Elem Swartz Stirlen braaticast
on both stations in Shenandoah, lowa, and established a virtual congregation through her
Radio Church of the Aibroadcast. Stirlen’s listeners, many of whom were shut-ins
unable to leave their rural homes, envisioned Stirlen as their spiritual bradishe
envisioned them as her congregants within this virtual church environment.
Subsequently, Stirlen, the listeners of her radio program, and the readers of l@nenaga
formed an imagined religious community although there was no physical church or lone
geographic location where they united for worship. Thus, what takes place sulestantiat
the validity of Armstrong’s notion of an electric church, which other scholars have
challenged. Religious media historian Quentin J. Schultze, who has studied how
evangelicals and fundamentalists use media as well as the business nfjtdisna
contended “the phrase electronic church is an oxymoron, since a congregation meets
face-to-face for worship, study, mutual edification, and fellowshiptie Stirlen case
suggests face-to-face interaction was not needed for the community or virtual

congregation to operate effectively as an electric church.

® Quentin J. Schultz&elevangelism and American Culture The BusineBopfilar Religion(Baker Book
House: Grand Rapids, Michigan, 1991), 29.



| contend that as Stirlen’s listeners tuned into her radio program andheead t
magazine attached to that radio program, they began to view themselves aging list
community and as the congregation she calledRémio Church of the AirFrom the
very beginning of her radio work, Stirlen intended for audience members to view
themselves as more than listeners. For Stirlen, the radio program equatasty and
she wanted her listeners to join in as congregants and missionaries.

Cultural Historian Michele Hilmes contended Anderson’s concept of imagine
community corresponds with the experience of radio, which allowed thousands of
listeners from all across the United States to tune into and share similaeesge as
they listened to the antics of characters suchrass and And{“Radio, more than any
other agency, possessed the power not only to assert actively the unifying power of
simultaneous experience but to communicate meanings about the nature of thad unifyi
experience? Thus, early and modern radio listeners demonstrated the same
characteristics of the imagined community purposed by Anderson as he discussed
nationhood.

Independent broadcasters have rarely left documents such as those found within
the Stirlen collection; thus, this case study is enhanced by the rich datiéothatnae to
examine the images of communion constructed by Stirlen and her commurgiye | a
that although they could not physically bow to pray at the altar or sit in the paws of
brick-and-mortar church, they imagined their presence, if only for 15 mjnatas
sacramental space where they could hear the word of God and refresh tiiarsgpir

souls. The service provided by StirleRadio Church of the Ainelped her audience

" Hilmes,Radio Voices11.

% Ibid.



members to envision themselves not as simply passive listeners of a radio brimatdcast
as an imagined community, a congregation of sorts.

For broadcasters like Stirlen and self-made radio owners in Shenandoah, the
mandate of the “public interest, convenience, and necessity,” which wastetstvith
the Federal Radio Act of 1927, had a different meaning than what governmentsofficial
envisioned. In his 1956 dissertation on the development of AM radio in lowa, Ernest F.
Andrews Jr., discussed the Send out Sunshine clubs, a component of Stirlen’s ministry, as
simply a way KMA promoted their statidrHowever, | contend that Stirlen offered
much more, which is also substantiated by the document Andrews cites. In 1941, KMA
petitioned the Federal Communications Commission to renew the stationkelice
without a hearind? Within that petition, Stirlen is noted as hosting the Send Out
Sunshine club and for specific acts, such as finding homes for 200 children and helping
adults find employmentt: This study seeks to account for the act of communion, which
wasn’'t as measurable or easy to document on a form.

The imagined community of Stirlenadio Church of the Aithowever, did not
evolve in isolation. Rather, listeners developed their community identity in the ohids
an industry that grew from the interests of hobbyists to a commodity molded bgrids
of major corporations. This study will also examine the implications of thdary
matters that served as the backdrop of this imagined community. Subsequently, some of

the decisions that redefined radio impacted Stirlen’s community, as hermsogmnze

° Ernest F. Andrews Jr., “The Development of Amgl#uModulation Radio Broadcasting Stations in lowa:
A Selective History” (PhD diss., University of lowB956), 275-312.

10 pid., 292.

" bid.



was minimized and the aid society had to redirect its missional efficats effort to
focus on keeping the radio program on the air as radio time became an expensive
commodity.

The primary questions guiding this study, which uses the case of Stirlen and her
radio audience, lead to a new understanding of the cultural and social contributions of
religious broadcasting and the role of women in religious broadcasting. Thregypr
guestions guide this dissertation: (1) What were the “images of commumneatéd by
Stirlen and audience members for the construction of the imagined religioosuogm
known as thé&kadio Church of the Airf2) How were these “images of communion”
interpreted for the construction and maintenance of the community? (3) How did the
Radio Church of the Asatisfy the public interest of its imagined community?

How the Study Will Proceed

This chapteserves as the introduction for the project and provides my reasons
for exploring the study. Chapter Two traces the cultural as well ascpbtbntexts in
which radio evolved as a commercial medium, and examines how the Shenandoah farmer
stations dealt with the blows of regulation, reallocation, and challenges to dilec. s
Chapter Three lays out the lenses of analyses used for this study and outlines how t
conceptual frameworks of imagined community and interpretive communityuseceto
analyze how Stirlen created and maintained the imagined radio church community
Chapter Four looks at the personality and station profiles of Henry Field and&arl
who were instrumental in constructing the larger imagined community irnv@tiden’s
community operated. Chapter Five looks at the environment of StiRaf® Church of

the Airthat leads to understanding of local radio and its impact on its physical and



imagined communities. Chapter Six examines the evolution of Stirlen’s radiddast

while analyzing the content of the simultaneity of experience, which guareenent of

an imagined community, for tieadio Church of the Ailisteners. Chapter Seven

evaluates the work of tifgend out Signal Magaziaad its role in presenting the “images

of communion,” which were then interpreted by community members enabling them to
imagine themselves as members ofRaglio Church of the AiChapter Eight

interrogates the interpretive and physical work of the Send Out Sunshine Clubs and how
the outreach groups contributed to the community’s maintenance. Chapter Nine draws

conclusions and recommends future directions for the cultural history study of media.



CHAPTER 2
THE HISTORICAL BACKDROP

As the United States fought a war abroad and her citizens fought to survive on the
domestic front, a new mass medium arrived that united a nation and established a mass
audience. Media scholar Susan J. Douglas in her influential 1999 cultural histatoof ra
Listening In: Radio and the American Imaginatioantended“Radio is arguably the
most important electronic invention of the centuy.Douglas contends that in the first
half of the twentieth century, the medium helped Americans imagine thesaseid
their relationships to others in the natdn.

Through the lens of radio, the cultural history of the interwar years come into
focus by allowing us to examine various genres of programming of the 1930s and how
they helped the nation contend with the anxieties and social tensions of the period.

The Great Depression, which is often studied as a period of crisis and transitioagis not

as the key transformational moment in broadcasting histohy.this period, radio not

only served as a nation-building medium, but also established commercialgriarket

advertising, promoted propaganda, and served the public. Moreover, radio comedies

helped the country laugh to keep from crying in the midst of an economic chsisat

and unrest abroad as the nation recovered from one war and proceeded into another.
For some listeners, radio provided entertainment as well as a way t@ evigag

political discussions uncommon within their local public spheres. Most notably,

2 susan J. Douglakjstening In: Radio and the American imaginatidtinneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 1999), 9.

2 Ibid., 10.
14 Kate Lacey, “Radio in the Great Depression: Préonai Culture, Public Service, and Propaganda.” in

The Radio Reader: Essays in the Cultural HistoriRaflio,ed. Michele Hilmes and Jason Loviglio
(London: Routledge, 2002), 21-40.



Americans were offered a portrait of the nation’s condition through Presidserklif D.
Roosevelt’'s radio speeches known as Fireside Chats. Radio’s wide adoption and
popularity had the effect Roosevelt desired and offered Americans options thegvesa
known. For other listeners, the medium became a way to connect with religion and
spirituality, which previously was only accessed in churches or throughemsenal
communication. An early commentator on religion and radio, Spencer Miller, Jr.,
concluded that radio came along when people were attempting to recapture “the lost
radiance of religious experienc€ Radio, however, provided Americans with various
cultural, political, social, and religious experiences that no other medium had prgviousl
had the power to grant.

This chapter investigates the cultural as well as political contexts ante
Rev. Edythe Stirlen’s radio career and imagined religious communityapecel
Specifically, this chapter examines how station owners Henry Field aht&aforged
ahead with developing their homegrown programming while navigating thecpalfti
radio, including repeated wavelength reallocations and restrictions ons#haug via
the airwaves.

There are several reasons for the limited scholarship on various aspects of
broadcasting, including the lack of available resources to study local or egoaally

known stations** Hilmes, whose own research has depended heavily on the records of

!> spencer Miller, “Radio and Religion&nnals of the American Academy of Political andig@idcience,
(January 1935): 136.

1 Michele HilmesRadio Voices: American Broadcasting, 1922-198neapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 1997), xvi.
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NBC, contends that the on air sounds and stories that could be studied were often
unrecorded and unscripted and no artifacts have been left Béhind.

The artifacts that remain, she notes, must be “pieced together out of scrigts, pres
accounts, and reminiscence8 Additionally, what remains for examination often
privileges networks like NBC, which scholars like Hilmes have been able tp stud
because of the availability of their records or entities whose astié@etstored in a
centralized location.

Transformation of American Culture

Warren Susman, who studied American culture of the 1930s, suggests that it is
necessary to study this period through the lens of the “culture of abundance,” which
begins with the “cultural consequences of the new communications.” Technology not
only provided an avenue for people to become consumers or participate in abundance, but
also altered the “consciousness” of the nation as time and space shifted. Through

exposure to site and sound, Americans became increasingly self-awaire ailtbee.

Although radio was not a new communication tool, commercial radio as a mass
medium created both a national and international audience thus, shaping thercalture i
way that had not previously been established by a metfigmom the airing of the big
bands, the voices of Amos and Andy, and the impact of President Franklin Roosevelt’s
Fireside Chats, there were new consequences for the American people whoserkves w
now exposed to cultural forms and people who were not physically near but within their

imagined communities.

7 bid.
18 |bid.

¥ SusmangCulture as History84.
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Through Roosevelt's broadcasted talks to the American public, he was able to
engineer a Presidency that fostered a “new kind of political and social pbeeatise of
how he used the new medidftFor example, President Roosevelt wanted Americans to
feel they mattered and that the Administration was concerned about their individual
needs. Through the new medium and the development of the networks, Americans united
and shared common experiences, be it hunger, war, dustbowls, or the call for

governmental reform.

Radio Connects a Nation

Early radio was a reflection of the cultural, societal, and political shiisga
place in the United States at the start of the twentieth century. Perssralith as Will
Rogers and programs suchTdse GoldbergsThe Jack Benny ShpandAmos and Andy
introduced Americans to new public spheres while virtually taking listemersiew
communities and homes. Through radio, the new immigrant learned how to be an
American by hearing the native language as well as the countpestations for new
inhabitants! Radio united a nation that had previously been isolated by geographic
boundaries and segregated by language differéhA&dio had nationalizing power and
the cultural work it performed could not be dismissed, ignored, nor could it overshadow
the political maneuvering taking place in the background.

Shows such aghe Jack Benny Shawvealed a great deal about mainstream

culture and represented the anxieties present during the Depression. Evenassthe m

2 susmanCulture as History159.
% Hilmes,Only Connect: A Cultural History of Broadcastingtire United State$5.

2 bjd., 55.
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medium helped change lives, communities, and the world at large, the broadcast industry
within the United States did not come to full adulthood without growing pains. Though
radio historian Susan J. Douglas dubbed radio “arguably the most importarmtretect
invention of the century,” as an industry, it must also be analyzed as one of the most
challenging to regulate.

The Chaotic Medium

Radio and broadcasting were not initially synonymous, as amateur or ham
operators took radio and helped it develop into commercial broadcasting by agvancin
the technology and creating its audiefthnitially, the government established its
regulatory role with the passage of the Radio Act of 1912, which allowed the Deapiartme
of Commerce to issue licenses for interstate and foreign radio transreidsibaen the
Radio Act of 1912 was created, Congress had little prophetic vision for the future of the
medium. The flexibility of the Act allowed anyone to apply for a licensedadwast
across the ether. Noted broadcast historian Erik Barnouw suggested thatfexen be
radio had fully gotten off the ground, technology for television was quickly emenghg
the 1912 legislation that was the law of the land until 1927 was unprepared fofeither.

It was not long before amateur broadcasters sought licenses to take advantage of
the burgeoning medium that had an economic viability not initially envisioned for post-
World War | radio. Radio quickly developed, not only because of technological advances
but also because of the cultural shifts within society. As a product of the Jazaadige

developed because of the faddest culture that was then emerging becausaad#mme

% See Daniel J. Czitron\ledia and the American Min@hapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina,
1982).

24 Erik Barnouw.A Tower in Babel: The History of Broadcasting ie tinited States to 1938lew York:
Oxford University Press, 1966).
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flappers, miniature golf, spectator sports, and celebrity faith headeedling the

country®> Consequently, Americans embraced and established credit that evolved them
into consumers. As radio became important to people’s everyday lives and the
commercial network system developed, the government soon realized thatveltat i

once controlled and used for militaristic purposes was now a medium that could not
simply be left unmonitored by government. New voices could now be heard, but too
many voices forced others into silence. Thus, commercial radio not only needed
programming but also regulation.

Following the initial broadcast of the nation’s first radio station, KDKA, hundreds
of broadcasters petitioned the Department of Commerce for permission to broBgcas
the end of 1920, the agency had already issued®8/ith few requirements to meet and
a law that did not allow the denial of a request, furniture stores, feed-storespwner
churches, and people with just a dose of curiosity applied for licenses to take advantage
of the new mass communication device. Secretary of Commerce Herbert lqoimkdy
found his office issuing licenses as well as assigning frequencies, whieHimited,
and defining hours of operations. Although these duties were necessary to ¢ontrol a
industry growing increasingly out of bounds each day, the Department of Coennweesc
not legally authorized to undertake the aforementioned duties, as the Radio Act of 1912

did not sanction the regulatory efforts.

% Fred J. MacDonaldyon’t Touch that Dial: Radio Programming in Americaife, 1920-196QChicago:
Nelson-Hall, 1979)

26 Czitrom,Media and the American Mind1.
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Conferences Held To Dissect Problems

With numerous concerns and publics to entertain, Hoover held four radio
conferences, the first at the request of U.S. President Warren G. Hardirek topse
from amateurs, emerging industry leaders, the public, and radio companies on how to
control the developing medium. By the first conference in 1922, the technical,
economical, legislative, and ideological elements for America broadgastre in
place?” It was now up to Secretary of Commerce Hoover to figure out how the various
facets could unite in an effort to calm what had become known as a chaotic medium.
Held in Washington, D.C., the conferences grew from 30 conferees to 500 participants
who made recommendations to Congress on what stations should be licensed, frequency
assignments, how radio would and could be financed, who should or should not be able
to broadcast, and what would be allowed on the airwaves. “It is inconceivable that we
should allow so great a possibility of service, for news, for entertainnoermglfication,
and for vital commercial purposes, to be drowned in advertising chatter, or for
commercial purposes that can be quite well served by our other great means of
communication,” said Hoover during his opening address to the first conference on
February 27, 1922 Broadcast historian Louise Benjamin explains that radio benefited
from the relationship built between governmental departments, station owneradiand r

manufacturers, whose cooperation was witnessed during the four radio corsf&tence

27 susan J. Douglasventing American Broadcasting, 1899-19&altimore: John Hopkins University
Press, 1987), 317.

% Marvin R. BensmariThe Beginning of Broadcast Regulation in the TveghtCentury(Jefferson, NC:
McFarland & Co., 2000), 51.

% Louise BenjaminFree of the Air and the Public Interest; First Ardement Rights in Broadcasting to
1935(Carbondale, IL: Southern Illinois University Pre2601), 6.
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Paying for the Music

In 1923, the American Society of Composers, Authors, and Publishers (ASCAP),
was formed by a group of conference attendees who united to protect theiglcbpyri
interests. In response to their claims, the National Association of Broadcasianized
to devise a payment agreement to keep music on the airilSiese the beginning,
music was an essential part of programming, which had to evolve as members of the
music industry and broadcasters sought to control the portion of the industry that they
could self-regulate without government intervention. The self-regulation afidiistry
continued as the government realized the strength of both legislation andpsedked
rules. In an effort to curb interference and provide some kind of stability tortvesvas,
on the advice of conference attendees, Hoover proceeded with a spectrumti@alloca
plan. In 1923 Hoover divided radio stations into three classes labeled A, B, and C,
designated by bands of power as high, medium, and low.

Henry Field and Earl May founded their stations in 1924 and 1925, respectively.
KFNF and KMA were assigned Class B designations and were expectedtaimai
equipment and offer quality programming of service to the pdblitie two farmer
station owners did not sit passively by as the industry evolved; rather, thenmwaved
with regulatory matters and any other discussions that directlyedfédoem. Although
their stations were influential in the Midwest, the fact that Secretabpwimerce
Hoover was an lowa native did not hinder the ability to connect with those in

Washington.

% Douglas,Inventing American Broadcasting?2.

31 Benjamin,Free of the Air and the Public Interedss.
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Wave Jumping, Time Sharing, and Reallocations

Publications produced by both stations and news reports of the period report that
the Shenandoah farmer-station owners and their teams had loads of fun and experienced
great moments broadcasting on the new medium. However, maneuvering through the
existing and pending rules of the industry was no laughing matter. The two station
owners often solicited the help of lawyers to challenge rulings that theghtlee strength
of their signals as well as their ability to sell their wares andwgrral products via
radio.

During the early days of KFNF, listeners as far as 200 miles mdisection
heard the station because of its red€HWe had the darndest rig you ever saw. But it
worked. And the the rules weren’t so strict then. On a good clear night we would pour on
kilowatts and really tear a hole across the midwest,” recalled Figlgdul 948Des
Moines Registeinterview>?

One of the major issues confronting the farmer stations was the allodation o
signals. After the Commission was formed in 1941, the station owners and tbagriks
who became their constituents and key proponents, levied criticism against the
Commission for the injustices rural broadcasters were experiencingnidiker,
independent stations did not have the same governmental favor as the clear channel
stations (which will be discussed later) and those affiliated with the neswork

Radio listeners and owners often used local as well as national daily newsspaper

to debate the actions taking place in Washington regarding local radio. “Whideniy]|

32 Julian Colby, “Radio Sunday School Just 22 Yedds"@es Moines Registedan. 5, 1947.

33 Louis Cook Jr., “Henry Field- Successful Back Fefhilosopher,” June 6, 1948.
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Bellows, our Minnesota man, as a representative? Has he also forgot his homepeople o
has he joined the Coolidge gang as a promise for a bigger job? Just leave the stations as
they are. They should be put up higher than low&Hbwever, not all writers summoned
by Field opposed the government’s pending restrictions on the farmer statibns. H
Drewry, treasurer of the W.J. Dixon Lumber Co., told the Commission he agitbed w
restricting the reach of the farmer stations, as their programs werdy madgertising
anyway” and they interfered with the concerts of New York’s \R?3X writer reporting
on the matter for thslew York Times May 1927 labeled the campaign “record-
breaking propaganda,” and reported the Commission was not being influenced ks/ Field’
tactics®

A week later, th&@imesreported that in an effort to “end chaos in the air,” the
wavelengths of 694 stations would be reallocated, two of which were KFNF and KMA.
They were two of ten stations moved from 1,110 kilocycles to 270.1 mékeys.
Commission, created under the Radio Act of 1927, had for the first time attempted to
calm the chaos by issuing new 60-day licenses that separated the sigteti®ns in
large cities by 50 kilocycles while separating others by 10 kilocycles. §Ekperiment
being resolved upon in the hope that it will obviate much of the heterodyning and other
interferences with reception of radio stations.”

By August 1927, Henry Field petitioned the Commission to restore KFNF’s

frequency, citing he lost 80 percent of his business when the station’s frequeancy wa

3 «lowa Radio Fans Pour Protests On Capithlgiv York Timedyiay 17, 1927.
% Ipid.
% Ipid.

37464 Radio Stations Get Reallocationsléw York Timedviay 27, 1927.
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changed months earli&When the government would not provide Field additional space
or time, Field found other avenues to expand his reach, such as purchasing time from
neighboring stations. “When the national radio commission does not allot Heltty Fie
night hours for broadcasting from KFNF, he steps out and purchases a few ‘night hours,”
reported th&Shenandoah Sentineh its front-page® In January 1928, Field signed a
contract with KFEQ in St. Joseph, Missouri, to broadcast three hours each Saturday night
via a feed”?

Although independent and noncommercial stations thought they were already
under attack, more change was on the way with General Order 40, which was a
reallocation plan announced in August 1928. The ruling took effect in November, calling
for 40 clear channels and 34 regional channels, with the remaining frequeseirsd
to lower power channels. Ninety-four percent of broadcasters were imdgcte
reallocations while the remaining 6 percent consisted of chain-owned or network
affiliated stationg! Competition to maintain licenses and to get new ones was fierce, and
inevitably the move decreased the number of stations as some stations lefafiee air
being allotted only a few houf$ A station’s frequency assignment could also be
challenged based on its adherence to the “public interest” mandate, which the

Commission vaguely interpretéd.

3 «Federal Radio Commission Studies Problem of R&gites TalksNew York TimesAug. 14, 1927.
39 “KFNF Contracts For Night HoufsEvening SentinelJanuary 5, 1928, 1.

“©pid.

*1 McChesneyTelecommunication®5.

*2Ibid.

* Ibid.



19

In a 1929 letter to KFNF advertisers, Field assured advertisers thatesie |
spectrum readjustment from 336.9 meters or 890 kilocycles was seen as “a splendid
wave.”* Documents suggest the station was being heard “as far as 1000 to 2000 miles
away,” and Field guaranteed advertisers they would have access to this dxpande
coverage and did not have to worry about an increase irf'rates.

For the Shenandoah farmer stations, reallocation had taken place before. During
the early years of KFNF and KMA, the terms of their licenses requiredtthaot only
share time with each other but also with other stations, which was a common faactice
educational, religious, and small commercial stations. The arrangeeatesien the two
Shenandoah stations, however, was not as contentious as other relationships that will be
discussed later. “The story of KMA/KFNF was a remarkable tale of cabpe between
two competitors. May and Field were both high-profile, intense men, but, the d(z wee
they shared the same frequency, they decided for good business reasons to put their
audience first,” wrote Bob Doff

For a time, the two stations also shared the same frequency, wave 461, which
allowed each station to “broadcast for an hour or two, then go off the air while the other
got in some programmind”For example, the station jointly covered the 1925 World

Series since neither station was permitted to be on air for the entiré§ame

“Henry Field to Gentleman, “KFNF Going Stronger ili&ver,” Box 5, Folder 4, HFC SHSI.
* Ibid.

“6 Bob Doll, Sparks out of the Plowed Ground: The History of Araés Small Town Radio Stations
(Streamline Publishing, 1996), 10.

“ Birkby, KMA Radiq 33.

8 Doll, Sparks out of the Plowed Grourid); Jeff SteinMaking Waves: The People and Places of lowa
Broadcasting{Cedar Rapids, IA; WD&ommunications2004), 7.
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Though KFNF and KMA civilly navigated their time-sharing arrangemehgrot
governmentally mandated assignments were not always so amicable. Takanfpleg
the initial set-up between KMA and KWKH in Shreveport, Louisiana. KWKH’s awne
W.K. Henderson, “the doggone man of radio,” agitated both May and the Federal Radio
Commission, as he did not adhere easily to the files.

Giants Take Over Radioland

As small stations fought to maintain their wave positions and retain trezisés,
and independent stations like KFNF and KMA fought to maintain the operations they
worked to build, the reach of network-affiliated stations expanded. Essentially, the
government allowed the radio giants to take over radioland. According ethé/ ork
Times it was not long before the Commission began to “cooperate in the development of
high-powered broadcasting stations throughout the courtiot example, stations like
New York City’'s WEAF, which operated at 5,000 watts, were permitted to ex@ieti
with super-power transmitters. WEAF, AT&T'’s flagship station founded in 1923, was
allowed to establish a 50,000 watt transmitter at its existing frequencyand @o so as
long as there was no evidence of “undue interfereficetie Commission evaluated the
character of the programs offered as well as the mechanical equipmentabstiamien
could be authorized to operate at an excess of 30,000 watts. Based on its observations,

stations using 30,000, 50,000 or 100,000 watts

49 “Radio Deans To Hear W.K.'s Ple&Evening SentineGeptember 18, 1930, 1. When Henderson
recognized his license was in jeopardy he soldtaton to investors in September 1932. See Doerkse
Ameri

can Babel103.

Y “Radio Board Grants WEAF Higher PoweNew York TimesAugust 20, 1927, 8.

*! Ibid.
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were no more likely to cause interference than those using % 00@ssence, only those
little aural nuisances operating at 1,000 watts or below troubled the ether.

Shared Problems and Time

WEAF's reach expanded while annoyances like KMA and KWKH divided time
on 760 kilocycles, using 1,000 watts of poweKMA had previously shared time with
the University of lowa’s WSUI, however, the University applied for futidioperatiori?
By honoring the University's application, KMA received a better wave positibaital
time-sharing arrangement, with Shreveport, Louisiana’s W.K Hendersor) alloeved
Southerners to hear radio from the heart of the Cornbelt while Midwesterneragteat a t
of Creole radio sprinkled with Henderson’s catchphrases “Hello World!” and tjooe
it.”>°

Henderson said many disparaging things about KMA before the dust of
contention cleared. When asked why he lambasted KMA on the air, Henderson called the
situation a misunderstanding, as he had thought KMA was vying for his waveléngth.
The Mays and Hendersons eventually became friends and both couples traveled to each
other's hometown to broadcast directly to their distant audiences. When the Mgyt vis
Shreveport in January 1928, the two stations jointly promoted a special evening of

programming. “That evening, KMA broadcasted from 5 p.m. to 10 p.m. at which time

*2 |bid.

>3 “Mays Are At Shreveport,Evening Sentinellanuary 30, 1928, 1; “Radio Board Grants WEAF Highe
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they signed off for a one-hour program broadcast on KWKH. “Telegrams asxteand
then the two stations talked back and forth,” reported the local papisteners in
Shenandoah listened to the program from the Mayfair Auditorium, KMA'’s facilhg
Shenandoakvening Sentingkeported on the “conversations” between the stations and
commented on the “quaint way that Ms. Henderson has of annountimg&pril 1928,
Henderson and his wife visited with both Shenandoah stations. Henderson, a critic of the
Commission, chose to keep silent on the regulatory issues while announcing on KMA
because being in lowa made him “feel in such good hufi¢te even joined in on
May’s on-air direct selling. ThBes Moines Registeeported that visitors from
Nebraska, Missouri, Kansas, and lowa crowded into the KMA studio to see and hear
Henderson. While in Shenandoah, Henderson also stopped by KFNF to chat on air with
Field

Field and May were not as vocal as Henderson about their opposition to the
Commission’s decisions; however, neither were they complacent about thegongoin
changes that impacted their stations. Troubled at times with limited wgtiedeand
time-sharing arrangements, Field and May often took matters into their omis bg
dismissing assigned frequency allocation in exchange for self-assiggmpakericies that
offered little to no interferenc®.The station owners were familiar with Hoover, an

lowan, and the policies of the Federal Radio Commission. However, that did not stop

% bid.
%8 |bid.
*9 |bid.
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Hoover from criticizing the broadcasters he recognized as “air piraesine given to
stations that abandoned their assigned frequencies in search of more favoralilatones t
came with less static and a further recHoover threatened the “wave length jumpers”
that they would lose their licenses if they did not return to their assigned freqencie
however, the Commission, created as an interim organization, had no authority to impose
such punishments. The overloaded ether forced stations throughout the land to illegally
broadcast off their assigned frequencies, and, while listeners were abde to he
entertainment and music from distant lands, this was against the governwishés.

In the fall of 1930, a radio “traffic cop” went on duty in Grand Island, Nebraska,
to monitor stations that were suspected of “violating the technical regulafitimes
Federal Radio Commission, and thereby causing radio interfer&hitiee’ monitor
checked “operations of stations over the entire radio spectrum” by using aatapphat
was “more than 200 times as sensitive as the ordinary home receivifi§\setdators
were reported to the FRC. Although no penalties were levied on the offendingstati
the FRC had “the power to make the offending station hold to the assigned cfiannel.”

Federal Communications Commission Brings Hope

Earl May appealed to the newly created Federal Communications Comnfgssion
a new frequency and was granted permission to operate at 710 kilocycles, which provided
KMA with a clear channel frequency not occupied by another station. However, this

status was short lived as Chicago’s powerhouse WGN, positioned at 720 kilociedes, fi

®21pid., 33.
83 “Daily Check on Stations By OfficerThe Evening Sentinéheptember 1, 1930, 1.
*1pid., 1.
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a complaint with the FCC objecting to the closeness of the new nearby®SikjiviA
maintained its position for one month, until, without a hearing, the FCC honored WGN'’s
request and KMA was ordered to return to its previous position.

In June 1934, KMA received a license to operate at 2,500 watts during the day
and 1,000 watts at night, more than doubling its former output of 1,000 watts daily and
500 watts after dark. In 1935, the station operated at a wavelength of 930 kil@ntles
broadcasted for approximately nine hours, sharing time with KGBZ in York aiSledor
In August 1935, May journeyed to Washington, D.C., to petition the newly established
FCC to allow them to air full time instead of sharing time with KGBZ whosa$e was
suspended and under revi&By November 1935, the station sought full-time operation
and filed an application to erect a 500-foot antenna tower, which, if the additmeal t
was granted, would enable KMA to increase its power and cov&tage. expansion of
time for KMA did not come without a fight. KMA was originally slated to beginlk fu
time schedule on May 8, 1936. However, KGBZ appealed the decision, forcing the FCC
to order a stay to postpone the full-time hdirs July 1936, the legal battle ended with
May agreeing to purchase KGBZ, which permanently silenced the statidext
September when our new RCA Equipment is all in place, and our Program Depatment

augmented with more periods dedicated to the assistance and service of ourrfribads i

% Birby, KMA Radio,71.
7 Ibid.
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farm audience, we will have gone a long way toward bringing the section afuhéy
one of the Nation’s great radio station,” May proclaimed to the local newsfFaper

The construction of a new transmitter building began in July 1936 and a new
RCA transmitter with “high-fidelity” characteristics followed. “Qrtiwo other self-
supporting antennas in the country will be higher than the KMA tower when completed,”
reported the Shenandoah newspap@hese upgrades made it possible for KMA to
forge ahead of other stations and make history for contributions such as being one of the
earliest stations to begin a regular news broadcast in"£938.

On March 1, 1941, KMA changed its frequency from 930 AM to 960 AM, the
position on the dial it has maintained to this d&gditionally, the station claimed to be
the first lowa station “to originate a transcontinental broadcast heastl to coast when
KMA Farm Service Department accompanied one of the last livestocksiphents to
Europe under UNRRA in 1947

Direct Selling:

“You Will Never Sell Anything You Don’t Talk”

The illegal frequency expansion of KFNF and KMA was just one indiscretion, as
the two station owners also received intense criticism for their dirdiogs®actics,
which incorporated their mail order businesses into broadcasting. The impaeicof dir
selling by the Shenandoah stations was gauged in various ways, including theeintrea

postal revenues as a result of how successful the new stations were inteatigigia

2 KMA begins full time on air this week after defaghenandoah Gazett&ugust 7, 1936, 1.
3 “KMA Starts New Transmitter Bldg. On Highway 4&henandoah Gazettéyly 7, 1936, 1.
" “KMA Radio Firsts,”"KMA Guide,July-August 1975, 13.

S bid., 12.
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the airwaves. In January 1928, thes Moines Registeeported “considerable money
was spent by the seed and nursery farms,” which was cited as the reabemfdr
percent gain in postal receigfs.

Field and May increased their profits because their existing knowledge of t
targeted demographic was indispensible as they figured out how to develop programming
and maximize the potential of their existing brick-and-mortar faesliand new radio
stations. Neither men needed to travel far to secure talent; trging>@mployees and
loved ones were drafted to serve as announcers and entertainers. Radio taleehwas of
homegrown with no special training or skill, which meant that most programs whre ea
reality programming with on-air personalities creating content orpibieasid engineers
solving problems in real time. In recounting the way May developed raw, tdieriRev.
Edythe Stirlen wrote, “Some of the most featured and best paid talent on bis state
not been the best educatéd.”

For May, an engaging personality was one of the most marketable astigloute
on-air personality could possess. If you possessed that characterastitaidght you
what he considered necessary for the announcer and the May brand to succeed. For
example, Stirlen recalled attending meetings where May instructetkttien how to be
successful on the air: “Remember, you will never sell anything you don’t'fal&tfrlen
carried that message with her and concluded, “for whether it is merchandi$igion,

friendship of what have you, that advice is trire.”

8 “Shenandoah reports a 40 per ceB’s Moines Registedanuary 1, 1928, 4G.
" Edythe Stirlen, “A Tribute to Earl E. May3.0.S. Signal, Danuary 1947, 7. Box 14, Stirlen Papers.
® Ipid.

” Ibid.
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The young executives birthing the advertising industry on Madison could have
learned lessons from Field, whose station found a husband for a widow because of an
advertisement aired on KFNF. Within a month’s time, the Pulaski, lowa, woman ceceive
nearly 200 letters, 177 of which were from professional fiétawever, people were not
that concerned with these kinds of advertisements; rather, businessestseliamée
wares as Field and May and those of their advertisers were not as happy ditbdhe
sales methods used by the two owners. The recommendation that the industrg regulat
itself first discussed during the Fourth Radio Conference came to fruition iah 2%,

1929, when the National Association of Broadcasters adopted a code of ethics. “In their
desire to do their own housecleaning without waiting for regulation by thedF&thatio
Commission, the first rule they agreed on prevented the broadcastingnsiaéfe
matter,”The New York Timegported the next ddy.Four of the eight codes addressed
advertising, but most dealt specifically with broadcasters verifying pteduservices
advertised to ensure the products would not harm nor the messages deceive. However,
none of the codes specifically addressed the issue of direct selling, halass one of

the direct selling stations used derogatory statements againsoa stan individuaf?

One of the most vocal opponents of the Shenandoah direct sale stations was
Francis St. Austell of Des Moines, lowa, the president of the lowa Radiméiste
League. St. Austell took the two station owners to task nationally and offered sharp

critiques in print and on air. On Christmas night 1927, Austell appeared on New York’s

80“KFNF’s Appeal Won A Husband For Widow At Pulaskiwa,” Sentinel WorldNovember 18, 1925, 1.
8L «stations to Regulate Radio Advertisingyéw York Timesyiarch 26, 1929, 46.

® |bid.
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WEAF to discuss the issue of direct sellffign 1928, St. Austell voiced his complaints
about direct selling in a national radio magazine. “Henry Field has developed
salesmanship by radio into a very fine art-so fine an art that many blainf tis
example were followed by others fortunate enough to own a radio station, the whole
retail business structure of the country might be endangered. The sellingchnbise
by radio is so profitable that it is surprising to find so few radio stations engaged in the
pastime.®*

Although the direct sales stations entertained their listeners witmligec and
informed with market reports for farmers and religious programs like thhe diev.
Edythe Stirlen, they spent the bulk of their programming times promoting itgms f
purchase and convincing listeners they were getting a betteridelaé radio than from
nearby merchants. Entrepreneurs without the ability to advertise on radio ohthroug
printed means viewed such stations as a threat, a sentiment also shared by. liMtene
O.F. Hiser of Arnolds Park, lowa, contributed the local merchants’ view t0dbe
Moines Register’'siscussion and suggested that direct sales stations used “unethical”
tactics to lure customers away from stores close to home. “If thesmstate allowed to
pick out the cream of items from merchants’ lines, the local merchant will soodhave
quit as he cannot exist by sale of staples alone in which there is little or rid Brofi
Hiser reminded readers that the Shenandoah stores did not supply the staples needed by

families in other communities; thus, a community devoted to purchasing their major

8 “The Microphone Will PresentNew York TimesDec. 25, 1927, XX12.
8 Francis St. Austell, “Direct Selling By RadidRadio Broadcast AdvertiseMay 1928, 58.

8 Mrs. O.F. Hiser, “Arnolds Park, la.-To the Editofhe Des Moines Registéianuary 13, 1928.
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purchases through the mail order system jeopardized their accessilalifyso
vegetables, and produce. Other listeners, like I.M. Ganter of Oskaloosa,Houghtt
that radio marketing ignited market demand that benefited local merchahts, a
subsequently contributed to the lowa econdfny.

In 1928, the League developed a campaign against the direct selling stations
distributed 450 petitions in lowa and ballots to 15 other states seeking to convince
Congress to make the practice of direct sales by radio iflegathe spring of 1928, St.
Austell even journeyed to Washington, D.C., so he could voice his grievances in
meetings with Federal Radio Commissioners Sam Pickard and Eugene O. Eykes. S
Austell reported t®es Moines Registeeaders:

Now | will state with brutal frankness that the result of all my talkaligthe

persuasive eloguence | could muster, was — nix, absolutely nix — and worse than

that, Commissioner Pickard said quite fairly that there was nothing in tlee radi
law to give the commission authority to interfere in the matter of direatgell

The commission, he said, was appointed to administer the law and would do just

that and no mor&

Listeners as well as business owners joined in the discourse that continued in
lowa newspapers$n 1928, at the height of the direct sales conflict, C.E. Williams of
Stanhope, lowa, a central lowa town of about 400, suggested that customers would
patronize local merchants the same way they did businesses marketedovitloadl

merchants made the public aware of their products with similar advertiseameht

guaranteed their wares. Williams wrote:

8 | M. Ganter, “Mail Order Competitio)es Moines Registedanuary 15, 1928, E7.
87«3elling By Radio OpposedNew York Timessebruary 1, 1928, 20.

8 Francis St. Austell, “Radio Rambling€)es Moines RegisteApril 15, 1928, L-11.
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| cannot agree that radio-sold business is taken wholly from the local business
man for if it was not sold by these radio-stations quite a large portion otildw
be ordered from mail order houses from catalog advertising. Radio is a modern
way of advertising and those that expect to keep step with the progress of time
had better begin to get in line for the march for more busfiess.
Other lowans such as J.C. Colburn of Webster City thought that lowans who betlieved i
the so-called benefits of direct selling stations were being “hoodwinked” arednet
considering the impact on the economy of their local commuriitieise letter printed in
The Registereported that the Shenandoah stations were not alone in the direct selling
genre, but cited stations in Muscatine, lowa, as well as in Cincinnati amongeitte dir
selling culprits. Colburn wrote: “There has got to be a stopping place and the sooner our
authorized radio commission acts on the point and passes a law prohibiting the wholesal
confiscation of trade, the better the people of the state of lowa will'be.”
The Evening Sentinad, Shenandoah newspapeven weighed in on the debate,
although it could be assumed newspapers viewed commercial radio as drtbirezd,
the Sentinelsupported radio, citing the costs associated to providing the service to the
public. In addition to printing the schedules of the stations and other news pertaining to
radio, there was no indication in the newspapers examined that animosity or tension
existed on the part of the print media. Moreover, the Shenandoah papers recognized the
prominence of the local stations and ran news about the radio industry on its front pages

while the flagship publication of the staldhe Des Moines Regist&yen published St.

Austell’'s column devoted to the matters of the ether.

89“Up To the Merchant,Des Moines Registedanuary 9, 1928, 10.
% J.C. Colburn, “The trouble with you people..D&s Moines Registedanuary 10, 1928, 4.
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For theRegister the debate was more than an issue about the quality of
programming or the preference of direct versus indirect advertising. The nensaape
the controversy as a potential threat to censorship and an attack on the Marketplace of
Ideas. “There can be no discussion of this sort without new appreciation of thesdznge
censorship, new recognition of the necessity for allowances base on differetass,
differences in viewpoints. It emphasizes the right of various groups toeditfienes of
information, different sorts of entertainmet.”

The value of advertising was also on the Commission’s agenda as it considered
Wisconsin State University’s objection to sharing a frequency with KMAuUsecaf the
station’s use of advertising, which WSUI argued took time away from its cultural
programming”> No immediate decision was made on the time-sharing agreement;
however, the issue of direct selling on air was a matter the AdvertisibgoCldes
Moines, lowa, wanted the FRC to consider as it made future judgments and oegtiati
The Club submitted resolutions concerning the sale of products via radio, which included
having selling messages approved by the station manager or a designee @f,the FR
submitted to the FRC, broadcast as submitted with the time of the broadcast noted and
signed by the announcer, and numbered as “Sales Bulletin N3.The' Club advised
that the station maintain a copy of the bulletin while sending a copy to the Csionmis

“We suggest that the foregoing requirements will give a reliable antgpent record

92«Radio Discussion,Des Moines Registedanuary 7, 1928, morning edition.
93 “Federal Radio Commission Studies Problem of R&gites Talks,New York TimesAug. 14, 1927.
* Ibid.
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from which the purchaser may determine the exact representations madé#é bad w
conducive to honest advertising.”

News reports suggest the FRC took the group as well as letters it raoederd
advisement and noted there was a decrease in direct selling by radio since the
establishment of the FREFRC Chairman W.H.G. Bullard believed the current
transgressors did so because they were unaware of the public’s opposition. Bullard
believed that once notified, stations changed their course and the letters regehed b
FRC allowed them to advise stations. Bullard explained:

The argument that radio direct advertising is good and inoffensive to the public,

because it creates sales in some instances, is not a valid argunyent. |f

broadcast a strong bargain appeal, and if the bargain is obviously genuine and

worth while, you will make sales. The advertiser, considering only the orders,

may think that he is attracting customers and building up his business, but | do not

think that he would remain under any such belief if he could look over the
protests, objections and condemnations regarding his effort which come to the
commissiort?

Supporters of direct advertising believed that its opponents were not simply
opposed to the commercial threat of direct advertising; rather, supportdrsrititgssm
of the farmer stations as an attack on the culture of rural broadcastersiaaddigaces.
Editorial writer G.W. Dodd explained: “The farmers of all the Midwest dtgimg to the
defense of the stations that are friendly to them unreasonably will cause amalphe

Washington that will be memorabl&”KFNF and KMA were known as stations

representing farm interests while Dodd cited “eastern and large ¢ibnstéeature the

% “Federal Radio Commission Studies Problem of R&gites TalksNew York TimesAug. 14, 1927.
" Ibid.

98 H
Ibid.
% G.W. Dodd, “The Radio ControversyEvening Sentinellanuary 10, 1928, 3.
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city interests and eastern interest® While farm wives enjoyed the homemaker shows
that taught them how to use the items they grew and produced at home or bought at the
local seed and nursery stores, farmers utilized the market reports getbemeaning and

the farming advice provided.

The lowbrow cultural tastes of rural listeners proved problematic for other
listeners who thought the farmer stations interfered with the frequency oftdtiens
that offered entertainment, such as orchestra performances from Newallookms,
which were considered more refined or described as potted palm music.

Field and May maintained their positions on the overarching benefits of direct
sales via radio and defended their positions whether they were lobbying gemérnm
officials or community members. When May spoke at the weekly supper of the local
Kiwanis Club in February 1928, he discussed the increased costs of operating a station
and what the town could do to help the local statidhs. Evening Sentineéported,

“May emphasized that the thing needed most was petitions from Shenandoah merchants
stating the air does not tear down the community but instead has been a greiat benefi
stimulating trade and increasing business in practically all lifé®4sed on the brief
published, May responded:

In regard to the controversy over the broadcasting stations a lot of peopléosee

forget that somebody must pay. It costs money, lots of it, to erect and equip a

radio station: it costs money to provide programs. NO individual and no company

is going to keep up that expense very long without some provision for getting the
money back...Rest assured that these situations, no matter how altruistic their

professions, are getting their money back in some way. The listeners areogoing t
pay for it, whether the program is on prunes or bridge.

1% |bid.
101«“May Discusses Radio SituationThe Evening Sentindfebruary 18, 1928.

102«50mebody Pays,The Evening Sentindtebruary 2, 1928.
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Advertising was still under investigation but attention was focused on truth in
advertising, which became the concern of the Federal Trade Commission. KFNF and
KMA may have been at the fore of the direct sales controversy bhietey ork Times
reported that the first such investigation by the FTC involved the Omaha Tanning
Company, for its alleged fraudulent sales t&fk.

Public Service, Convenience, and Necessity

Secretary of Commerce Hoover often used the word “public” or referenced radio
as a “national resource” from the very beginning. During his first radifecamce,
Hoover said the issues of broadcasting were “of primary public intéP&dttie farmer
stations were rooted in serving the community; thus, the mandate of the Radio Act
1927 of “public service, convenience, and necessity” was not a burdensome one to fulfill
since their programming already embraced the balanced wheel condeptidnythe
government.

Broadcasting was compared to the field of public utilities because of miaeniys
between the public and the monopolies that controlled them. Thus, the terms “public

LN}

interest,” “convenience,” and “necessity” were adapted from the Transportatiari A
1920%° In essence, the mandate was developed on the basis that the public would benefit
from the economic influence and technological advances of private industrg. “Thi

definition of ‘public interest’ coupled clear signal reception with responsible

103 “Radio Discussion,Des Moines Registedanuary 7, 1928, morning edition.
194 BensmanThe Beginning of Broadcast Regulation in the Tve¢htCentury51.

195 1hid., 200.
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programming,” Louise Benjamin further explain@dlf the government determined who
broadcast, private entities determined how they fulfilled the “public intéBejamin
argued that as the industry developed, it must be considered that because ldrger, wel
financed stations were given the most favorable frequency assignmentsy smal
commercial and non-commercial stations were dismissed from sharingéssages on
the ether. Messages were mostly conservative in an effort to not offend and often
supported the status qiff. “If the FRC licensed the right kind of people with the right
moral values, then Congress would have nothing to f&&r.”

What should be broadcast was a matter that remained on the industry’s as well as
the government’s agenda even as the chaos of the new medium calmed. As the industry
continued to monitor the sales talk of the Shenandoah entrepreneurs and others, the
industry also found itself trying to protect speech while protecting listéfram
controversial and inflammatory programming, such as the broadcastofi€ptiest
Rev. Charles Coughlin of Detroit. Coughlin is often grouped with religious broadc¢asters
but his ministry had little to do with his Catholic faith or spirituality in genana more
to do with criticizing the banking industry or the government and its officials.

Religious Broadcasting

Since the beginning of commercial radio, Christians viewed the medium as

another way God provided to fulfill Jesus’ command to preach the Gospel to all

196 Benjamin,Freedom of the Air and the Public Intere30.

107 bid., 31

198 Mark Goodman and Mark Gring, “The Radio Act of 19PTogressive Ideology, Epistemology, and
Praxis,”Rhetoric & Public Affairs3, no. 3 (2000): 407.
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nations™®® “Radio served as a pulpit for evangelism on a scale impossible only decades
before,” said Cultural historian Tona Hangen, who chronicled the cultural workadf loc
and national religious broadcast&t¥For revivalists like Paul Rader of Chicago, radio
allowed traveling evangelists to share their tent revival sermons wittatioa.
Conservative religious broadcasters like Ralliatibnal Radio Chapégland Charles E.
Fuller ©Old-Fashioned Revival Houryvho were also known as fundamentalists, used
radio to preach a gospel that sought to return listeners to the core doctrines of
Christianity. Rader, who was one of the first religious broadcasters, fctius

medium in 1922 to promote and share one of his Chicago reviv&sder, who was

one of the first radio fundamentalist preachers in Chicago, begatatitmal Radio
Chapelon April 26, 1925, after buying the entire Sunday broadcasting'day.

The revolutionary work radio did for religion was likened to the Protestant
Reformation ignited by Martin Luther when he nailed his 95 Theses to the Cathedra
door, explained Ben Armstrong, a communications scholar and executive of the National
Religious Broadcasters. Armstrong, who coined the term the electridlsard the
early religious broadcasters saw radio “as an instrument of God, brought intdpeing
His hand to help tell all people of His reconciling love in Jesus CH#ski’ writing the

history of religious broadcasting, Armstrong does not highlight the goesrian

109 5ee Mathew 28.

1%Tona J. HangenRedeeming the Dial: Radio, Religion, & Popular Quét in AmericaChapel Hill:
University of North Carolina Press, 2003),

11 hid., 43.
121hid., 45.
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challenges of religious broadcasting; rather, he focused on the heavydinanci
responsibility broadcasting presented. The scarcity principle did not only tapthly
limited availability of the airwaves but also to the availability ofiie, which factored
into the premium costs that independent religious broadcasters had to pay when they did
not receive sustaining time from stations using religious programming/ag & meet
the public interest mandate.

Even if the assignments of religious broadcasters were divine in natyrstithe
had to adhere to the laws of the land, which did not always provide them the grace to stay
on the air. Churches and bible colleges were some of the first institutionarnaaeia
station licenses, however, these licenses were often hard to keep asamgulati
strengthened and their messages and agendas were questioned. While rediipogs s
once held the largest classification of stations, only 56 religious statimtedex
February 1928 The number decreased further once General Order 40 forced others off
the spectrum by labeling them “propaganda statidnst assigning them to marginal
wavelengths which made it more difficult to adhere to standards and retailictreses.

The government’s plan to reallocate frequencies hurt educational, labor, and
religious broadcasters, such as the Christian Catholic Apostolic Cini@tiarch (CCC)
located in Zion, lllinois*® CCC used radio to promote its eclectic religious beliefs and

exploit the talent within the group; however, the international radio audiencecthe se

14 Arthur T. Brown, “The Effects of Modern Radio Bdmmasting Upon Religion,Radio Newsvol. 9,
February 1928.

115 Hilmes,Only Connect]22.

118 poerksenAmerican Babell05-116.
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built from 1923 to 1928 could no longer locate the station after the Midwestern states
were affected by the reallocation ordét.

If legislation and regulatory requirements may have forced stations tbié air,
the rules of individual networks as well as those created by organizations sheh as
National Broadcast Association and the National Religious Broadcasiées
controversial or religious messages that did not conform to the standards of they indust
regulators. Hilmes suggests that the popularity of Coughlin actually inspioeahdjor
policy changes that affected religious broadcast@ournalism historian Marshall
Fishwick offered this explanation of the priest’s ministry that may help us tadéers
why: “The crux of Coughlin’s appeal, like that of Hitler, was not love but hatred. He
sensed, and took advantage of the neurotic anxiety all around him. He provided a conflict
in which angry members of his audience could know and confront their real enemies. He
focused on individuals — which he took care to name — who were devilish conspirators.
Join my army, he promised, and we will overcorhid.”

With the support of thousand of his Radio League of the Little Flower, Coughlin
took his message to CBS and in October 1930 started a broadcast on the Hétisrk.
long as the charismatic priest stayed on the subject of spiritual aid to aydawsrtsis,

he provoked little concern. But his very engagement with his audience soon led him into

17 bid.
18 Hilmes,Only Connect]124.

119 Marshall W. Fishwick, “Father Coughlin Time: Thad®o and RedemptionJournal of Popular
Culture22, no. 2 (1988): 40.
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the foray of politics,” explained Hilmés! Although Coughlin’s broadcasts were popular
among listeners across the country, many reported their disdain for the degiagog
broadcast to the FCC. The Commission responded by noting Section 326 of the
Communications Act of 1934, which prohibited the agency from censoring material or
inhibiting free speech?? Communication’s professor James A. Brown examined the
files of the Commission and located what he identified as the “traditionalqudsifi the
agency’s response to complaints about Coughlin:
The Commission has entered no order denying Father Coughlin the right to
broadcast, nor would it have authority under the law to promulgate such an order.
Each station license is the sole judge of the material to be presented over its

facilities and the Commission may not issue instructions and the Commission
may exercise no power of censorship with respect thet&to.”

While the FCC could not inhibit what Coughlin said, the industry eventually
muted his voice by first limiting his access. Only months after comigpatith CBS, the
relationship came to a screeching halt when the network learned of divisiveeatsnm
included within an upcoming broadcast. Instead of discussing the initial issudnli@oug
criticized the network for attempting to censor HfthAfter cancelling the contract, CBS
decided to follow NBC and no longer allow individual religious broadcasters to purchase
time!?° The network’s new rule did not stop the priest, as independent local stations still

existed and sold him time. Like other broadcasters, Coughlin used print publidi&ions

2 pid.

122 3ames A. Brown, “Selling Airtime for ControverdyAB Self-Regulation and Father Coughlin,”
Journalism Broadcastin@99 (1980): 206.
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the Social Justicenewsletter to circulate his venom and his program remained popular
until the late 1930s when his popularity waned and the NAB updated its broadcast code
in 1939 with a new code. This self-regulatory rule served as the preface tth®ed”
Fairness Doctrine, which was based on the “public interest, convenience, andyiecess
standard?®

Stirlen’s broadcast, which focused on biblical teaching, preaching, and singing,
may have been considered less threatening than programs such as Coughlint®that we
labeled “propaganda,” a term used to define other religious programs fofoédhaf air
during the interwar years.

Sustaining Time

Another effect of legislation on religious broadcasting was the introduction of
sustaining time programming, which came into existence after the passhge of
Communications Act of 1934 and answered the call of reserving a portion of the
spectrum for nonprofit, education and religious statidfslfistead of paid
programming, stations provided sustaining, or complimentary, time to local churches or
independent broadcasters like Stirlen as one way to meet the public servicedstandar
Because of the dominance of commercial broadcasting, the FCC and the industry
concurred that sustaining programming aided with a “well-balanced progractusty;”

which was essential to broadcasting in the public intéf@st.

2% bid., 124.
2" Hoover,Mass Media Religior§0.

128 ECC, Public Service Responsibility of Broadcasteises Report (1946), 12.
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Religious media scholars contend that if the government had set aside space for
the marginalized stations instead of providing free time to broadcastersautoh have
been left off of the air, the measure would have resulted in the lost of commigrtoos s
licenses:?® Independent stations made their own decisions on how they would distribute
sustaining time while networks established relationships with ecumenioaigbips,
such as the Federal Council of the Churches of Christ (FCCCA) and later ibvealNat
Council of Churche$* Robert S. Fortner contends modernists and fundamentalists
approached radio in different ways and that the FCCCA, which took the modernist
approach to Christianity, joined forces with the networks to provide genegiousl
programming that was not sectarighlt was thought that this type of programming
would attract a large audience that did not rely on the audience’s religiowiaffili
which would help religious broadcasting in meeting the public interest obligafion.

After CBS decided to discontinue selling time to independent broadcasters, the
network established tiéhurch of the Airwhich provided free air time to a group of
authorized religious bodi€d® While this system provided listeners access to a diversity
of religious messages, Hoover explained that the move was not devoid of politics. “The
sustaining-time system effectively segregated religious broanigdstitheological

origin. Establishment, mainline religion found itself welcomed on network (anf) loca

1291hid., 51.
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sustaining-time while conservative, evangelical, and independent groupsebeeaded
to paid-time broadcasting,” Hoover not&d.

As the network system expanded and local independents linked up with them,
broadcasters like Stirlen were required to pay for time since the statighldsnot take
advantage of more nationally known broadcasters whose programs were éidtojput
the networks and could be documented toward the public service requirement. The
station that once needed her services displaced her in an effort to reapettdtuhty
of network affiliation.

Conclusion

To survive the chaos of the medium as well as the governmental solutions of
legislation and the rules of the National Association of Broadcasting, swhearly
independent and religious stations had to be flexible as well as vigilant inftbgs ®
comply with the ever-changing laws of the land. Early licensees as vib# as
government quickly realized that radio was not for the hobbyist, but it was quickly
becoming a business that needed financing, regulation, and supervision. The technology
and its capacity outpaced legislation, but that did not prevent the industry from evolving
and making the necessary adjustments to make the system work. However, the
technology would have been obsolete without the ingenuity and risk-taking nature of
people like farmer-station owners Henry Field and Earl May. To understandéehe t
capacity of the technology is to unpack how the two men created the stations they did,

which allowed Stirlen to create the program and community she did.

134 stewart Hooveryliass Media Religion: The Social Sources of thetBlai Church(Newbury Park,
CA: Sage, 1988), 53
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CHAPTER 3
LENSES OF ANALYSIS

To study an audience and its broadcaster who are no longer among us is a
daunting task that requires the use of multiple lenses of analysis. This study sowght t
only understand how the radio church community was formed, but also how they came to
interpret and understand their union. Thus, it was necessary to use two conceptual
frameworks to understand how this group created a common text and how that text was
read and interpreted by its creators.

Imagined Community

Political scientist Benedict Anderson, who wrote about the concept of nation as an
“imagined political community,” postulated that media was created @it guch as
newspapers and novels bound a nation of readers together and allowed them to envision
themselves as a people united and not a nation dividett is imagined because the
members of even the smallest nation will never know most of their fellow-membess
them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of each lives the image of their
communion,**® Anderson explained.

Through the act of reading a newspaper, readers imagined how others within
their nation lived. “Yet each [newspaper reader] is well aware that the aeydra

performs is being replicated simultaneously by thousands (or millions) of ofhehose

135 Benedict Andersorimagined Communitieg.ondon: Verson, 1991), 6.
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existence he is confident, yet of whose identity he had not the slightestasf,hoti
Anderson further explained’

Although these people will never physically meet, through their interpretation of
the pictures and copy read, they derive “images of communion” that enable them to
identify and commune with the larger body of readers. Through the ideology embedded
within the images, an individual citizen is able to become conscious of theirplace i
society-at-large without face-to-face interaction or geographititmcaThe formation of
the nation takes place in the consciousness of the individual as a result of media
consumption, which infuses the elements of the nation.

Cultural historians Susan Douglas and Michele Hilmes have expanded
Anderson’s theory by examining how early radio had the same community-building
capacity. Through the new medium of radio, listeners across the United Staes ore
the same jokes and experienced the intimacy of President Roosevelt’s raitso ttvis
their home as an imagined American community. Whether listening in fronrinair
lowa homes or in urban centers like Chicago or St. Louis, Missouri, a simultaneous
experience occurred similar to the understanding Anderson found existed Wwith ear
newspaper readers. Subsequently, a sense of nationhood developed as they tuned into
Amos and Andgnd theJack Benny Shawhe Progressive administration during this era
envisioned that the medium would be able to “nationalize” an audience that was now
made up of new immigrants. Through radio programming, those who were new to the
United States learned what it meant to be an American.

In describing her early years in radio, Stirlen explained, “I would build up a

religious following at a certain time of the day.” During that time of ddyclvvaried

137 bid., 35.



45

over the course of her radio ministry as corporate interests overshadowse bt of
the marginalized religious broadcast audience, the community imaginedxiséence.

Interpretive Community

Stirlen and her religious imagined community operated as what Stanley Fish
called “community-constituted-interpreters” in the aural environment of ithegined
religious community. Because of the varying ways of community entry, memingdcs
have engaged with the community as a listener, reader, SOS Club member or som
combination of the three who developed codes of communications and interpretations
was crucial to the stability of the community. The conceptual framewadrkespretive
community was used to analyze how the “images of communion” emerge and are
interpreted as community members determine and share meanings of dgaiein
religious community. Because this case presents texts from the broadheastagazine,
letters shared between members, and the conversations of the physicalonwraevas
important to determine the shared codes and meanings that aid in establishing the
imagined community

Fish, a legal and literary scholar, originally conceptualized interpretive
community in his 1980 texts There a Text in This ClassPhe theory connects the
engagement and interpretation of varying media products has evolved beyond literary
criticism. Fish writes:

Interpretive communities are made up of those who share interpretivgissate

not for reading (in the conversational sense) for writing texts, for comnggitiine

properties and assigning their intentions. In other words, these straeigies

prior to the act of reading and therefore determine the shape of what isthead ra
than, as is usually assumed, the other way arbtind.

138 Stanley Fishls There a Text in This Clas@2ambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1980)..
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For Fish, whose work is based on literary communities within academic
institutions, meaning is not isolated within the text; rather, meaning anns® the reader
interrogates the text. While there will be various readings because of thatgioéthe
audience, there is still a shared interpretation because the readetesl sititiain the
community of a particular genre. The strategies used to interpret thedentialy exist
before the text is even picked up; thus, how a text is interpreted exists prior ttudle ac
reading.

Various media audiences construct their own interpretations for understanding
and engaging in their communiti€S.In her studyReading the Romanca seminal
reception study, Janice Radway found that the meanings readers attachedxivirest
the result of a fusion of things, including the text, the reader, and culture. The
Midwestern women Radway interviewed and surveyed were a family of re@tdetsgh
Radway studied the decoders of media products, which is more consistent with the
framework of interpretive community research, another vein of researchnoéd by
Fish and the work of Stuart Hall focuses on those who decode messages like jeurnalist
who become their own interpretive community. Barbie Zelizer and other commaonsgca
scholars have analyzed journalists and their established professional norms anelyhow t
perform the day-to-day activities of their trad®zelizer analyzed journalistic discourses

that emerged ithe wake of Watergate and the assassination of the President John F.

139 Janice RadwayReading the Romance: Women, Patriarchy, and Poglitarature 2™
ed. (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Pse4991).

140 see Barbie Zelizefaking Journalism Serious(fThousand Oaks, CA.: Sage, 2004); Dan Berkowitz
and James Terkeurst, J.V. (1999). Community &spnttive community: Rethinking the journalist-sor
relationship.Journal of Communicatiori,25-136; Parameswaran, R. (2006). Military Metaghor
Masculine Modes, and Critical Commentary: Decortsing journalists’ inner tales of September 11.
Journal of Communication Inquiry, 80), 42-64.
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Kennedy*** While carrying out their professional tasks, Zelizer found that reporters
morph into a community that must in turn negotiate their identity and power.

Zelizer's conceptualization of interpretive community serves agdhnsefvork
for investigating journalism producers, such as the North Carolina journalistgad in
a public journalism project that presumably goes awry during the coverage of the 1996
U.S. Senate race between Republican Jesse Helms and Democrat Harvel? Glamtt
framework of interpretive community used in this study “assumes a commtorabef
how to respond to an event, a communal give-and-take that occurs in the working out of
meaning.**?

Methods and Sources

Methodology

Scholars have long argued that history is not and could never be scientific because
of the many biases historians encounter regarding sampling, informants, ardnsrobl
asking questions of the past. However, historians have proven through time that they are
empirical researchers with the ability to couple argument with evideradefofms.
Over time, these arguments have changed as historians have evolved fromedimgly t
what people did to what people meant as they navigated their times. Postmodernism
ushered in the reshaping and rethinking of scholarship beyond literary and biographical

works, and prompted historians to look at stories of the past in the contexts of society,

141 Barhie Zelizer, “Journalists as Interpretive Connitigs,” in Social Meanings of Newsd. Dan
Berkowitz (Thousand Oaks, CA,1997), 401-419.

142 M. Brewin, “The interpretive community and reforRublic journalism plays out in North Carolina,”
Journalism of Communication Inquirg23(3) (1999): 222-238.

143 stirlen’s audience of religious media users gigslifis an interpretive community because of its
positioning as a genre community, which Lindlof s is more easily identifiable. this case,dhsr
continual negotiation as the consumers also ppatieias producers, which is something that Staten
chief producer embraced and promoted.
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economics, religions, and politit&' In the past 50 years, historians have followed in the
social science tradition and have employed the tools from behavioralism and
quantification to language, interpretation, and culture to construct th&past.

Historians, especially those employing the cultural history approach, mus
naturally act as bricoleurs if they are to capture the events of thel aste chosen to
triangulate my methods by not only analyzing the images and text of the maghaines
also Stirlen’s personal correspondence, scrapbooks, newspaper clippings, and hdditiona
content within the collection. | also interviewed or was in conversation witler8srl
grandchildren, former co-workers, community members, and other historians who have
studied lowa broadcasting history.

The cultural history approach allowed me to answer the questions posed because
the conceptual framework does not methodologically inhibit the study. The complete
body of the Stirlen Collection and the other documents located were examihedtwi
the use of narrowly defined categories.

David Paul Nord has compared cultural history to social history because of its
ability to chronicle “the lives of common peopfé®Nord explained that in order to carry
out Carey’s proposal, historians need to not only focus on the producers of the

journalistic record, “but also on tmeadersof journalism and on the cultural contexts in

144 David Paul Nord, “The Practice of Historical Restdt in Mass Communication Research and
Theory, ed Guido H. Stempel Ill, David H. Weaverd&s. Cleveland Wilhoit (Boston: Allyn and Bacon,
2003), 366-367.

145 bid., 367.

18 David Paul Nord, Mass Communication Research drebiy, eds. Guido H. Stempel I, David H.
Weaver, and G. Cleveland Wilhoit (Boston: Allyn &é&on, 2003): 368.
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which those readers reatf® Cultural history is a composite of intellectual history,
which defines human thought, and social history, which is about human #€tion.
Cultural history is more specifically concerned with the human action of “common
people” and “is concerned not merely with what these people did but what meanings they
attached to what they did*

One main component of this study is to understand the external relationships that
Stirlen created and fostered within lowa and surrounding communities. Whisgtee
in time does not allow the researcher to conduct an audience or reception study, this
aspect and others can be examined by studying Stirlen’s personal pap&esSigdal

Gauging the Imagined Community

Although a community may be considered imagined, it is necessary to
operationalize how | determined an “image of communion” or evidence of Stirlenand he
audience imagining their religious community. Upon the guided entry of myl detd,
to determine how community was articulated or indicated with the various texts
examined.

Like an early newspaper publisher or book editor, Stirlen was influential in the
construction of images that united the community. Thus, | zeroed in on texts thdeahcl
a direct reference to theadio Church of the Aiwhich was what she called the imagined
religious community. | also sought to examine passages that included words or phrases

such as “community,” “membership,” “radio friends,” and pronouns such as “our” and

147 bid., 376.

8pavid Paul Nord, “Intellectual History, Social Hisy, Cultural History...and Our History,” Journalism
Quarterly 67, no. 4 (Winter 1990): 645.

149hid., 646.
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“we,” which were used by Stirlen and members of the audience. Moreover, inexam
explicit references to the community, or a member’s identification witR#ato Church

of the Airas an organization or the Send Out Sunshine (S.0.S.) clubs, an aid society that
existed in the early years of the radio broadcast.

Source Material

The historical evidence used for this study fall into several categorosding
published and unpublished printed materials and personal records, official documents,

oral sources, photographs, and broadcast records published in secondary sources.

Primary source material for this study is located in the Edythe Stidper® housed in

the lowa Women'’s Archives at the University of lowa in lowa City, lowa. ddliection
spans the period from 1931 to the year of her retirement from KMA in 1981. The
collection includes Stirlen’s personal correspondence, sermon transcripspapew

articles, scrapbooks, photographs, Bibles, and poems. Transcripts of her radio sermons
from 1940 to 1975 are a major feature of the collection. Researchers have ssddom u

this collection, according to Karen Mason, curator of the lowa Women’s Archives.

Nearly all issues of th8.0.S. (Send Out Sunshine) Signabazine from the
April 1935 inaugural issue to the final issue in November 1981 are also located in the
collection. The magazine was originally published monthly, but it was changdi-to a
monthly publication. The magazine is composed of Stirlen’s sermons, photographs,
poems, and letters from the sick and shut-in members of her radio audience, advice,
testimonies of healing, and health updates. In my possession and in the collectian are t

books published by Stirlen in 1978;0m the Land of the Tumbleweed: Tales of my
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ChildhoodandThe Little Minister’'s Devotional Selectiohe latter begins with an

eight-page introduction that includes an autobiography.

Other manuscript collections have also been useful for this study. Another
collection of interest in the lowa Women'’s Archives is the Evelyn BirkbyeCbtin of
Radio Homemaker Materials, 1919-2001. | have also interviewed Evelyn Birkby of
Sidney, lowa. Birkby, a newspaper columnist and famous radio homemaker, briefly
documented Stirlen’s radio careemMrighboring on the Air: Cooking with the KMA
Radio Homemakersier collection includes copies of tK&chen Klattermagazine, a
publication that promoted the famous homemaker program of the same name. Stirlen
appeared on the cover of the magazine in 1929 and a story about her early ministry
appeared in the edition. The lowa City office of the State Historical Saxfiébyva also
maintains the papers of KFNF owner, Henry P. Field. The Greater Shenandoah
Historical Society and Museum has also been accessed, as it maint@mn&Stirlen,
files on both stations and their owners, and files on the history and religious life of
Shenandoah. The National Radio Heritage Association in Council Bluffs, lowdsbas a
provided me with correspondence and video clips of Stirlen, and | have consulted The
Disciples of Christ Historical Society in Nashville, Tennessee, whicimla@stained a
file on Stirlen.

| also visited the Shenandoah Public Library where microfilmihef
Shenandoah Sentinel/Evening Sentarelavailable. | located articles mentioned in other
documents and scanned the newspapers for articles pertaining to Stirlen aatioihe s
Limited editions of th&Shenandoah Gazetiee also available at the State Historical

Society of lowa in lowa City, and were also examined for similarlestic
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Although this project is primarily based on archival records, family members
radio employees, and other lowans interviewed were able to confirm dy dlaclear
information found within the documents. Moreover, discussions helped to address
matters such as Stirlen’s first marriage, which was never wriltteuat &y Stirlen or
others. Initial interviews were conducted with Stirlen’s granddaugl8amanne Boyde
and Cynthia Samuel, who both currently reside in Shenandoah. In addition to multiple
conversations with Boyde, she allowed me to review a personal collection ohpdblis
and unpublished records and relics maintained by her mother, who was responsible for
donating Stirlen’s papers to the lowa Women’s Archives in 1994. Additional lettees w
also provided by another Stirlen granddaughter, Martha Wells of Box Elder, South
Dakota. | also interviewed Thomas E. Beavers, a KMA employee and mefther
First Christian Church, and Benetta Guilford, a friend of Stirlen’s daughtdra &irst
Christian member.

At the outset of my analysis of the research materials, | construdtedlmé of
Stirlen’s life and ministry in addition to constructing a timeline of the keynemts in
broadcast history, especially those that impacted rural stations andugligpadcasting.
Once these pivotal moments were outlined, | placed the two side by side in atoeffor
recognize the moments of tension that existed. After those periods of tenseon wer
identified, | began what was occurring with Stirlen and her community. Alththey
research questions that guided each chapter were at the fore, one of the keyxjinedt
guided my entry into the data is, How does this develop, maintain, or disrupt the

imagined radio church?
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CHAPTER 4
RADIO AND A WOMAN’'S WORTH

For Stirlen and her contemporaries who entered the field of radio as neve&scaster
entertainers, or homemakers, radio offered unlimited possibilities becausedhen
was so new the industry did not have the luxury of discriminating against women who
were barred from other industries during the beginning of the century. The newyindustr
needed available personalities and voices to develop programming as well lasstemma
to establish its listening audience for daytime programming.

Histories have not accounted for the young women who were amateur radio
operators drawn to the medium by the same qualities that drew men. Training asthobbyi
was helpful for the women who became ham operators during the war when the U.S.
Navy needed women to work as wireless operators to replace the men wheseeskill
needed on war ships. However, commercial broadcasting became a naterébpla
women, as the new medium needed whoever was available to develop new programming
and assist with the technological operations of stations.

For example, young women like Lois Crawford of Boone, lowa, eventually made
radio history because her father needed someone with a First Class RadioiQpe
License to run KFGQ, which aired religious broadcasting from his cHefttlis was
not interested in the station that was licensed on January 25, 1927. However, she soon
realized the male student her father hired from lowa State Univeasitgl not keep the

transmitter goind>* She solved the family’s problems by, after two attempts at the test

150 Mark Ward,Music in the Air: The Golden Age of Gospel Ra@oeenville, SC: Ambassador Emerald
International, 2005), 21-23.

B1bid., 22.
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that was administered in Chicago, becoming the first woman to earn €lasstRadio
Operator’s Licens&>? Crawford remained in Boone and followed in her father’s footstep
by becoming a religious broadcaster. In 1977, she was listed as the presideG(df KF
and inducted in the National Religious Broadcasters’ Religious Broadgétdihof

Fame™?

Radio was first considered a marginal, innovative, and local entity, thus the
medium was a less threatening avenue for employment than the more conservative,
established professions. Women like Chicago’s Bertha Brainard, an ambaisecen
WWI, entered the radio industry on what Michelle Hilmes called the “growod.ft>*

In 1922, Brainard became WJZ's first program director while the industry wis in i
infancy!*®

Women were present on air as announcers, homemakers, and singers at radio’s
introduction to the masses as a commercial medium. Historian George H. ootgld
that in the 1920s a “fair number” of women were on air as announcers, a pivotal position
within early radio programming:*® Cultural historian Michele Hilmes explains that the
announcer was the “most prominent figure early radio” and was often responsible for
providing news and sports coverage, introductions, and voice-overs for program

sponsors>’ Brainard and others initially started on stations as announcers, a position

2 bid., 23.

153 Armstrong, The Electric Church185.

> bid., 44.

**bid., 45.

1%6 George H. Douglag;he Early Days of Radio Broadcastifitefferson, NC: McFarland, 1987), 65.

7Hilmes, Radio Voices141.
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that was considered the glue that held the programming together. Ironially, t
emergence of commercial radio coincided with the passage of the Nineteenth
Amendment, which provided women the right to vote. However, women in radio did not
experience the same liberation; female announcers disappeared during the 1930s and
1940s as hiring standards and qualifications chafjeBouglas asserted that the debate
on women’s voices also influenced the hiring of women. The debate, which lasted two
decades, began in 1924 after a fan journal published a commentary questioning the
“suitability of women as radio announcers? A phonograph record dealer had written

in that record sales were declining because the voice of a woman was “alidésind
“displeasing.**® The debate remained alive on the pageRarfio Broadcasbefore the
female writer in charge of the section of the journal ended the discourse hetaten
managers and directors by publishing a feature on women on the air as annStncers.
Around 1936 Hadley Cantril of Columbia University and Gordon W. Allport of Harvard
University published a study on “sex differences in radio voit&sThe study, which
included 80 female and male listeners, found that 95 percent of the respondentscoreferr
male announcers. The participants were also asked to rate five male apthhle f
speakers on voice characteristics, and they concluded they would rather hear a male

voice. The researchers postulated that “prejudice” was the reason for thos ogi

138 Douglas,The Early Days of Radio Broadcastir&b.
%9 Hilmes,Radio Voices141.

1801hid., 141-142.

161 1hid., 142.

182 Teachers College, Columbia University. “Radio &istrs Prefer Men as Announcer3.&achers
College Record 3(5): 461.
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almost none of the participants could explain the difference in vocal appeal. The report
suggested: “Men were judged to be more natural and more persuasive than woteen, whi
women’s voices were usually judged more attracttfa.”

Douglas concluded that while the issue may have impacted the decrease in the
hiring of women announcers, men simply realized how lucrative the profession was and
took “all the spoils for themselve$®* Hilmes suggested that the debate threatened the
careers of women such as Judith Carey Waller of Chicago, one of those female
announcers. Both Stirlen’s and Waller’s careers in radio outlasted theesmtgum

As time progressed, fewer women were heard as announcers and women
continued to be criticized and cited for being too chatty or exuberant on aire “Wer
women desirable on radio?” was a question posed in the paBesliof Broadcast
magazine. A phonograph record dealer suggested that women’s voices, particelarly t
pitch, did not come across well over raffio. These stereotypes were soon disproved, as
women were needed and they contributed in various ways and made significant
contributions such as developing radio news.

Contradictions of Womanhood

Contradictions about national identity and womanhood abounded in the 1930s.
Women were in conflict with themselves and with the world around them. “Change was

often a matter of two steps forward and one step backward,” explained HisttarataG

163 1hid.
184 1hid.

185 Jennie Irene Mix, “The Listeners’ Point of Viewgadio BroadcastSeptember 1924, 391.
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Riley about the experiences of woméhRiley reported that in the 1930s women’s

interest in their appearance increased, and the evidence to prove it was ther$2 bil

spent one year on cosmetics. These products could assist women in exphnedseagity

and femininity defined by Hollywood. Farm and urban women wanted to be as sensual as
Bette Davis, Greta Garbo, and Mae West. Riley contended that what womesesang

on movie screens of the 1930s contradicted the reality of their lives.

The women viewing Betty Davis, Greta Garbo, and May West did not have the
time or energy to decide what to wear on their next date. These women patched their
clothes, fed their children day-old bread, and challenged the sexism of the workforce.
Riley explained that while divorce rates soared in the 1920s, in the 1930s women made
unhappy marriages work, chose not to get married, or determined to suspend
reproduction because of the costs of caring for chiltffenomen worked various
aspects of industry in the 1930s; however, female workers often worked long hours under
the abusive treatment by employers. Although many married women worked to support
their families, their industriousness was met with resentment as theynézreal
opposition for being female and married. Proverbially speaking, they were damned if
they did work and damned if they did not. Some thought it was the man’s responsibility
to take care of his home, thus, the men needed all of available jobs. This mindset evolved
into federal legislation in the form of the Economic Act of 1933, which stipulated that no
two members of one household could work for the federal government. Although female

activists protested this measure, state governments would soon enact sgrslation.

186 Glenda Riley/nventing the American Woman: A Perspective on Winiéistory (Arlington Heights,
IL: Harlan Davidson, 1986), 212.

17 bid., 212-213.
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Moreover, while women fought to maintain jobs in nontraditional sectors, they
had to fight to protect the job traditionally considered women’s work: teachingy Ri
contended that when men could not find work during the depression, they began to seek
teaching positions which subsequently led to the displacement of females in the
classroom and in teacher training progrdfiaVith the introduction of unionization in
1933, women were hopeful that they could fight to protect and secure employment.
However, unionization was not the answer to fair and equal employment for women, who
were prohibited from joining certain shops or were isolated in gender-specific units

Taking Over the Mic

Female characters in radio fractured the glass ceilings whitdahs were still
hitting their heads and experiencing repercussions from men whose spirits and
masculinity were wounded by their inability to take care of their fasithecause of the
lack of jobs during the Great Depression.

Women in 1930s daytime serials were portrayed in realistic societal
characterizations in programs likée GoldbergsndClara, Lu and Ent®® Gertrude
Berg, author and actress of the Goldbergs, was said to have established blbelieva
Jewish family for viewers, which was important as the nation became agreiti and
radio was used to create American identity and help citizens understantktheir
neighbors-® While many soap operas featured women as principle characters, there was

a backlash for male characters, such as Jack Benny, who were presentedralsleulne

168 |hid., 214-215.

169 Ered MacDonal. Don't Touch that Dial: Radio Prognaimg in American Life, 1920-1960 (Chicago:
Nelson-Hall, 1979) [include page].

70 1pid.
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and lacking courag¥?! The woman on air and behind the mic were courageous, and that
courage often translated in to financial benefits for both their families amdaleeradio
station owners and managers who realized their potential to draw dedicateztdiste

their programming.

While women like Leanna Driftmier, a sister of radio station owner Helefgl,F
owned shares of the farmer station, very little has been written on how radiodallowe
rural women like Driftmier to begin entrepreneurial exploits. For exampl@rigs about
the lives of women often end with marriage, wifedom, or motherhood; however, this is
not how Stirlen’s story played out in reality or will play out within this wbfk.

Early Years of Edythe May Elem

Born Edythe Mary Elem on March 31, 1895, in Cimarron, Kansas, Stirlen
recounted that she had a very lonely childhood, as her mother died when she was seven
years old. The youngest of seven children, she saw her siblings “parceled out here and
there” while she remained with her father on the family’s firtithe family moved to
Sylvia, Kansas, where Stirlen spent her freshman year of high school and accapsed Je

Christ as her Savior after being persuaded by a friend named Béarla teenager,

"1 See Margaret T. McFadden, “America’s Boy Friendd/an’t Get a Date”: Gender, Race, and the
Cultural Work of the Jack Benny Program, 1932-1946urnal of American Historg0, no. 1 (1993):
113-134.

172 Carolyn G. HeilbrunWriting a Woman's LiféNew York: Ballantine Books, 1989), 58.
173 Stirlen. The Little Minister's Devotional Selectip®.

4 «Above are some picturesS.0.S. Signallanuary 1938, Box 14, Edythe Stirlen Papers, lowariéh’s
Archives, University of lowa Libraries, lowa Citigwa (hereafter cited as Stirlen Papers).
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Stirlen sang during revivals, and, although she takes no credit for the sbsufioted 45
of her classmates and friends became Christians at one of the m&@tings.

In 1915, at the age of 20, she graduated from Albia High School in Albia, lowa,
while living with her sister, Ella, and her husband, the Rev. C.V. P&&raéer high
school, Stirlen taught in northern lowa at what she refers to as a “Nonsagiaol”
where no one spoke English. After a year there, she found other teaching jobs and
pursued studies at Des Moines College, Warrensburg Normal, Kansas Unjiaersity
other schools “as time and money permitt&d.”

After World War |, Stirlen lived with another one of her sisters in Washington,
D.C., where she found work with the U.S. Census Bureau and as a secretary and pastor’s
assistant at the Ninth Street Christian ChuféNhile there, she attended a basketball
game where one of the players caught her8dis name was Joseph Ernest Swartz, a
native of St. Joseph, Missouri. The two married on August 4, ¥820scrapbook in the
possession of her granddaughter holds pictures of an elegantly dressed young couple

photographed at a train station and visibly in love as they visit with family anddtie

175 b

178 According to entries in Stirlen’s high school yeaok (private collection), she attended a different
school each of her four high school years.

177 stirlen, The Little Minister's Devotional SelectioB.
78 Ipid.
179 Suzanne Boyde, interview with author, May 31, 2007

180 Edythe Stirlen obituaryThe DiscipleMarch 1988, 50, Edythe Stirlen biographical filés@ples of
Christ Historical Society, Nashville, Tenn.
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The couple’s first child, Ella Josephine, was born in Washington!.Cheir
daughters, Rosalee and Wren, were born after the couple returned to St. Joseph.

Edythe Elem Swartz Enters the Studio

Stirlen attributed her ability to communicate effectively on radio to hey dayls
as an elocution instructor. In 1923, pupils in Mrs. Swartz’s School of Expression
performed in recitals held at the First Christ Church in Bethany, Mis$6uricording
to family members, Joseph’s problems with the law forced her to seek a diforce.
Stirlen does not mention Swartz nor the demise of her union in the ministry matierials
sermons produced during her public ministry. She simply recalled, “Those ar&re d
days. | don't like to remember thertf® Although Stirlen left very few clues about this
relationship, a note found in the papers of her granddaughter suggests the tmedema
cordial and in touch.

She supported her family by teaching public speaking, coaching plays, and
working as a paid soloist at the Westminster Presbyterian CHiir8tirlen was among a
small group of U.S. women who raised families alone and worked outside of the home, a
trend that would continue through the Great Depression. According to an 11-citgsampl

taken for the 1920 decennial census, about 15 percent of working women maintained

181 Jo Fischer obituaryGarden City TelegranQctober 8, 2003.
http://gctelegram.com/obits/2003/october/8/jfischenl (accessed April 7, 2006).

182«Expression Recital” flyer, private collection.
18 Suzanne Boyde and Cynthia Samuel (Stirlen’s granghters), interview with author, May 31, 2007.
184 Stirlen, The Little Minister's Devotional SelectioB,
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households without mefi® Moreover, nearly 25 percent of all women and about 29
percent of married women were in the labor force in 2838t one point after Joseph’s
departure, Stirlen placed her children in the homes of three different fanmpene
while she worked to secure financial stabitity.

KENF's Prairie Flower

Stirlen dated her entrance into radio back to Mother’'s Day 1926 when her church
group visited KFEQ in St. Joseph, Missouri, and she recited Kipling’s “Mother O’
Mine.” Stirlen explained, “I attribute my long service on the air to that hapfggction in
which | honored my mother. The poem won some fan mail. Gradually | was pushed more
and more into the limelight, until finally, the pastor preached and | sang foeatgular
broadcasts of our church®

Stirlen relocated to Shenandoah in 1929 and began establishing a foundation at
KENF.'*° Stirlen’s bio is included alongside the other KFNF broadcasters in the ‘station
Guide and Souvenir BopWwhich includes this introduction: “Edythe Swartz, popular for
her singing, reading and religious lectures. She is also Studio Hostessaavalysready
with her contagious smile to welcome you to the studio auditorium and see that you get

registered.**

18 Howard V. Hayghe, “Family Members in the Work Fefdvionthly Labor Reviewyarch 1990, 15.
187 bid.

188 Suzanne Boyde, interview with author, May 31, 2007

*bid., 4.

190 Birkby, KMA Radio,94.

¥1«Guide and Souvenir Book of KFNF,” 1929, KFNF Fi@reater Shenandoah Historical Society,
Shenandoah, lowa (hereafter cited GSHS).
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At KFNF, Stirlen initially served as a station hostess and sang .o8kair
eventually became the religious director of KFNF, and recalled that pri@empted her to
continue singing and “visit with people, especially about religious matties the
station received a postcard inquiring about the “shut-in progt&sitirlen became
president of the Sunshine Club of KFNF and began to sing and minister to homebound
members of the station’s audierlc@.

Social historian Donna Halper suggested that women like Stirlen who were
musically talented achieved success in radio and saw it as a new option outside of
traditional roles->* Moreover, the industry may have equally benefited since these
women provided much-needed services and talents the industry and individual stations
needed. Halper provides this explanation of how the stations benefited from opening the
studio door to musically inclined women:

[T]he reason was not necessarily that early owners believed in feminism. Wha

they believed in was having somebody on the staff who had good contacts with

musicians and other performers. Women ran many of the music school’s (another
occupation that society considered appropriate for them was that of musia teache
or vocal coach), and a number of these women also sang in church choirs or for
their local symphony orchestra...Also, it was commonly believed that women

were by nature good at organizing, making them ideal for tasks that involved
scheduling and arranging the taléfi.

192 Birkby, KMA Radiq 95; Stirlen,The Little Minister's Devotional Selectio?,
193 Edythe Swartz, “Sunshine For Shut-Ins by Edyther®sy’ Kitchen Klatter NewsOctober 1929, Evelyn

Birkby Collection of Radio Homemaker Materials, 892001, lowa Women'’s Archives, University of
lowa Libraries, lowa City, lowa (hereafter citedBigkby Papers).

194 bonna L. Halperlnvisible Stars: A Social History of Women in Aroen Broadcastig (Armonk, NY:
M.E. Sharpe, 2001), 14.

%% |pid.
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KMA'’s Little Minister

Earl May, owner of KMA Radio, another farmer station in Shenandoah, lowa,
hired Stirlen in December 1929, only two months after the start of the Depression, to
work as the Director of Welfare. The position required her to attend to devotions,
weddings, funerals, and other duties as requifedgecause of the collegiality between
the two stations and their owners, Stirlen was able to broadcast on KMA and KFNF. In
the 1970s, her radio broadcast was also heard on KDMI in Des Moines and KOAK, a
station based in Red Oak, lowa. However, it was on KMA that Stirkeaso Church of
the Airprogram and its units created the imagined religious community that reedgni
Stirlen as their “Little Minister*’

For Stirlen, the summer of 1930 was a period filled with activity and transitions
that would forever change the course of her life. She was ordained on May 26, 1930;
began broadcasting on KMA in June; and then married Carl J. Stirlen, a Montgomery
Ward salesman, on July 16, 1930. Stirlen reunited with her daughters at some point in
that same year.

The Little Minister’s Theology

Growing up, Stirlen worshipped in churches affiliated with the Christian Church
(Disciples of Christ), one of the more liberal sects of the organization knaedlthe
ordination of womer® and lived in the home of her brother-in-law and one of the

organization’s ministers, the Rev. C.V. Pearce. Stirlen did not doubt her ability &ol spre

1% Edythe Stirlen, “Something About My Life and Worl§’0.S. Signal, June/July 1962, Bix 14,
Stirlen Papers.

97t is unclear how Stirlen began to be known by thibnitor, but her grandchildren suggests the name
derived from her petite stature.

198 philpott, discussion.
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the gospel; rather, she had no role models to present this as an option. She wrote in her
1978 biography: “Had | been a boy instead of a girl | am sure | would have been
preaching the gospel long before I did. However, having been brought up to think
preaching was a man’s job | did not aspire to be a Minister [sic] of the gd&pel.”

Stirlen was ordained by the Rev. Frank R. Gillihan, who was the pastor of the
First Christian Church of Burlington Junction, Missouri, from 1928 to #82She knew
Gillihan from the Kings Hill Christian Church in St. Joseph, where he pastored if°1926
and where she served as staff sofdfsStirlen, who later assisted in the ordination of
others, viewed ordination as more than receiving authority; rather, she viewed the
designation as being called to service and submitting to God’s will. Insteadiotion
being something used to garner attention, Stirlen believed those who Wedda@a
ministry should respond:

Here | am a servant of God. | mean to make that the supreme interest and aim in

my life. | am your servant. Call upon me. | will come pray with you. | tllto

help you find salvation. | will try to comfort you in dying. Ask me to help you
and your troubles. When the world turns you down, come to me, and | will love

199 Rev. Edythe Stirlerf-rom the Land of the Tumbleweg@ouncil Bluffs, lowa: McDonald-Slater
Publishing, 1978), 76.

200 christian Warren, “Early radio ministers had looggins,” Shenandoah Evening Sentinel, April 2,

1986 Pastor Matt Limback, e-mail message to author, lraalyr5, 2008; At the time of Stirlen’s
ordination, the local church, or a lone pastor, ti@sfinal authority in the matter of ordinatiors, the
Disciples of Christ functioned did not operate aeaomination. The collection of churches wereathly
a common belief and considered a “brotherhood.”lgMvbmen were ordained by the organization
beginning in the mid-1800s, documents discussiagrhtter only reference “the brethren.” The Disespl
of Christ Historical Society in Nashville, Tennessmaintains an Edythe Stirlen file, and the orgaiidn
recognized her within ministry publications duringr lifetime. See thEncyclopedia of the Stone-
Campbell Movemengds. Douglas A. Foster, Anthony L. Dunnavant, R&uBlowers, and D. Newell
Williams (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans Publishingd2D

201 Elaine Philpott (curator, Disciples of Christ Histal Society, Nashville, TN), in discussion with
author, August 26, 2008.

22«Rev. Edythe Stirlen, 92, dies funeral rites tobenday,” Shenandoah Evening Sentirééptember 18,
1987, 3.
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you, and try to help you — in sickness or health — ordination means — not that you
want to usurp authority over someone — but rather take the forms of a $8tvant.

The Disciples of Christ, which is also known as the Christian Church, viewed
ordination as the “proper recognition of worthiness of men dedicated to preaching and
pastoral work.2** As expected, documents from the Disciples of Christ Historical
Society referencing ordination during the early 1900s referenced “menbantti&rs”
joining the “brotherhood.” The Stone-Campbell movement, which the Disciples were
birthed out of, recognized women in the ministry as early as ¥88&wever, the
Disciples continued to debate the ordination of women as well as ordination in general
until the 1970s. In addition to the age-old debate on whether the Bible authorized the
ordination of women, a review of Disciples’ literature suggests that ordination iragjene
was debated as congregants and leaders questioned whether acadengonteani
necessary, whether churches had to acknowledge ministers ordained by othes;churc
and whether ordination should even be permitted at the local level. No uniformity in
ordination existed for much of the twentieth century.

A Woman’s Gift Maketh Room For Her

According to Stirlen, KFNF-owner Field, a member of the Methodist church in
Shenandoah and a religious man, made the recommendation upon witnessing her spiritual
gifts. “Mr. Field encouraged your Radio Pastor to become an ordained milmstdrat
degree | have succeeded is for you and him to decide,” she wrote in the March 1949 issue

of theSignal In a sermon broadcasted in the 1940s, Stirlen told her audience: “I was

23 Edythe Stirlen, Sermon #12 “Come Ye after me awillimake you fishers of men,” Folder Sermons
1940-1942 Vol. 3, Box 3, Stirlen Papers.

24«Ordination,” The Christian-Evangelisflune 16, 1938. Disciples of Christ Historical Socidlashville,
TN.

2% The Encyclopedia of the Stone-Campbell Movensant"Women in Ministry.”
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ordained for the preaching of the Gospel... [M]y ministry has been the girgatef my
life, and | want to preach with my dying bre&tf.

As a novice KFNF broadcaster, she was known for singing “old ballads and
spirituals” but as her radio program developed, she “grew bolder and talked more about
the Lord and His love®” Some listeners did not embrace the shift in programming and
thought she had “ruined” her program by incorporating the preached word. She writes
that listeners advised via letters: “We can hear preachers any plauedng# can sing
the old songs like you’*®While saddened by the disapproval of some of her audience
members, she listened to the still small voice that instructed her to preaabsied.G
Stirlen did not just want to entertain her audience; rather, she wanted them teresgper
the manifest presence of God. She advised: “[T] his is not a program. It idijtist a
time of worship—in your home and my home. Not a show - but a time alone - you and I-
at your house and my house—with God and with His holy wotd.”

Although she was associated with the Christian Church (Disciples of Chlnist)
explained to radio congregants that the KMA Radio Church was ecumenical. “We have
no creed but the Bible. Our only requirement for membership is daily Bible geaclth
prayer,” Stirlen wroté'° News reports and family accounts also suggested that Stirlen

operated in an ecumenical spirit by making her rounds to preach and worship with

20641 et the redeemed of the Lord say so,” Folderl&tirRadio broadcasts, Sermons 1940-1941 Volume 3,
Box 3, Stirlen Papers.

27 Edythe Stirlen, “Time Marches OrS.0.S. SignaBeptember 1942, Box 14, Stirlen Papers.
2% |pid.
299 gtirlen, “Our First Broadcast At 1:15 p.m. June3.,0.S. Signalluly 1942, Box 14, Stirlen Papers.

#%gtirlen to “Dear Friend,” n.d., private collection
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various congregations within the Shenandoah and Page County community. Stirlen’s
grandchildren also recall traveling with her to nursing homes and mental laedlitres
where she ministered to peoptéln 1932, she began to share her ministry through the
pages ofCappers Week)ya farm magazine that published a series of her sermons.

Stirlen was an active member of the First Christian Church of Shenandoah and
served as a teacher and the superintendent of the Sunday School. She gave sdreons in t
absence of the pastor. However, one member recalls that over the yeaixfritbeal
First Christian pastors recognized Stirlen as an ordained minister. BeGudéford of
Shenandoah, a church member and friend of Stirlen’s daughters, recalls that in the 1950s
one pastor refused to recognize her ordination because she had no formal theological
training®? Guilford noted that Stirlen was “one of the best Bible teachers” and recalled
that church members did not have issues with Stirlen as a female minister. Dtscume
the Stirlen Papers further confirm Stirlen fellowshipped and received inugab
preach from other congregations.

Stirlen as Servant Leader

Stirlen was also very active in the Shenandoah community and served aspreside
of the local Woman’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU). She was alsmbanef
several fraternal organizations including the Eastern Star, White Shrineisdléen, and
the Social Order of the Beauceant. Her local club affiliation included tinesalClub,

which she presided over in 1960, and the Nautilus Club, which she served as president in

21 Boyde, interview with author, May 31, 2007.

212 Benetta Guilford, interview with the author, Sepkeer 20, 2007, Shenandoah, lowa.
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the 1940<™ Stirlen described the latter as an organization that did Red Cross work and
studied to see how they could be of service to their community, state, and*Hsfiba.
was also an active member of the Hospital Auxilfary.

In undated notes Stirlen prepared for an interview, she wrote, “omit refécence
Eastern Star etc for some religious people are opposed to secret ordéralfemligh
such involvement may have concerned some of her radio associates, her various
activities provided additional ministry opportunities, such as serving as thelistater
of the Evangelistic Department of the WCTU and Supreme Chaplain for the Supreme
Assembly of the Social Order of the Beauceaht.

Stirlen’s distinction as a member of the clergy did not keep her from patirg
in what was considered the woman’s work of the church, which included groups like the
Christian Women'’s Fellowship. While the organization evolved from a Ladies’ Ai
society to an international organization, the original goal was for women lactidevel
to organize around worship, study, and service as they developed “all women in &hristia
living and Christian servicé?*” She was also a member of the American Association of

Women Ministers.

23«Edythe Stirlen President of Altrusa Club,” pulalfion unknown, June 29, 1960, private collection;
Edythe Stirlen, Sermon #52 Father’s Day Sermorgéfobermons 1940-1941 Vol. 3, Box 3, Stirlen
Papers.

24 Edythe Stirlen, Sermon #52 Father’s Day Sermotddt@ermons 1940-1941 Vol. 3, Box 3, Stirlen
Papers.

#54Books presented to library by the Rev. Edythel&ti” Shenandoah Evening Sentirféébruary 16,
1979, 2.

218 (Mrs. John B.) Gertrude M. Blue to Mrs. Carl tir] April 17, 1967. Edythe Stirlen File, GSHS.

27 Lorraine Lollis,The Shape of Adam's Rib: A Lively History of Womfork in the Christian Church
(Bloomington, MN: Bethany Press, 1970), 144.
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From 1930 to 1942, Stirlen was an employee of the May Seed Co., a separate
entity from the broadcasting company. Stirlen explained the arrangemeotewded to
prevent the station from breaking the law of preaching doctrine. “When oneddlyia
radio station they must NOT preach DOCTRINE of any kind,” she explained to the
Signal’s readers?®

Stirlen did not specifically preach the doctrine of the Christian Churchyrathe
she used the teachings of the Disciples of Christ to inform the gospel thatatieegren
air. The flexibility of the denomination’s organizational structure on the legal may
have also provided her the framework from which to establish her own Radio Church of

the Air.

28 Edythe Stirlen, “These Changing TimeS,0.S. Signakebruary 1943, Box 14, Stirlen Papers.
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CHAPTER 5
THE SHENANDOAH FARM STATIONS, ITS OWNERS
AND THEIR HOMEGROWN IMAGINED COMMUNITY

The Rev. Edythe Swartz Stirlen’s entry into radio was not dependent on
submitting a resume or tape; rather, her radio career was the resultsofr@lyevisit to
the radio studio where visitors from across the region came to confirm if whadtehaey
on the radio was actually taking place. When Stirlen and a church group traveled to
Shenandoah, lowa, to get a glimpse at this new phenomenon called radio production, they
may have never imagined that the visit would jumpstart someone’s career.

In 1929, the year in which Stirlen visited, KFNF “pinned over a half million
badges on visitors’*® The Friendly Farmer Station attracted nearly 3,000 to 5,000
visitors a day, and the activity taking place outside the studio invigorated theisther
sleepy farming town. The noise, however, did not drown out a station employee who
came out asking if anyone among the visitors had a talent he or she wanted tmshar
air. “She does,” Stirlen recounted her friends screaming before she acbepted t
invitation into the Shenandoah studio. At first, she was reluctant, but there was no reason
for her to be afraid, as she had sung on radio before. The 34-year-old mother of three
sung an old song already in her musical arsenal, “Everybody Talkin' About Heewvien A
Going.”° The number was well received and she sang another.

Stirlen’s encounter in the studio that day could have easily equated to a mere 15
minutes of fame, but that day was actually the beginning of a radio careastbdtfbr

52 years. What were the contributing factors that contributed to this sindiersaarly

29 «Guide and Souvenir Book of KFNF,” 1929. KFNF Fi8SHS.

220 «Nadine Dreagers Golden Age of Radio Reunion 198¥D, provided by Nadine Dreagers.



72

success in radio is a question at the fore of the project, yet it can only be prebed aft
clear understanding of the environment in which her career existed. Thus, providing an
understanding of what prepared the way for Stirlen and her imagined religious
community.

This chapter examines the environment in which Stirladio Church of the
Air evolved into in an effort to layout the cultural and political culture in which farm
radio developed. The following questions guided this inquiry: Who were the men behind
the farmer stations and how did they create their enterprises? How didhtlee $sations
stay financially viable in the midst of corporate competition? How did #t®ss use the
homegrown talent within its community? What tactics did the stations use te area
imagined community of listeners?

Shenandoah:

“Seed and Nursery Center of the Woffd”

Since Shenandoah’s founding in 1870, residents found the 5,000 acres of growing
field to be profitable and the town became known as the Seed and Nursery Cédger of t
World 2% Although the explanation about the quality and location of the land helps one
understand why Shenandoah garnered that title, cultural historian Clifford J. &oerks
suggests there is no explanation for why the town became “an epicenteyof earl
American broadcastind®The seed-house owners kept things interesting in the quaint

and quiet southwestern lowa town, as their on-air antics affected the commuboth

221 Elaine F. Danforth, “The History of Shenandoalyag’ Annals of lowa40, no. 7 (Winter 1971): 519.
222 |pid.

22 Clifford J. DoerksenAmerican Babel: Rogue Radio Broadcasters of the 2ag(Philadelphia:
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2005), 77.
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positive and negative ways. “The [r]adio [s]tations brought a cosmopolitan atmespher
Shenandoah that | am sure was not felt in towns many times larger. For Shenandoah was
a mecca for farmers in at least four states and they came to sebevsiations, and
these people were all about,” wrote Gordon Hayzlett, whose parents Jay emdé&ser
worked for the Henry Field Seed Compaffy.

“Shenandoah was a community accustomed to organized celebrations,” wrote
KMA biographer Robert Birkby?*“At the Henry Field Seed Company, the KFNF
second anniversary celebration attracted 10,000 out-of-town guests to edjoytstrs,
free food, the performances of over a hundred old-time fiddlers, and thirtyssghstr
hours of radio broadcast&® In 1925, Field created the event to thank his new radio
listeners and introduce them to his wares. The oftentimes days-long jubidetsan-
air antics of the two radio stations owners earned them a comparison to P.T. Barnum, a
accomplished showman and entrepreneur, while other historians have labeletitfem *
profile, intense men®?’No matter the monikers, the two men impacted not only the local
but also the national radio industry by showcasing Midwestern talent, which helped to
diversify offerings available to listeners.

Henry Field and KENF: The Friendly Farmer Station

“[Henry Field] is an example of American citizenship with a successfuhbssi
career to his credit, attained by hard work, and Golden Rule business methods.”

Rev. James Pearson (“Newsboy”), Radio Thoughts, November 1927

224 Gordon Hayzlett, “Remembrances of KFNF,” n.d., kFRile, GSHS.
225 Robert Birkby KMA Radio,35.
228 |pid.

227 Doll, Sparks out of the Plowed Grourid).
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By June 1922, the Department of Commerce had licensed 10 stations to operate in
lowa, one of which was operated by a Shenandoah enthusiast, Harlan Gass, who operated
the 100-watt WGAJ?® By the fall of 1923, the opportunity to broadcast presented itself
to Henry Field. According to Field’s sister and biographer, Francis Hebe, Kiwas not
long before Field recognized the marketing power the new commercialmed
presented and its potential impact on his seed H3ubke and his workers ventured to
WOAW in Omaha, Nebraska, where they used their airtime to talk about Shentidoah.
Their Shenandoah neighbors listened in that night, and it was only a matter b§ mont
before Field began broadcasting independently from the third-floor of his Shenandoah
nursery building. Rural stations offered great promise, as radio developersmeitie
medium would connect isolated residents with the rest of the WOMENF, “the
Friendly Farmer Station,” was birthed on February 20, 1924. It was not long before the
station became a regional favorite and a welcomed treat for distanétstghen the
station’s signal crept out of its assigned wave.

Farmer stations like KFNF had a unique niche and a pool of talent network
stations could not provide or manufacture. Doerksen provided the following analysis of
Field’s station: “Unlike city stations, which strove to distance themselogstiie taint
of amateurism, KFNF proudly advertised the fact that its most popular femaleést,oc

LuEtta Minnick Armstrong, was the office assistant to company treaswger F

228 Robert Birkby KMA Radiq 6.

29 Frances Hope Fiel@he Story of Henry Field(Production by William & Jean Pavek: 1994). Loché
the Shenandoah Public Library.

230 Robert Birkby KMA Radio,8.

%1 Craig, Steve, “The Farmer’s Friend’: Radio Cone#\merica, 1920-1927 Journal of Radio Studies
8, no. 2 (2001): 331.
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Tunnicliff, who was familiar to listeners as the announcer of KFNF Sunday night
devotional services?*

Field, a native of Shenandoah, found initial success in the seed business and
became “a national figure” in the area of agriculture and horticuittigy 1899, he
began writing and printing tH@eed Senseatalogue to expand his businé¥sThe
publication, which was described as “newsy” and noted for its “honesty, folkaytha
was distributed initially distributed throughout the Midw&stn 1902, Field built the
first seed house and continually expanded the edifcEhe physical building, however,
was not the only thing that would expand.

When Field celebrated the station’s second anniversariaweYork Timeand
local Shenandoah newspaper took note of the number of telegrams the station received
during its 30-hour continuous broadcast, substantiating the station’s popularity. KFNF
received 225,899 telegrams during the broadcast which featured 8 orchestnase 15
guartets, and a contest featuring 120 old-time fiddlers and other entertaiders
speaker$®’

KFNF had its own studio orchestra to supply live music as well as standby

musicians, such as fiddler Wilbur Smith, who provided old-time mé&ihe jazz

32 poerksenAmerican Babel79.

233 | eanna Driftmier. “Henry Field 1871-194Kitchen Klatter Magazind\ovember 1949, 3. Henry Field
Papers, State Historical Society of lowa, lowa (itgreafter cited Field Papers).

234 puthor unknown. “The Story of Henry Field’s,” n,d.. KFNF File, GSHS.

2% Birkby, KMA Radio,4; Birkby was commissioned by the station to witischistory.

236 Author unknown. “The Story of Henry Field’s,” n,&@, KFNF File, GSHS.

#7T“KFNF Makes Record: Gets 225,899 Telegrandgtv York Timesviarch 21, 1926, XX21.

28 Henry Field Seed Company, “Studio and Broadcasiagion KFNF,” 26. KFNF File, GSHS.
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music that had become popular on city stations did not fare well for their listemers w
enjoyed music more reminiscent of early times and consistent with the Metwethos,
music like the prairie songs sung by Stirlen. After reviewing the cootfezarly rural
publications, Communication Arts professor Randal Patnode concluded: “Radio
advertising promised to redeem the farmer by raising his social statusaldtesy of the

city dweller — and an idealized city dweller at th&f.For lowa farmers, going to town

may have meant a trip to Des Moines or even to Shenandoah, where Field offered seed
for the garden as well as clothing for the farmer. Doerksen explainedsiffipécity of
KFNF’s economic plan was complemented by an equally straightforwardahpslicy
rooted in barn dance music and gospel hyriffs.”

With few advertisers to sponsor the station’s content, Field and Earl May self-
financed their own business ventures by promoting their products within their station’
regular programming. During his twice-a-day radio appearances, RFmikeed
listeners’ gardening questions while touting the benefits and value of thiegdfen his
seed house. His famed “Letter Basket” program not only provided the opportunity to
create the necessary images of communion for his community, but also to hawk peaches
tires, or whatever product that had arrived during the week.

One writer in the 1930s identified the station as “the most loved and the most
hated broadcasting station in the counf}.While organizations such as the Des

Moines-based lowa Radio Listeners’ League were critical of Frelché&s competitor

239 Randall Patnode, “’What These People Need is Radew Technology, the Press, and Otherness in
1920s America,'Society for the History of Technolo@Q03, 293.

20 poerksenAmerican Babel79.

#1\wayne Gard, “Henry Field of lowaPlain Talk,607-612, Folder 1, Box 7, Field Papers.
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Earl May because of their direct selling tactics, farmers and ratkadis loved Field,

his station, and the people who entertained tHérm addition to the seed store, Field
also owned a gas station, hatchery, and was credited with developing “mulé*¢dime”
Field complex also housed the office of an optometrist, a photo studio, and a print shop
that produce®eed Sensand other company documenft$Field also operated a
department store with clothing for the entire family, shoes, hardware,dtdiglc and

birds, books, fabric and notions, a campground with 73 cabins, and a zoo that housed
monkeys and a beat> In 1927, Field announced the construction of the KFNF
auditoriumwhich doubled as a studio able to accommodate the large crowds that
journeyed to Shenandoah to meet their favorite on-air personalities and witnesgtbe
of radio?*® These visitors represented the larger imagined community from which
Stirlen’s community developed. Only a few years later, crowds ohéssevould come
specifically to visit Stirlen and fellowship with hBadio Church of the Air

Listening in at KFNF

Field wanted visitors to experience Shenandoah and his store provided
Shenandoah maps when they arrived so they could explore other locations, lgspecial

ones significant to Field, such as the Sleepy Hollow farm where Fielddstas

%42 The Des Moines-based league was started in tad 820s and was led by Francis St. Austell. Other
members included Joel Tuttle; secretary of the Glearof Commerce, Ed O’Dea; W.H. Heinz, the
manager of lowa’s first radio station which was ediby Bankers Life, WHO; and Hugh B. Lee of the
Register and The Tribune-Capital. See “Plan Nati®aalio Listeners Sessions Her&lie Des Moines
RegisterJanuary 12, 1928, 11.

243 Author unknown. “The Story of Henry Field’s,” nldFNF File, GSHS.

244 Gordon Hayzlett, “Remembrances of KFNF,” n.d KENF File, GSHSGuide and Souvenir Book of
KFNF, 1929. Henry Field File, GSHS.

245 Guide and Souvenir Book of KFNE929. Henry Field File, GSHS.

4% Robert Birkby KMA Radiq 41.
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business. The radio station visitors were instrumental to the social lifellesswhe
overall economy of Shenandoah and information about visitors was recorde®aethe
House Gossigolumn that appeared in the local newspaper. During the summer of 1927,
165,000 KFNF visitors were “received with a glad hafid.In his 1929KFNF Guide
and Souvenir Boolgield advised: “Don’t be afraid to ask anyone around the Seed House
anything you want to know...So while you are at KFNF the place is yours. Makelfours
at home. Go where you like, and don’t be afraid to ask questions. We have no secrets and
no private places so you can feel free to come and go as you like and feel afffome.”
KFNF programs used colloquial language common to farm families and rural
dwellers who envisioned Henry as a friend they could trust. In the midst of ¢loé dir
sales controversy, one southeast lowa listener wrotelihades Moines Register
condemn the station for the informal nature of a program and its use of “mispronounced
words, incorrect English and billingsgafé*Albert Haldeman wrote that the recent
Christmas day broadcast sounded like one big Field family gathering, antitbese
guestion: “How can we expect our children to speak good English after listenimg to t
nonsense from radid**Field was no unlearned country bumpkin, and the style used on
the station was just another way to connect with listeners, who were disconnected f
those highfalutin stations on the East Coast. The son of an educator and member of the
lowa State Legislature, Henry worked as a page in the lowa atgislbefore attending

the Western Normal College in Shenandoah where he matriculated until the school

247 James PearsoRadio ThoughtsNovember 1927, 1. KFNF File, GSHS.

248430me of the Folks You Hear Over KFNFSuide and Souvenir Book of KFNE929. Henry Field File,
GSHS.

249 Albert Haldeman, “Radio EnglishThe Des Moines Registeianuary 4, 1928, 4.

20 bid.
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burned down in 189%>' He worked as a county surveyor and taught country school for
three winters before pursuing his first love: gardening.

What Haldeman considered nonsense, Field equated to profit as he and his seed
house folks pitched everything in the store’s arsenal via the radio station. Fiele:de
that the power of radio advertising is what drew crowds to Shenandoah, and, as a master
salesman, he convinced prospective radio advertisers that they could alsmerpbee
powerful effects of radio advertising. In a 1928 pitch letter to prospective adverti
Field wrote:

[P]eople by hundreds of thousands, yes millions of people now listen to their

Radio instead of Reading their papers so much. This shows why Radio

advertising is producing such surprising results and why hundreds of con@erns ar

spending more and more money for Radio Advertising each year and less for

Newspaper and Farm Paper space. Results at the lowest cost areuniany

and KFNF is proving its power in molding and swaying the minds of the people

of the great middle west—Ilowa, Nebraska, Kansas, Missouri, Minnesota and

Western lllinois, besides overlapping territory in several other stites.

Cost saving may have also factored into Field’s decision to recruit and nurture
local radio talent instead of hiring a celebrity or more-establishedmdises as some
larger, more cosmopolitan stations did. For Field, radio was a family affdihis initial
radio staff included his third wife, Bertha Mitchell; his oldest child, Frgokingest
daughter, Celeste; and his sisters Leanna Field Driftmier, HelahFgsher, and Jessie
Field Fischer. The sisters together hosted Mother’s Houprogram; Leanna went on

to host theKitchen Klatterhomemaker program, helping mothers and homemakers;

Helen gave sermonettes on Sunday and was the official landscape advisor who gave

2LuHenry Field,” 1943. KFNF File, GSHS.

2 Henry Field to Gentlemen, 27 June 1928. Box Igéio4, Henry Field Collection. State Historical
Society of lowa, lowa City.
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gardening advice; and Jessie discussed the care and training of ciiiidemk,

Henry’s oldest child, was an announcer and the manager of the Nursery Dep&rfment.
Field’s clan along with local broadcasters like Stirlen enabled Field ayadd/fill their
assigned broadcasting hours, which led to successful petitions to expand their
programming schedules. TK&chen Klatterprogram, which later aired on KMA,
became the longest running homemaker show in radio hiStory.

Religion was important in the personal and professional life of Field. One of the
first features of his new station was religious programming and in addition to faaving
radio chaplain, Field recruited seed house workers to fill time with religeadsirgs or
hymns. Field, an active member of Shenandoah’s First Methodist Church, also
participated in the work of KFNF’s radio ministry. The KFNF Pente¢t&tagers, which
at one time consisted of six male singers, provided another offering of religious
programming. Because of Field’s own religious inclinations, the subjet#mzs
prominent on his station and Stirlen’s departure did not leave a gap in the station’s
programming.

Earl May and the Cornbelt Station

If Field's station was known in its infancy for its homemaking and religious
programming and their personalities, KMA quickly made its mark with prognag for
farmers. Earl Ernest May’s entrepreneurial journey did not begin in low@nbautanch

in Western Nebraska where a young May dreamed of attending college andrigea

%3 Henry Field Seed Company, “Studio and Broadcas$iagion KFNF,” n.d., 18-19. GSHS. KFNF File;
Jeff SteinMaking Waves: The People and Places of lowa Brostitug, (Cedar Rapids, 1A; WDG
Communications, 2004).

**Henry Field Seed Company, “Studio and BroadcasSiagion KFNF,” 14,

%% Stein,Making Waves75; Driftmier’s syndicated program left KMA in 48 and returned in 1972. See
Birkby, KMA Radio,139.
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lawyer?® Unable to afford college following his high school graduation, May taught at a
country school in Nebraska before enrolling in college to pursue a degree in edtréation.
May proceeded to the University of Michigan law school in 1911 and completed two
years before the death of his father led to his return to Hayes Center, Nebieska
continued his law studies at the University of Nebraska where he met Gertelce W
Shenandoah, the daughter of the owner of the successful Mount Arbor Nuréviag.
ventured to Shenandoah in 1915 to work for Mount Arbor Nurs&feghich led to a
business deal with Gertrude’s father, E.S. Welch, who was known as “the dean of the
nursery busines$® Earl married Gertrude in 1916, and eventually opened the Earl May
Seed and Nursery Company in 1919 and “five lean years” foll§®&Usiness thrived

over at his competitor’s nursery. Those years coincided with the infancy oferxocram
broadcasting and while there was not a station of note in Shenandoah, both Field and
May would find that radio was only less than 70 miles away, across the statefiave. A
weeks after Field's radio debut in September 1923, Gertrude May and parishidhers at
Shenandoah Congregational Church presented their own program on WOAW in
Omaha®®® While Field was preparing to go on air in Shenandoah, May was working on
getting his voice heard. May arranged to air a meeting of the Shenandoadr ofhépe

Woodmen of the World organization. On January 17, 1924, May ventured to Omaha with

%% Birkby, KMA Radio,2-3.

7 |pid., 3.

258 |pid.

29 Beaver and TombriniBehind the Mike with Earl May.

20 Bjrkby, KMA Radiq 4.

#1«Better Halves, The KMA GuideAugust 1945, 6; BirkbyK MA Radio,5.

%2 Bjrkby, KMA Radio,8.
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his wife, who sang a solo, the May Seed and Nursery Company performers, and church
members who performed with Gertrude during the earlier Congregational Church
broadcast®® From 9 p.m. to 11 p.m., May invited listeners, some of whom were listening
at the May company seed house in Shenandoah, into the first radio camp of the
Woodmen of the World** The broadcast was a success and May and his crew returned
the next month and subsequent months after, receiving positive responses after the firs
broadcast. The programming of May’s two-hour segments evolved from the coneergenc
of the Woodmen meetings to a variety show with contests, music, and agricultural and
horticultural talks presented by May. WOAW'’s arrangement with Maysuasessful
but May was not satisfied with simply providing programming to a remoierstahen
his business competitor down the road had his own station that had begun garnering
national attention. Moreover, he wanted to serve farmers by helping théthaitar
mornings with agricultural and market repd3By June, he announced the building of
his own Shenandoah studio to allow the transmission of programs from Shenandoah via
WOAW, which was 66 miles aw&y®

The first program from May’s Shenandoah studio aired on September 4, 1924, as
300 people listened from the seed hotiétn the spring of 1925, the vice president of the

American Association of Nurserymen received a license to operate atatthm

%3 |bid., 11-13.
%4 bid., 12-13.
2% |bid., 88.
% |bid., 16.

%7 bid., 17.
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assigned the call letters, K-M-A, and officially went on air Septembed252®
Although KMA'’s equipment would have allowed it to broadcast at a higher frequency
than assigned it was assigned a Class A designation, operating over wate 252.

However, even with a limited frequency, KMA grew to meet the needs of its new
listeners and quickly earned their trust while his nursery company earned the@ssysi
which listeners learned more about through the radio station and later throughdhe radi
station’s publication, thEMA Digest May fulfilled his mission to serve farmers and the
station received grain and livestock quotations from various markets in lowaisl|li
Missouri, and Minnesota. One of KMA’s most admired personalities was Earl May
himself, who announced general news, farm news, and weather and marketated®rts
a.m., 12:20 p.m., and 7:30 p#.“The farmers believe in KMA and its owner,” reported
Radio Digesin its announcement of Mays’s 1926 Gold Cup AwdrdHe is a vigorous
personality who personally directs programs and the imparting of informatlsteners.
The latter, he always strives to keep accurate, reliable, and trustwoithi926, both
Field and May were on the ballot among 129 other announcers vying for the top award.
However, Field withdrew from the contest and threw his support behind May, keeping
with the spirit of Midwestern radit’?

Trust was a key component of that spirit of the Midwestern radio and was

exhibited by May when he extended customers an unusual form of credit in 1933 when

%8 «Radio,” The Nebraska FarmeNovember 7, 1925, 1552 (36); BirktgMA Radiq 25.

29 Robert Birkby KMA Radiq 24; According to Birkby, KMA’s equipment could V&operated as a class
B station, which were allowed to broadcast betwe@hto 1,000 watts.

270 John C. Baker-arm Broadcasting: The First Sixty Yedrsmes, IA: lowa State University, 1981), 127.
21 Earl May, “A Chat With Earl May,KMA Guide October 1944, 3.

272 Birkby, KMA Radiq 32.
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the banks closed. May used the radio to notify farmers that they could continue to order
and he would hold their checks until the banking system stabfli2&thy had faith that

his customers would honor their obligations, even as the growing competition regionally
and nationally created uncertainty about the overall financial future ofdleea@mpany,
whose advertising revenues of $100,000 in 1939 were mostly attributed to local
advertiser$’* “Earl May was also worried that advertisers might be wooed from KMA

by stations serving the larger market of Omaha and Council Bluffs, partyck@wH

and NBC affiliate KOIL,?”® explained Robert Birkby. To ensure the stability of the
station, May sold 25 percent of the station to Central Broadcasting, whose qireside

the founder of Palmer School of Chiropractic, B.J. Palmer, who also held thediéense
WOC in Davenport, lowa, and WHO in Des Moirés.

The reorganization did not prevent KMA from maintaining its status as a leader in
independent radio within the Midwest, an achievement the station prided itself on. May
was a leader in the industry-at-large and was even on the original Pl&Athgsory
Committee of the American Broadcasting Co., which required him to make fregpent t

to New York City?’” When recalling such trips for readers of KMA Guide May

23 «K MA Radio Firsts,”KMA Guide July-August 1975, 12. Accessed at the ShenandohblicRibrary.

27 Birkby, KMA Radiq 73.

" Ipid., 73.

28 \WOC went on the air on February 18, 1922, andisitlered the first commercial radio station liezhs
in lowa. The licensee was originally Karlowa Ra@iompany of Rock Island, Illinois, but due to the
financial stress of operating the station, the avirensferred the license to Palmer who operatedstétion
from Davenport. WHO began broadcasting on April 1924 by the Banker’s Life Company and was later
purchased by Palmer. See Stédfimking Waves: The People and Places of lowa Brostitug 8, 175.

277 Earl May, “A Chat With Earl May,KMA Guide March 1946, 3.
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would just casually mention highlights of the trip like stopping off at the White House

visit with President Trumaf{®

KMA was a forerunner in the industry-at-large and did not shy away from

recounting the station’s “radio firsts” in the special 50th anniversary i$she KMA

Guide:

L 4

First to develop audience participation shows in 1926.

First to present early morning broadcast in 1925 with weather, news, music at
approximately 5:00 a.m.

First to schedule regular news broadcasts, begun in 1928 a decade ahead of all the
rest.

First to keep farmers up-to-date by broadcasting regular agriduiilgases from
U.S. Department of Agriculture in 1925.

First to employ a full-time radio homemaker who started in 1926.

First political straw vote taken in 1936; inaugurated at 11th annual pancake feed.
First big national network program originated by KMA was in 1940 when the
National Radio Foundation asked KMA along with the Waldorf-Astoria Hotel in New
York to stage a Presidential Ball.

Charter subscriber to Radio news service of United PréSs...

Neighboring On The Air

From the visits to the store and radio station to the annual jubilees that existed

prior to the 1940s, KMA listeners were always afforded access to May andhéne ot

radio personalities. Sending in a postcard or writing a letter was one of thegjways

for listeners to connect with their favorite personality. Letters helpey leroadcasters

28 bid., 4.

219K MA Radio Firsts,”KMA Guide July-August 1975, 12. Accessed at the ShenandoblicRiibrary;
The UPI relationship allowed the station to compigenewscasts directly from the press wire sesiSze
Ralph Childs, “How KMA Will Cover the InvasionKMA Guide,June 1944, 5.
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connect with their audiences and established the communion necessary for cgmmunit
formation?®® In a sense, sending in a letter was like submitting an application for
admission into the radio communities. Receiving a written response, a signed photograph,
or a mention on the air could be considered an initiation rite. Reading the lettags duri

the broadcast or incorporating them into station literature helped to fortifstaedr’'s
engagement with the program and could be seen as an indication of their buy-in into the
community.

Counting correspondence was one way the station gauged the popularity of
programs, and lowa broadcast professor Jeff Stein suggested that the hmbtsdofal
programs started their publications in response to answering the frequeietly a
question posed in listener lettéfSThe KMA radio homemakers were the entertainers
who often received the most letters for their “neighboring on thé%ir.”

Evelyn Birkby, who wrote a newspaper column calledvn a Country Lane
sparked the interest of KMA Women'’s Director Doris Murphy and became a KMé ra
homemaker in May 1950. She explained: “The radio homemakers have long filled a need
in the lives of those who listen. Men as well as women have enjoyed following the
experiences of their favorite homemakers and their families for,tearsg in the
programs every day as one might turn on a soap opera. Many lonely listeners have found

in the radio homemakers people whose feelings they share. Still others have sought

20 gpencer Miller, “Radio and Religion&nnals of the American Academy of Political andi@dgcience
177 (1935): 135.

81 Stein,Making Waves86.

282 Evelyn Birkby,Neighboring on Ailowa City, IA: University of lowa Press, 1991),.20
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guidance as they started their homes, raised their families, and coped wthagve
life.” 283

Radio homemaker programs flourished and made history in Shenandoah,
however, the genre originated in New York and date back to #623octor & Gamble,
the company that developed soap operas for radio and later for television, introduced
Ruth Turner’'s Washing Talked Mrs. Reily who promoted Ivory soap in 1923. In later
years, Camay soap sponsored Emily Post and Crisco host@kiltbe Sister$®®
Broadcast scholar Morleen Getz Rouse explained, “Experimentation in radio
programming for the homemaker during the 1920’s and 1930’s took several forms, most
notably shows to entertain, shows to teach, shows to help raise children, shows that
offered conversation, and shows on cooking and shoppifgtations such as KFNF
and KMA knew nothing about the science of radio programming; however, they quickly
realized that the success of their new ventures would require making radio “an
indispensible household commodity” in a region “where the agrarian lifestgl¢hea
only common bond?*’

Homemaker programs were not sophisticated in quality but they were just the

right product to offer to farm wives and city housewives, who were the main

283 |bid.

#4Rouse, “Daytime Radio Programming for the HomemaAl&i6.

2% |pid.

2% |pid.

%873, Steven Smethers and Lee Jolliffe, “Homemakiragy@ams: The Recipe for Reaching Women

Listeners on the Midwest’s Local Radiddurnalism History24, no. 4 (1998/1999), under “Teeming with
recipes,” http://weblinks2.epnet.com.proxy.lib.ueedu



88

demographic of daytime programmiffj.Between Field’s sisters, the female workers at
the seed house, and some female neighbors, the station did not need to look far to adapt
this genre of programming that aided the station in its direct selling efforts

By the 1930s, radio was not only seen as a medium for information but one for
entertainment as listeners around the country tuned into popular network programs like
Amos and Andgnd serial programs suchasst Plain BillandThe Goldbergs.
While such shows were available to KMA listeners when the station eventutilhyet
with a network in its infancy, May considered the farmer the station’s mpsttamt
listener. “It has always been our endeavor to bring to our friends of the faremegidne
best possible in radio service, and we feel that in procuring fulltime, we areaglung
step in the proper direction,” said Earl May in a front-page newspaper article amgounc
KMA'’s authorization to air 20.5 hours of programming in 18%6.

Public Service, Convenience and Necessity

In the infancy of commercial broadcasting, suitable programming simgpbted
to there being enough music, singing, or talking to fill time. However, the Radliof Ac
1927 provided standards for licensees to meet in an effort to sustain their licexrmsas. R
McChesney explained that earlier versions of the legislation included wording tsugpor
non-profit broadcasting in an effort to stabilize the industry. However, the mgondis

removed from the bill and replaced with “public interest, convenience, or neg¢essity

28 Rouse, “Daytime Radio Programming for the Homemala4.6.

289 K MA begins full time on air this week after del&yShenandoah Gazett&ugust 7, 1936, 1; The
schedule changed was originally slated for May 1%86 the FCC ordered a stay, which prohibited the
change until 1936. The move came after year-loggllbattle with KGBZ, which was located in York,
Nebraska. KMA previously shared a the wavelength tie station before reportedly buying it in July
1936. See “Start KMA Tower With Experts and Day M&ombined,"Shenandoah Gazettiyly 28, 1936.
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granting the FRC carte blanche to intergi&ffo ensure commercial stations balanced
their program offerings, licenses were granted, denied, or renewed Ipasbdtber the
programs offered were “in the public interest, convenience, and necé8s8tations
seeking license renewal were asked to demonstrate how they provided bdlaetied
program structure” by reporting the average amount of time they devoted to thengllow
kinds of programming: entertainment, religious, educational, agriculturaknfaitetc. A
1948 Federal Communications Commission report stated 50 percent of all brogdcastin
was commercial, so providing sustaining programming could aid any imbalanceathat m
have existed with a station’s programmffigPrograms that addressed minority tastes,
those devoted to the needs and purposes of non-profit groups, and programs that were of
an experimental nature would qualify and were often the kinds stations sponsored or
sustained.

With its programming, KMA offered a little something for everybody in thee
family, no matter whether they were a farmer, the farmer’s wifeugis unable to leave
home, or a young person. Some KMA entertainers were homegrown talents while the
station often provided an additional venue for established performers like the Blackwood
Brothers Gospel Quartet, who began performing at KMA in 1940 when they were not on
tour. The station also served as a launching pad for other family groups like the Eve

Brothers?®* During the 1940s, the preteen Don and Phil Everly performed with their

20 Robert W. McChesnel,elecommunications, Mass Media and Democ(itsw York: Oxford
University Press, 1993), 33.

#1ECC, Public Service Responsibility of Broadcasehises Report (1946).
292 |pid.

293 Robert Birkby KMA Radio,100-103.
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family members during thEverly Family Progranf®* The KMA Country School

program was one of the long- running entertainment programs that illustrated how
important people and their variety of talents were to KMA’s programmingpfidggam

began airing in 1928 and was one of the station's most popular programs that attracted
thousands to the live Shenandoah broadcasts and shared with thousands more as the cast
traveled to perform in other cities. Like Stirlen’s magazine and Send Out Ber@b
conventions, these off-site events helped the larger imagined community foetify t
communion with their favorite radio performers and maintain their listenership and
fellowship within the community.

KMA'’s Public Interest, Convenience, and Necessity

To their rural listeners, the farmer stations exceeded the publicsinséaiadard
by providing programs that were not held in the same regard by urban listendFs. KF
and KMA crafted programs that their listeners could identify with, ppgteiin, and
only find on the homegrown stations that sought to engage their listeners in their
programming. For example, in 1939 KMA began broadcastintptia@ Rural School
Radio Graduation Prograrman effort coordinated with the Rural Section of the lowa
State Teachers Association to provide rural schools, which educated about 60gfercent
the students in the Midwest, with higher quality commencement exeftis&ae things
that radio could do would be to put on a big production program for all rural schools, and
the pupils and teachers would merely have to turn on a radio set to get the besibgraduat
program available — better than any consolidated or city school would have,” edplaine

the editor of the July 194dMA Guide In the first five years of the program, speakers

294 bid., 104-105.

29 Editor, “Rural Schools on the AirKMA Guide July 1944, 6.
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included the Governor, the State Superintendent, notable speakers, and talents from the
rural school€®® The station prided itself on the program and on May’s sponsorship.
“Even many colleges can’t equal that record! And who met the expenses of these
programs? Earl May, of coursé¥ KMA underwrote, produced, and made available the
Forward Marchseries, which explained rural education and how the schools served
America during the wat®

In addition to programming, KMA also provided service to the public by
responding to natural disasters as well as through the charitable interesstation’s
owner. In his 1956 dissertation on the development of amplitude modulation radio
stations in lowa, Ernest Andrews identified the “raising of funds” as orfeeddy ways
KMA served the public. Andrews found that in 1935, the station collected $1,200 to aid
the relief work after a flood near McCook, Nebraska, killed and left a thousand people
homeless. In 1936, the station collected more than $5,000 for the American Red Cross’
relief work to assist with the floods in Ohio, and the station raised funds and was used as
a communication facility to assist with the distribution of aid in the aftdrioia
tornado in 1946 For May, service to the community extended beyond the radio station,
yet some of his efforts later benefited the station and the nursery compasy.3l, May
donated $75,000 to lowa State University for the development of what became the

Tropical Research Center in Antigua, Guatemala. Earl May also madd annua

29 |bid.
27 bid.
298 |bid.

29 Ernest F. Andrews, Jr., “The Development of Amgul# Modulation Radio Broadcasting Stations in
lowa: A Selective History” (doctoral dissertatidiiversity of lowa, 1956), 293.
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contributions to keep the Center functionfigln 1948, Gertrude May, station
executives, and an engineer ventured to Guatemala for the Center's opengafuined f
Mrs. May as the speaker. Additionally, the station, with the help of the College and
KMA's farm director, Merrill Landfitt, planned a series of programs todrast directly
from Central America.

On January 21, 1947, Edward May was elected president of both the May Seed
Company and the May Broadcasting Company. The fruit of salesmanship did nat fall fa
from the proverbial May tree, which is evident in Edward’s pitch of the new radio
program, which was now competing not only against other radio stations in reach but also
television.

Tough Times Silence Roar of an Era

The early years of KFNF were successful ones and the seed busavesstgr
“the largest mail order seed and nursery company in the U.S. and that means in the
world.”*** However, Field was not immune from the financial crisis of 1929, and he and
his businesses continued to feel its impact as farmers spent less on seed:asellitig
could do no more than their customers wallets allowed. In June 1930, Field announced a
reorganization of the company, which resulted in the expansion of the company and the
creation of branch stores in and around 16%#n 1932, his business affairs took a back

seat for a season as Field ventured into politics, subsequently winning the Republic

30 Edward May, “A Chat With Edward May,” February B948.
391 Field, The History of Henry Field41.

3021hid., 152.
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nomination for the U.S. Senate. He lost in the general election because of thed?emocr
victory propelled by Franklin D. Roosevelt.

By then, everything about radio had evolved from the technology to the
programming, which featured many shows thought to have nationalized the audience.
Susan J. Douglas explained that Americans listened to the same progtaitie \same
themes and determined what it meant to be American and what was acceptkble whi
imagining other listeners within this conté& Broadcasters like Irish-Catholic Priest
Father Charles Coughlin, a national demagogue, created an intimacydigthsteners,
which became a technique adapted by broadcasters like President Franklin eRoose
for his Fireside Chatghat started in 193%* Listeners believed Roosevelt was in their
homes as he talked about the economic state of the union. Although the country
underwent financial difficulties, the networks were well-established andshing,
home receivers were more sophisticated, and across the country listeners dexedoped i
interpretive communities of individual programs sucf las Jack Benny ShaamdAmos
and Andy

The financial problems of the seed company and the station continued and Field
eventually lost control of the business. Until 1936, the seed company held the station
license, however, the corporation, formed with the help of outside parties after the

reorganization, KFNF, Inc. held the license until 18%8Chrough the technology of

303 Susan J. Douglakjstening In: Radio and the American Imaginatigdinneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 1999), 11.

304 See Jason LoviglidRadio’s Intimate PublicNetwork Broadcasting and Mass-Mediated Democracy
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2005).

3% Ernest Francis Andrews, Jr., “The Development ofpiitude Modulation Radio Broadcasting Station
in lowa: A Selective History” (PhD diss., Univessitf lowa, 1956), 339-365.
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recordings or transcriptions, Field, who held the honorary title as president, cdritnue
give his daily talks via theetter Baskeprogram and write thBeed Sengaublication.
Henry and his wife moved to the Missouri Ozarks where he raised cows, pigs, and
maintained a smaller gard&i

Both Frank and Leanna left KFNF for KMA when the company reorganized
around 1940; Frank began hosting two early morning 15-minute segments featuring farm
and market reports and the weatfér.

Conclusion

The Shenandoah farmer stations and their owners, Henry Field and Earl May, had
already established an imagined community amongst their listendrs bgne Stirlen
found her way to Shenandoah and onto the airwaves. Subsequently, this foundation
prepared the way for the imagined religious community Stirlen establigkded a
maintained.

Earl May remained a dominant force on his station and in 1945 he and Owen
Saddler, a longtime staffer who became the station’s general manager inrQéithe
were certified by the U.S. State Department as radio corresporitfdntselebrating 40
years of “living” radio, a station writer claimed the following:

Why is KMA so successful, and continue to hold such a unique position the

broadcasting industry?” The answer is that although KMA is located in a small

community, it is not tempted to localize its service to the city in which it ofgerate

as is the case with many radio stations in large metropolitan areas. KMA mus
serve hundreds of towns in scores of counties, most of them essentially rural in

3% ouis Cook Jr., “Henry Field -- Successful Baché&e Philosopher,Des Moines Sunday Registéune
6, 1948, 6L.

397 Birkby, KMA Radio,90-92.

308 Earl May, “A Chat With Earl May,KMA Guide May 1945, 3.
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natugoeg. The service rendered by KMA is unduplicated by any other station in the
area:

At the time of his death on December 19, 1946, in Duluth, Minnesotilethe
York Timegredited May with helping ease the 1933 banking crisis and being “an
originator of the early morning broadcast which he inaugurated at his stafi®a
A.M., Oct. 20, 1925%*° Stirlen shared this memory of May with her readers in a tribute
published in th&.0.S. Signahagazine: “One time | accompanied Mr. May and his good
wife to a funeral of a famous man. Mr. May received more attention than the tloaps
day, and as the people passed out the door with sorrowful faces from viewing the
remains, their faces lighted when they recognized their friend, Earl atgdsnear the
door.”*

May, who did not mind sharing the spotlight with others, became a celebrity not
only for his work on air but also as a radio station owner whose presence on thedether di
not go unnoticed by radio listeners or Washington-based regulators who had to figure out
how to manage homegrown stations like KFNF and KMA.

With radio, the two men served the listening public, strengthened their brands,
made Shenandoah a tourist attraction, and introduced Midwestern culture &stesm
through their radio programs. Media scholar Robert L. Hilliard noted that even

government agencies like the U.S. Department of Agriculture recognizedtifecance

of radio for improving farm life and were among the first produces of farm infamma

39 «“Ambling Down Memory Lane,KMA Guide,July 1965, 7.
310«Earl E. May, Helped Ease Banking Crisislew York Timed)ecember 20, 1946.

311 Edythe Stirlen, “A Tribute to Earl E. May3.0.S. Signallanuary 1947, 6. Box 14, Stirlen Papers.
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disseminated via radid? Hilliard explained, “Farm information became one of the first
major program formats on the new mediutt? However, Field and May realized that in
addition to information to assist farm families improve their livelihoods and wafeof |
they could develop programs appreciated by rural listeners who enjoyed Iveamien
cook from their kitchens or the singing of the people who worked at the local general
store. For rural listeners, radio was more than entertainment and a papsienee.

Farm radio was an ongoing conversation and fellowship. However, the stahensow
can be credited for their homegrown programming and the controversiesnigaalcag
with their advertising tactics, their presence and participation in theradib debates

had the most lasting effects on the radio industry and the community they served.
Because they along with other independent broadcasters fought for their freg et
ability to stay on the air, they were able to help the industry maintain sitiyvéat it
would have lacked if only the networks remained. As a result, broadcastessifién
reaped the benefits of access, although limited at times. As an independent beoadcas
an independent broadcast station, Stirlen could cater her messages and program to suit

her community and the wider imagined community associated with farm radio.

312 Robert Hilliard, “Symposium Introduction: Farm aRdral Radio — Some Beginnings and Models,”
Journal of Radio Studie®, no. 2 (2001): 323.

3 bid.
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CHAPTER 6
HEARING THE OUTSIDE WORLD
IN THE ROOM OF MY SHUT-IN LIFE

| am sure that many of you have already noticed this program on the air is not

prepared with the idea of pleasing man. It is not an entertainment program. We

are not resorting to any cheap tricks to get people to listen or write or help.

“Voluntary Ignorance” sermon, The Rev. Edythe Stittén

Even if Stirlen wanted to personally visit every sick and shut-in or lonely person
within the reach of her listening audience, she would not have had enough time in her
days. Although Stirlen’s on-air contact was indirect, the daily broadcasteaffust the
right interaction with rural women who viewed radio as a friend and a way to cdpe wit
the isolation and loneliness of farm life. When Mrs. Joe Keller relocated to arfdowa
from Oklahoma City in 1933, she recalled the loneliness she experienced atigehow
zero-degree temperature added insult to inflitdne day, a shut-in invited her to listen
to Stirlen’s program and that served as her initiation into the community. Asféeing
the broadcast, she wrote in asking how she could help the shut-ins. Years later Keller
wrote, “How your ministry via the air has connected the inside world with thedeutsi
world. Many shut-ins could never have heard God’s word had it not been for your gifts of
radio to them. Many, many would not have been converted or had opportunity to have
joined the church®°® In some cases, listeners joined brick-and-mortar churches in their

respective communities while in others they received the “right hand of féligina

Stirlen’sRadio Church of the Air

314 Edythe Stirlen, Sermon #141, “Voluntary ignorah@xgx 4, Stirlen Papers.
315«Dear Edythe and Little Minister of K.M.A.8.0.S. Signaljuly 1938, Box 14, Stirlen Papers.

1% bid.
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This chapter seeks to examine the impact Stirlen’s broadcast had on theednagin
religious community formation by asking the following questioHsw did Stirlen’s
radio broadcasts recruit and sustain listener membership in the imagigenuseli
community? What tactics did Stirlen use to promote community? How did the challenges
of the radio industry impact both the broadcast and the imagined church community?
Moreover, how did Stirlen’s broadcast meet the “public interest, convenience, and
necessity” standard? While this standard was formally measured by honhoas a
station obligated to specified programming, Stirlen’s program contributetien ot
informal ways that can only be understood by examining the content of her sermons as
well as the listener letters printed in tBignalmagazine.

In recent years, scholars have located and examined other documents of ordinary
rural women that have unraveled how these women, whose opinions might have never
been included in the popular telephone polls of the time, engaged with mass mediums
such as radio. For example, rural-life historian Pamela Riney-Kehdizgvered the
diary of a Kansas farmwoman named Mary Dyck whose listening habits sheeahtl
study the importance of radio to isolated farm worttéhike other Americans, Dyck
tuned into the serial dramas, purchased products advertised for her family,eared st
the political commentary and President Franklin Rooseélteside ChatsMoreover,

Dyck, who was not a member of a local church, found solace in the ecumenical religious
offerings she located on her radio. “Instead of going to church, church madsy itsto

the family home,” concluded Riney-Kehrbef§ Although Dyck may have never listened

317 pamela Riney-Kehrberg, “The Radio Diary of MarydRy1936-1955: The Listening Habits of a
Kansas Farm WomanJournal of Radio Studi€s (1998):66-79.

318bid., 72.
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to Stirlen, her story is reflective of those in Stirlen’s community who reaped soaim
and spiritual benefits of religious programming.

Not everyone, however, considered radio a blessing because of its potential to
adversely impact the local church. “Radio will tend to eliminate the smaltichur
preacher, as a preacher, because it will enable country people to hear gredmsng,”
reportedThe Literary Digesin an article about a report issued by statistician Roger W.
Babson. If rural people heard the best sermons on the radio, it was suspected that they
would not feel compelled to go to their physical houses of worship. Country ministers
would always be necessary, as radio could offer preaching but people stikdeojue-
on-one pastoral care’ Thus, Babson suggested churches embrace radio and see it as
their own assistant in the work since the medium helped more people engage with
religious matters. Babson wrote: “Religion is something very vital and sorgdor
which every man and woman some day hungers. The radio will carry this spirifuéd hel
all homes at such times and the ultimate result is sure to be a greateereat int
religion.”%®

Radio Church of the Aiand

Its Listener-centered Programming

Whether listeners were sick and unable to leave their rural homes or unable to
attend church because of the gasoline crisis of the 1940s, Stirlen’s radio protjeaets
preaching, teaching, and singing. Whether it was a 15- or 30-minute progrdem, Stir

offered the right mix of elements that kept her audience tuned in for more tlyaarSO

319«Church Use of the RadioThe Literary DigestOctober 13, 1928, 31-32

320 1bid., 32.
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When her allotted time on air shifted, she shifted and taught her community to do the
same.

In 1945, the National Association of Broadcasters (NAB) classifiegioes
programming as being either “listener centered” or “program centéreith a NAB
instructional pamphlet designed for current and perspective programmers,danenipl|
description was provided for a listener-centered program: “The speaker inyaega
parlor. He talks not to tens of thousands of people in a hypothetical radio congregation
but rather to two or three people gathered in their own pafdrThe program-centered
approach was the second classification and was as old as commercial efdibhis
type of programming transported the listeners to the church service of&vahirough
the medium of radio, he feels as if he were a part of the church service or right at the
scene where events are occurrifitf.Listeners across the country had access to both
listener-centered and program-centered religious programs sincednams infancy.

Stirlen’s broadcast exhibited characteristics of being both listandrprogram-
centered, as it ushered the worship experience into the homes of shut-ins who imagined
themselves as congregants in her virtual congregation. Listeneragadisif only for a
few minutes, that they were in worship with other congregants as Stirlenaredisind
discussed the concerns of parishioners. Unlike modern-day televangelists whet contra

with cable outlets enabling their programs to be shown at various times iemtliffer

$2LE. Jerry Walker, Religious Broadcasting: A Mano&T echniques... A Guide to Those Who Prepare
and Present Religious Programs (Washington, D.@&tioNal Association of Broadcasters, 1945), 9.

322 pid., 10.
323bid., 9.
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markets, Stirlen’s listeners tuned in at the same time. In true imagimeduwaty form,

there was simultaneity of experience.

Religious Broadcasting in Shenandoah

Both Field and May included religious broadcasts among their early lineups and
initially financed broadcasts utilizing both approaches. While the major networks
broadcast the worship services of large congregations in metropolitan areagasl
its listeners access to a diversity of religious programming, includingendent
broadcasters like Stirlen and the program-centered broadcasts of Shenanddadschurc
In August 1936, KMA wired Shenandoah churches and installed the necessary equipment
so local churches could broadcast remotely. The eight churches initiallyeaval the
agreement alternated between two, one-hour spots on Sunday morning, 10 a.m. to 11 a.m.
and noon to 1 p.n%> Two churches, Emmanuel Lutheran and Evangelical Covenant
even rearranged their morning worship schedule in order to take advantage of the
broadcasting opportunity. Because Stirlen’s Sunday morning programs veg&teel to
early morning hours before worship services beganSaeday Morning Sunday School
which remained on KMA'’s lineup for nearly 50 years, did not experience a disruption.

TheRadio Church of the Air

In the 1930s, there were many religious programs on the air, however, Stirlen’s
program was often a one-woman show that offered a blend of prairie songs,,prayers
preaching, teaching, and discussion. Unlike her male counterparts who hired aije
were often accompanied on-air by their wives, Stirlen was the chiethereaicd

vocalist. She was assisted by KMA'’s organist, Fayton Geist, at one periateof ti

3254l Churches to Broadcast on KMAShenandoah Gazeftdugust 25, 1936, 1.
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however, the most prominent feature of the on-air program beyond Stirlen thatdistener
recalled is a canary bird that could be heard in the background or featuredeoto t
time.

Although the Radio Church of the Air was the general name of her radio gninistr
and one specific program, Stirlen hosted other programs with various names amd foci. |
the magazine, she rarely went into detail about the content of her programs, which
suggests listeners and readers were so in tune with their imagineaustgmmunity
that members were aware of what was going on. Other than Sunday School i®hohers
may have commented on the impact of one of the programs that outlined each Sunday’s
lessons, letters printed in tBggnalrarely identified individual programs. During the
early years when Stirlen held more than one timeslot, listeners discussgiaped the
program under thRadio Church of the Ammbrella even though Stirlen had different
names for programs that aired during different segments of the day. “TuneulaiReif
possible, and pray all during the broadcast, Plead’ [Stirlen posted at the bottom of
“The Little Ministers Schedule” printed in a 1938 issue ofSignal.

Her morning broadcasts included tlerning WatchandMorning Worshipas
well as an early Sunday morning Sunday School program which was the one program
that consistently aired during the entire life of her KMA career. Gtady morning
programs were th8end Out Sunshine Meetiagd theSunshine HourAfter Stirlen left
KFNF, the shut-in program of a similar name continued to air EMeming Calland
Request Hymns Prograwere request programs where Stirlen read messages from
listeners and sang selections they asked her to sing via mail. Members didayst alw

know how to submit requests, so there were times where Stirlen explained the afgpropria
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protocol for submitting requests. Although Stirlen’s program did not include as much
direct selling as the other KMA programs, members did not always intdnptestirlen’s
program was different. In a letter written to her oldest daughter and reprirttesl i
Signal,she wrote the following: “I have been educating my radio audience to write all
songs requests on a single separate piece of paper, also all orders to tleedl@p.S
and messages to give to other people at the Seed H3USérlen expected the problem
to be resolved once the community knew what was expected.

From time to time, she also used 8ignalfor other issues that plagued the
broadcast. For example, she needed to solve the “bothersome problem” ohgpaikfyi
of the song requests received from her listening community. Stirlen explaine

Every day people write, “Please sing ‘What a Friend’ for me, at 1:30 Tu&sday.

Suppose my program is alreayl . | can sing only 2 songs on each program.
What shall | do, wait until can sing the favorites song mentioned or send

greetings with some other song that has previously been booked — maybe a month

in advance? Would it not be well when making a request to say, “Please sing
‘What a Friend’'or some other song you might be using?” Or how wahilsl be —
“Please sing ‘What a Friend’ at your earliest convenience at 1:30. Soroe radi
entertainers contend that people would rather hear their names read than their
favorite song sung. | have always supposed they asked for a pagmudar
because they preferred it. In the future when making song requestsaaipou
them at a certain day and hour please give me the privilege of singingranothe
song previously booked — or | will more than likely carry it over until | can sing

the song requested. | really try so hard to please you. Won't you help me to serve

you better?’
Stirlen initially gained popularity for singing old ballads and spirginlt as her

time on air increased, she “grew bolder and talked more about the Lord and Hi¥fove.”

Some listeners did not embrace this shift in her program and thought she had “ruined” her

3% Edythe Stirlen, “A Letter From HomeS.0.S. Signakebruary 1941, Box 14, Stirlen Papers.

327 Edythe Stirlen, “Attention All,"S.0.S. SignaMay 1940, Box 14, Stirlen Papers; The bolded words
were highlighted in the original passage.

328 Edythe Stirlen, “Time Marches OnS.0.S. SignaSeptember 1942, Box 14, Stirlen Papers.
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program by incorporating the preached word. “We can hear preachers any plage but
one can sing the old songs like you,” they told¥iéThough saddened by the

disapproval of some listeners, Stirlen followed the still small voice fraaadrethat
instructed her to preach the Gospel. She did not want to simply entertain her audience,;
rather, she wanted them to teach them about her God whom she encouraged them to
accept as their Lord and Savior.

On air and in the magazine Stirlen constantly outlined the agenda of the
community and urged members to embrace the vision. Whereas members may have had
various interpretations for other images and messages, it was necesssarmgrfaunity
members to be on one accord when it came to the overarching goal of the ministry.
Stirlen explained t&ignalreaders, “[T]his is not a program. It is just a little time of
worship—in your home and my home. Not a show—but a time alone—you and |—at
your house and my house—with God and with His holy wétdFor shut-ins in rural
communities, radio was more than a medium for entertainment; rather, gheuseli
broadcasts of broadcasters like Stirlen provided comfort, spiritual edificaind a
connection to the world outside of their homes and hospital*8kdghe latter sentiment
was expressed by listeners like Fern Salsaa of Ventura, lowa:

| have now had my radio for a few days, so want [sic] to write and tell you how

much | enjoy and appreciate it. | think a radio is the finest thing on eawh for

shut-in. It brings the Gospel to hungry souls, to satisfy and comfort the lonely in

heart and make the hours pass swiftly. | for one can say it has done this for me
and even more, in the short while | have had my radio. So, | want to say from the

329 |bid.

330 Edythe Stirlen, “Our First Broadcast At 1:15 pJune 1,"S.0.S. Signalluly 1942, Box 14, Stirlen
Papers.

31 35ee Steve Craig, “The More they Listen, the MBhey Buy’: Radio and the Modernizing of Rural
America, 1930-1939.Agricultural History80, no. 1 (2006): 1-16.
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very bottom of my heart, thank you, Edythe, and all who so kindly assisted in
making it possible for me to have a ratfid.

Stirlen’s broadcast was a classic product of what Ben Armstrong defirfdtea
electric church.” Armstrong, a media scholar who once led the Nationgidreli
Broadcasters, provided the following explanation about the role of both the broadcaster
and the listener in the virtual religious environment:
In the electric church, as in the New Testament times, worship once agas t
place in the home. The speaker is the guest, as was the apostle Paul who traveled
to people’s homes. The radio or television minister earns the right to be heard by
the content of his message...In the electric church, power does not rest with the
radio or television speaker but with the individual who has the power to turn the
dial 3%
The two farmer stations were not initially easy to locate on the dialbecd
weak frequencies and the poor quality of sets owned by listeners. Yet, listaokersha
extra effort and necessary adjustments to locate Stirlen’s prograofférad an
imagined community of support. For listeners who for some reason or another could no
longer function in the real world, thiRadio Church of the Aiprovided an opportunity to
participate in and stay connected to the outside world.
Bertha Walker of Stuart, lowa, was “hard of hearing” for many yearsitahel
best she could to listen to Stirlen’s daily broadcast although her condition had gotten to
the point where she no longer attended church. “She would join in the hymn singing, just
as she did before her handicap, but could understand everything by turning the radio loud

and getting her chair close. Your hour brot [sic] her much pleasure in thedesbyéer

life, and | want to thank you in her behalf. If you could have seen her at her radio during

332 Fern Salsaa, “Rev. Edythe Stirle®’0.S. SignaNovember 1939, Box 14, Stirlen Papers.

333 Armstrong,Electric Church 9.
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your beautiful broadcasts. | am sure you would have felt well repaid fortigoziand
effort in putting on the programs,” wrote Walker's husband after her d&ath.

Because Stirlen had been introduced to radio when stations were still developing
programming and she had the opportunity to interact directly with listeners prior to
hosting her own show, she had the opportunity to get insight into what exactly listeners
wanted. As a radio hostess at KFNF, she would have heard what they liked or disliked
about the station and the programming while she escorted them around the facility.
Moreover, her hostess duties might have afforded her the opportunity to particifree i
opening of mail, which would have further alerted her to what members of the
community wanted and needed to stay connected to their farmer station.

The NAB contended that in order for a religious broadcaster to have an effective
program, the producer should consider the sole purpose and audience for the ptogram.
“Choose a single purpose—the one most pressing for your own situation,” the
organization advised. While the manual may have aided ministers or churches
considering radio as a means of communication, Stirlen’s ministry was il"itea6 by
the time the information was published. Stirlen’s success with a sole purpose proved tha
the NAB’s suggestion was advantageous, as Stirlen had determined her target audience
the late 1920s: shut-ins and those wishing to serve them. In383&) became KMA'’s

director of welfare and responsible for the station’s religious broadc&sting

334 George A. Walker, “Little Minister, KMA,’S.0.S. SignaNovember 1939, Box 14, Stirlen Papers.
% |bid., 8.

33 Birkby, KMA Radio 94.
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For her own program, she used the framework of the KFNF Sunshine program,
along with her childhood memories to develop a new religious program that moved
beyond preaching and hymn singing. Stirlen wanted to reach the infirmed and isolated
because she recalled her lonely days in Kansas, and she did not want otherseooexper
the samé&>’ “Loneliness prepared my heart to love people; to want to make other people
happy.”®* In a sermon broadcasted on KFNF on February 13, 1948, she further explained
her desire to reach out to those on the margins of society referred to in thaBithle
least of these®**

When | first took up the ministry it was because | realized how much troubée ther

was in the world and [I] wanted to alleviate some of it. My direct work among the

shut-ins | tried to give each one_a friendried to have each one remembered

with a qgift | tried to have each one in my radio audience but when they were too

far away to hear my voice | knew with one of the radises yve gave them

surely wherever they were they could hear one of God's servéffts...

Even if these individuals were not able to leave their homes or work outside of the
home, Stirlen sought to communicate to them that they were valuable not only as
listeners but also because their souls were valuable to the God whom she survived.
Therefore, while Stirlen answered the needs of the radio station anddassilste
diversifying the station’s programming, she was also responding to a dmaliuasued
by the Apostle Paul to the Jews who became the earliest Christians. “Batdtwey to

call on one in whom they have not believed? And how are they to believe in one they

have never heard? And how are they to hear without someone to proclaim him,” asked

337 Stirlen, The Little Minister's Devotional Selectio®,
338 bid.
339 5ee St. Matthew 25:37-40.

340 Edythe Stirlen, sermon 118, Stirlen radio broaticasrmons 1940-1948, Box 4, Folder, 1.
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Paul**! Because some members of the imagined radio church were unable to leave their
homes or attend other worship serves, messengers like Stirlen fulfilledl ttiata
enabled the Christian Church to expand.

Radio Weddings

One of the featured items in the edlgnalswere photographs and entries about
the couples whom Stirlen married on-air at the studio or at her home. Weddings were
held throughout the week and Stirlen usedStgmalto invite couples to come to KMA
for their weddings after they secured their licenses in Clarinda, lowegtimty seat*?
Weddings were broadcast on-air at the Mayfair Auditorium or later at her, lamthshe
was willing to arrange an on air marriage any day of the W&é&Kkhe Little Minister
delights to make hearts happy by reading the marriage ceremony,” seameditions
of the Signal®** Radio weddings were not uncommon on Shenandoah radio, as the Rev.
James Pearson of KFNF also performed weddings on the air. Stirlen marrieddswidre
couples, many of whom were from the local area, but many couples traveled t
Shenandoah to have Stirlen preside over their nuptials. Most times, the couples or their
parents were members of the imagined religious community but they had conrketo Sti
after hearing the other ceremonies on the radio or reading about then®igrtak

She credits Henry Field with creating the idea of on-air weddings and

encouraging couples to get married by the radio preatfie@ne writer suggested Field

%1 Romans 10:14 (New Revised Standard Version).

342 Edythe Stirlen, “A Few Announcement§’0.S. SignalApril 22, 1935, Box 14, Stirlen Papers.
2 Ibid.

344 Edythe Stirlen, “Remember—3.0.S. SignalDctober 1936, Box 14, Stirlen Papers.

345 author unknown, “The Story of Henry Field'sif]” KFNF File. GSHS.
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advertised the availability of the services in his seed-house cataloguasygedted

“that anyone who could find a partner could find everything else needed for a wedding a
Field’s—the minister, the rings, and even a honeymoon cottage. Henry would throw in
five gallons of free gasoline to get them to Shenanddal©he of the first weddings
narrated to listeners by Field himself was that of KFNF singer Luettstfong, whose
on-air ceremony was promoted for weé¥sinviting the listening audience to the on-air
wedding was not just a move to draw a larger listening audience, but the move
demonstrated the station’s engagement with the larger imagined communityefaor

the wedding was seen as a “family” affair, as they had bonded with Armstnaog

the airwaves or had crossed paths with her while visiting Shenandoah.

Television: The Devil’s Playground

Stirlen's broadcast also addressed secular matters, such as thehelmedlia in
the home, which she viewed as negative beyond its ability to disseminate the gospel t
the masses. “Many are complaining about so much sex and immorality on T.V. The
communists have boasted our country would fall because of sigbhWrote Stirlen,
citing 1910 as the year Communists began seeking to gain control of mas$¥hedia
Stirlen did not address the medium of television as a competitor to radio; rather, she
identified the medium as competition for a listener's attention and timeeéestétd to
spiritual matters. "Is it a blessing? Is it a curse? How are we tovatpé for evidently

radio and TV are here to stay. Do we find any scripture that is relevamet Sited

%8 Ibid.
37 Thornell Barnes, “Culture Waves from KFNF;he Tanager]1927. KFNF File, GSHS.

348 Edythe Stirlen, “Many are complaining..S.0.S. SignaDctober —November 1977, 9, Box 16, Stirlen
Papers.
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John 2:15 when challenging readers to choose God over secular matters. She did not
believe all content on radio or TV was "worldly”; rather, she wanted Chribgievers
to be mindful of anything that could interfere with their Christian walk. Irege
which is usually the way she ended each broadcast, she noted radio and television as two
of the five major inventions to have revolutionized life. The airplane, automobile, and air
conditioning were the three others.

Stirlen noted that radio had changed lives by making a plethora of information
available. Additionally, she cited television as both educational and a "cultseal'adt
is wonderful to spread the gospel. But we can not say that indiscriminate usesof TV i
good...any more than it would be good for us to read every magazine or book published.

Some things are not edifying..."

Bystanders or Standbys?: Financing The Community

“Each day we need 6 people, from 4 states to respond with a letter and offering;

lowa, Nebr., Kan. and Mo. Long experience proves that these offerings average

$1 each.®*®

It has not been determined what Henry Field or Earl May could have paid Stirlen
as a salary. She did, however, receive compensation for the broadcast until stkenvas ta
off the air. Prior to leaving for his vacation in July 1935, Earl May left blank $10tkche
for her services. In a letter enclosed with the check, he wrote,

| feel that you have done a lot of good for the radio audience, and | realize that the

religious services are a lot of benefit. Yet, you have three children thedragip

the table three times a day, and if they are like our children, they seemyo en;j

eating about everything, so it takes a lot more than religion to supply the food for
the table®™

349 Edythe Stirlen, “Open Letter3.0.S. SignaNovember 1950, 4, Box 15, Stirlen Papers.

¥0Earl E. May to Edythe Stirlen, July 10, 1935. Btéscollection.



111

Another facet of the brick-and-mortar church replicated byRéwdio Church of the Air
was the giving and collection of tithes and offerings. The new Christian chuhetes
were birthed after Jesus’ Ascension were dependent on the financial contribfitions
believers®! In the Bible, the Apostle Paul wrote of how the churches in Macedonia
contributed faithfully to the early church although its members were poor paopiul
further advised that churches should remember the poor, which were similar to the group
Stirlen and her community reached out to. The Apostle Paul advised, “So then, whenever
we have the opportunity, let us work for the good of all, and especially for those of the
family of faith.”**3

Similarly, Stirlen consistently reminded members of their obligations and
members responded in both traditional and creative ways. From quoting scriptures,
sharing back stories on the financing of the radio program and magazine, to wit; quote
Stirlen made sure members were aware of their role in financially nmangtéhe
community as well caring for its leader. After Stirlen became an indepécontractor
of radio time, a regular salary did not exist and she depended on what she called the “love
gifts” sent in by her listeners. “Every time you withhold your monthly support you
cripple the Broadcast. Stations will not have us on if we are ‘offensive with acitisgl

for money.”***

%1 s5ee Luke 8:3
32 5ee 2 Corinthians 7: 1-6.

33 Galatians 6:8 (New Standard Revised Edition)

354 Edythe Stirlen, “Open Letter,” S.0.S. Signal, Now®n1950, 4, Box 15, Stirlen Papers.
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According to the code adopted by the National Religious Broadcasters iio@nceself-
regulate themselves, religious broadcasters were “ethically bound naké&andirect
appeal over the aif®

The financing of radio in general was a hotly debated topic since the begnfining
commercial broadcasting, and while regulation aided in establishing boundatids, it
not automatically solve all of the problems regarding the financing ofaagi
broadcasts. Religious broadcasters with the consent of the Federal Comionsicat
Commission attempted to regulate themselves and adhered to codes adopted by the
National Religious Broadcasters and groups such as the Religious Work Study Group at
the Institute for Education by Radio in Columbus, Ohio. In May 1942, the latter agency
suggested religious programs should seek the support of radio stations, as onelheay fo
stations to adhere to the public interest, convenience, and necessity obligation dnandate
by the Radio Act of 192'Additionally, it was not advisable for groups to form for the
sole purchase of radio time. Rather, committees could finance a program tlmtasoug
sustaining time slot® The code also suggested, “no regular religious radio programs
should appeal over the air for contributions for the support of the radio program itself.
Nor should a charge for sermons, pamphlets or religious objects, distributed through
religious programs, be used by the sponsor as a means of raisingfufide"accepted
means of financing did not include the funding of programs by the audience. Yet, that did

not stop religious broadcasters from asking their audience for donations, $tnleever

$5E. Jerry Walker, “Religious Broadcasting: A Mana&lTechniques...A Guide to Those Who Prepare
and Present Religious Programs (Washington, DGoNalt Association of Broadcasters, 1945), 17.

36 |bid.,17.

%7 bid.
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may have avoided requesting money on air, but there were no rules prohibitierg Stirl
from soliciting within the magazine.

“The financial load is a heavy one. We have too many Bystanders and not enough
Standbys,*®2 Stirlen told members. To demonstrate that they were not simply bystanders
in their fellowship, members found various ways to lighten the financial load.
Subscribing to th&ignaland submitting love offerings, which were often a few dollars
or coins sent via the U.S. mail, were the simple ways Stirlen raised funds foinibty.
Additionally, Stirlen asked members to purchase subscriptions as gifisefuads by
distributing individual copies sold for a dime. However, members had different
interpretations of how they could bear the financial burdens of the RAC. One shut-in
member, who did not want her name revealed irStbeal,devised the “God’s Acre”
plan, which Stirlen requested she share with other members. In the Februarysi@47 i
she suggested other members secure corn seed from the May Seed Company or He
Field’s store so they could plant an acre or half acre of corn and at harvest, donate a
portion of the proceeds to Stirlen for tRadio Church of the Air'l have sold my corn
for $1.10 per bushel, in the crib, and while it hasn’t been entirely estimated bihiydt,
my half of one acre will amount to about $28.50, and | will send you a check for that
amount.®®While the specifics of the corn-seed distribution are somewhat confusing, it
appears that the shut-in provided the corn to be planted. Stirlen appreciated te gift a
asked members who patrticipated in the God’s Acre effort to write her if theted/to

use some of the corn.

¥83.0.S. SignaDecember 1949, 2, Box 15, Stirlen Papers.

¥9«Dearest Edythe and Little Minister3.0.S. Signakebruary 1947, 11, Box 14, Stirlen Papers.
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Bird C. Moore of Manhattan, Kansas, an 85-year-old with a collection of model
boats, contacted Stirlen when he was in declining health so he could auction the boats off
in an effort to financial support the ministry. “He asks that each one wantirej acal
$1.00 for a subscription to the S.0O.S. Signal; $1.00 for an offering to keep the broadcast
on the air, and $1.00 to him to pay for the crating and maikhdf the boats*° In a
previous issue, Moore had submitted a childhood testimony and issued the same offer in
a Post Script.

Contributions as well as penny postcards and letters sent in also served anothe
purpose for Stirlen and other broadcasters. Any item with an address attaclleassail
in building a mailing list and subsequently the building of a community. Stirlen used the
new addresses to distribute complimentary copies dbidpealwith the hopes that the
recipient would tune in, write in, or simply inquire about the work they had read about
within the magazine. Stirlen needed listeners’ donations just as much as sk theed
letters to substantiate her programs’ relevance and to fill the pagesSiftizdand keep
her community united.

Financial Challenges Ignite Policy Changes

Throughout her time on KMA, the Radio Church experienced various schedule
changes and was removed from the schedule one summer when the station wanted to
carry ball games at her regular tifféThe schedule changes may have sparked some
tension between Stirlen and KMA executives. An example of one such incident was

addressed in a 1937 interoffice memorandum written by May. The memorandum

304Mmr, Bird C. Moore,”S.0.S. SignaFebruary 1947, 12, Box 14, Stirlen Papers.

361 stirlen, The Little Minister's Devotional Selectiob,
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provides a glimpse into the shifts in local programming and the impact of the
accessibility of network programming and its offering of diverse sustpinin
programming®*

You perhaps have a feeling that your programs are moved around a little too

often, and | am agreeing with you, that possibly they have been. | do know,
however, that the new people, like Kaufman and Chamberlain. Consider your
programs extremely important, and | want to explain why a few of your programs
have been moved. For example, we have the opportunity, through our purchasing
time for commercial purposes of the seed business, over WHO and the two Des
Moines Register & Tribune stations, of obtaining many helpful programs. The

line charges cost us a certain amount per month, and the more we can use them to
our advantage the more we get for our money. In other words, if we put on 10
programs a month, outside of our commercial broadcasts it wouldn’t cost us a

cent®®®

Programs like Stirlen’s, which were once commonplace on early independent,
local stations in the 1920s and 1930s, were being evaluated for their economic viability
and ability to meet the station’s “public interest, necessity, and conveniemeclatier
was a requirement that the federal government mandated in order for a stagmss to
be renewed® While the nation was in its second world war abroad, local broadcasters at
home were trying to stay in the battle called commercial radio, as the meajarks

were evolving and expanding across the country. Hilmes contends: “With a network, one

32 According to a 1946 report by the Federal Commativns Commission, sustaining programming
served as the “balance-wheel by means of whiclmtbalance of a station or network’s program strrestu
which might otherwise result from commercial demisi concerning program structure, can be redréssed.
After the formation of Federal Radio Commissiod 827, the precursor to the FCC, stations were eltarg
with underwriting programming to secure balancebatanced programming schedule consists of not only
entertainment, but also religious, educationalicaggural, fraternal and other programs of intettest

minority tastes and interests.

363 Earl May to Edythe Stirlen, Feb. 24, 1937. Privaiection.

%4 Radio station licenses were granted, renewed mieddy first the Federal Radio Commission and late
the Federal Communications Commission on the lmdisidhether or not the programming stations
provided programming “in the public interest, coniesce, and necessity.” Application of the “public
interest” standard could be seen a station’s brstdif sustaining programs, carrying of local live
programs, the carrying of programs devoted to putiBcussion, and the elimination of commercial
advertising excesses.
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large corporation could supervise the programs for an entire national griti@ista
rather than letting a lot of small-time and possibly irresponsible statiorstimfasmall

cities broadcast whatever they plea¥gd.

KMA joined the Blue Network of the National Broadcasting Company in 1938,
and was courted to move to Omaha but choose to stay in ShenaffdoliA’s budding
relationship with NBC may have influenced programming changes thatiaiblky
affected theRadio Church of the AirAs of August 21, 1939, thdorning Watch
program, which aired at 7:30 a.m., became a mid-morning devotional at 8:30 a.m. Some
changes not only disrupted the times of Stirlen’s programs but also the formah Stirl
alerted her listeners in a “Special Notice” published in the SeptembeSig38that
weekday programs were now commercially sponsored. Because of this change, she
would be unable to “read long lists of names of dedicatidH§6 accommodate the
advertisements that she predicted would take one to two minutes of her broadgast tim
she provided listeners with a format for their song requests and asked them tdneheck t

time they would possibly listen to the broadcist.

In the fall of 1939, the “Vesper Hour,” one of Stirlen’s popular programs airing
at 6 p.m. on Sunday, was removed from the schéffltirlen’s daughter Rosalee often

appeared on the show with her sisters and was disappointed with the cancellation. She

%% Hilmes,Only Connect47.

3¢ Birkby, KMA Radio,71-72.

37 stirlen, “Special Notice,5.0.S. SignaBeptember 1939, Box 14, Stirlen Papers.
%8 |pid.

39 |n the February 1940 issue of tBignalStirlen reported that the program was “discontihfes the
winter months,” however, the program never returteetthe programming schedule.
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discussed the cancellation in a letter written to her stepfather, Carl, veh@oxkeing

away from home due to the limited opportunities available due to the economy and war
abroad. The teenagerote, “| suppose you know about the Vesper. Mother doesn’t seem
to care but | know she doesn’t want us to feel bad so she doesn't talk about it. It was a
shock to us to find out that after all these years they were taking i ®frbgram

changes did not go unnoticed by listeners like Lora Webb of Barnard, Kansas, who wrote

in that they were aware of the changes taking place with the program. Waielrwr

Never a day goes by, but I think of what | missed by not getting to go to the
Convention. | enjoyed it all so much. In looking over the old Signals | see how
much more time you used to have on the air than now. Oh! | wish you might
have it again. I'm thankful for what you have however. | guess, Edythe I'd have
you on Station SOS running continuously all day long. Sounds like | do want to
over work you, doesn't it? But quite the contrary, | do pray for you and the work
each day for you mean so much to iffe.

In 1940 when KMA broadcasters were required to promote the Olson Rugs
catalogues, she thanked her listeners for their loyalty and contended ¢ntsadwent
did not hurt the sermon. She wrote:

Naturally we wish we didn’t have to advertise on my programs but as | think

about it, I'd much rather do that than to have to “beg” for money of my radio
friends to keep me on the air for that is being over-done as iMs. May has

been so kind to let us have our Radio Church Services free of cost all these years.
| personally want to help all | can. So know what they give us to talk about or to
be interested in lets’ show them that we have numbers and those numbers have

loyalty “plus” "2

3% Rosalee Swartz Stirlen to Carl Stirlen, October13B89. Private collection.
371 Leora Webb, “Never a day...3.0.S. SignaBeptember 1939, Box 14, Stirlen Papers.

372 Edythe Stirlen, “A Little Chat with the Little Mister,” S.0.S. SignaMarch 1940, Box 14, Stirlen
Papers.
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Webb and others submitted to the request of keeping the program on the air, as
they recognized it as a way to maintain the community they all had laboredtorkéee
air. Until 1942, Stirlen broadcasted from the KMA studio or the station’s Mayfair
Auditorium. However, that year, she announced that due to the shortage of tires the
“patriotic thing to do” was to discontinue driving the family car unneces3&rdpnd
relocated the broadcast to her home. After the relocation, she was adamiaeit thail
be sent to the Post Office box and not the station or her home.

Politics Surrounding Community Building

Stirlen’s physical relocation from the studio to her home was only one of the
many changes on the horizon for Radio Church of the AifFrom 1930 to 1942, Stirlen
was an employee of the May Seed Co., May’s nursery company, a separafeoemt
the broadcasting company. During the final months of her contract, she eaplahe
KMA bought five minutes of her time because she was on salary there. However, the
station could not hire her to “preach doctrine,” but if she purchased time, she could speak
the truth®”* When Stirlen was required to pay for air time in 1943, she explained to
Signalreaders that the new arrangement, which would shift her from an employee to a
contractor, prevented KMA from breaking the law of preaching doctrine. “When one is
hired by a radio station they must NOT preach DOCTRINE of any kind,” she
explained®” Stirlen reported thRadio Church of the Aiwould now cost $2 per minute,

and her club members, listeners, and readers were needed to fulfill the financial

373 stirlen, “Talk By the Little Minister Given On th&ir Sunday, June 303.0.S. Signalluly 1942, Box
14, Stirlen Papers.

374 stirlen, “These Changing TimesS'0.S. Signakebruary 1943, Box 14, Stirlen Papers.

7 Ibid.
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obligations of the new radio contr&ét.By now, Stirlen’s ministry exploits, the
magazine, and the radio broadcast relied solely on the financial support of community
members.
When Stirlen’s program was sponsored by the station, she did not have to worry
about creating revenue; rather, she paid more attention to creating dataiag that
could become a target audience to potentially purchase items sold by thstation’s
holding companies. This group or following would be measured by fan letters, which not
only gauged numbers but also reception to radio programs.
Time was when programs were kept on the air by “fan mail.” People wouk writ
to radio stations and say: ‘Keep the program on the air. | like it very musten |
every day, | never miss a program.’ But today programs such as ours are not kept
on the air by “fan letters”. | know a good many do not realize that it costs
hundreds and thousands of dollars to carry on the Work.
Money previously donated to assist shut-in S.O.S. club members was now needed to pay
for radio time. Stirlen provided the following explanation to clarify the future of the
Radio Church of the Air
We are no longer a “cheer” club but a church! We can no longer buy gifts to give
to our shut-ins for most gifts are not on the market for one reason. For another
reason the money is not available, since we must buy radio time or leave the air...
We are now a “Church” on the air. Not a welfare society or a cheer clulzaive
not do ALL things. So we have to choose and as an ordained minister of the
gospel with a thirst for souls you can not blame me if | choose to preach the
GOSPEL®™®
Had KMA affiliated with NBC earlier, Stirlen and others may have neadrthe

chance to broadcast, as NBC had the first policy preventing the sale of time to

378 stirlen, The Little Minister's Devotional Selectio,
377 Edythe Stirlen, “Open Letter3.0.S. Signallanuary 1944, Box 14, Stirlen Papers.

378 Edythe Stirlen, “These Changing TimeS,0.S. SignaFebruary 1943, Box 14, Stirlen Papers.
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independent religious broadcast&fsinstead, NBC offered free time to representatives
who were Catholic, Protestant, or Jewi&hrhe KMA affiliation with NBC ended in
1943, but KMA would later affiliate with two other major networks, ABC and Muttfal.
Although the purchase of time continued the activity oRbdio Church of the
Air on KMA, it would not protect the radio ministry from the business decisions of KMA
executives. J.C. (Cy) Rapp was the station manager who broke the news torStirlen i
1945 that her program was once again in jeopardy. Rapp wrote: “Effective October 1,
1945, KMA'’s executive board decided to limit paid religious program to Sunday
morning, 6 a.m. to 12 p.m. and on weekdays from 4:30 a.m. to $a.m.
This change in policy is necessitated by our need for additional time for the
presentation of a more diversified schedule of public service programsadigpeci
programs of farm service nature. In recent years the increasing demamels of t
networks have restricte®
An undated letter addressed to Gerrit Broekhuis of Edgerton, Minnesota, outlined
the situation affecting the removal of paid religious programs. Owen Saddiien sta
manager, recapped the executive committee’s decision and explained that adqderce
the existing programs were eliminated in an effort to provide additional meslicce
programs in the area of agriculture, education, current events, music, etc. Satietler s
that although the station would lose $30,000 with the move, they had to consider how to

give “the greatest radio service to the greatest number of people. Thus, Kddé to

award sustaining time to the Blackwood Brothers Gospel Quarter of Shenandoah, who

39 Hilmes,Only Connect]122.

%% |pid.

381 Birkby, KMA Radio,71; “Traffic Department,KMA Guide,February 1946, 11.
382 3.C. Rapp to Edythe Stirlen, August 11, 1945.&eicollection.

%% |bid.
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began performing at KMA in the fall of 1948 The group performed throughout the
region and made no money performing on KMA.

Programs that addressed minority tastes, those devoted to the needs and purposes
of non-profit groups, and programs that were of an experimental nature qualified to
receive sustained or free time from radio statfSndo ensure commercial stations
balanced their program offerings, broadcast licenses were grantest,denienewed
based on whether the programs offered were “in the public interest, convenience, and
necessity.**°Stations seeking license renewal were asked to demonstrate how they
provided a “well-balanced program structure” by reporting the average amdimeof
they devoted to the following kinds of programming: entertainment, religious,
educational, agricultural, fraternal, etc. A 1948 Federal Communications Csiommis
report suggested that 50 percent of all broadcasting was commercial, songrovidi
sustaining programming could aid any imbalance that may have existedstatioa’s
programming’®’

As time passed, it was evident that the community would become more dependent
on theSignalto maintain its existence. With decreased broadcast time and less
geographic coverage as a result of stricter wave restrictions, KMagams would no
longer be picked up across the country as they were when the farmer statiens
charged with wave jumping. The limitations of coverage and time also expdmeded t

Signal’'sfundraising role as well as placed a greater financial responsinligxisting

384 Owen Saddler to Gerrit Broekhuis, n.d. Privatdemmion; Birkby, KMA Radio,102-103
35 FCC, Public Service Responsibility of Broadcasienses Report (1946).
%% |bid.

%7 bid.
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community members. A smaller community meant fewer donations, and that is one
message Stirlen constantly attempted to communicate.
Time was when Radio Programs were heard all over the U.S. and of course the
response was quick and gratifying. Now the coverage is so small that every
listener must feel responsibility. Please do not wait for a personal wridssage
each month from your Radio Minister. Please help us save that money and
strength required to tell you of the need you know is there each and every

month...Every time you withhold you monthly support you cripple the Broadcast.

Stations will not have us if we are “offensive with our soliciting for monsig].[
388

To compensate for the limited coverage and time, Stirlen continued to seek other
outlets to reach listeners. In the 1970s, her radio broadcast was also heard omKDMI i
Des Moines and KOAK, a station based in Red Oak. The greater the reach thelygeater t
resources needed to pay for airtime. As 1978 approached, Stirlen informed the
community that they could receive tax benefits for donating 30 percent of their ib@ome
churches or good causes. Stirlen promised that she would not be like other entities that
solicited support without cause and used their mailing lists to prey on its cofildare
are companies that are paid to send out pitiful letters soliciting our help. My ecesci
will not allow me to operate that way,” she explained, adding that although o@spa
gave donations to avoid taxes, community members should give because they eecogniz
the church as “a soul saving institutiort®

Conclusion

Whether Stirlen’s program aired for an hour or for 15 minutes, these broadcasts

were imagined as visits to listeners who often had limited contact with pesydead

their caregivers. Although other programs were offered throughout the dign’'St

388 Edythe Stirlen, “Open Letter3.0.S. SignaNovember 1950, Box 15, Stirlen Papers.

39 Edythe Stirlen, “About Taxes3.0.S. SignaDecember 1977- January 1978, 12, Box 16, Stirlen
Papers.
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program helped those on the margins of society imagine that they were vaiubata
their concerns were important to others if only for a few minutes of thdrddgad of
preaching denominational doctrine, which greatly influenced her theologgnStok
on universal topics like love, joy, and forgiveness that a mass audience from all
theological persuasions could identify with.

Stirlen essentially learned how to not only become a broadcaster but also a
businesswoman as she transitioned from being a staffer to a contractor witewelsp,
market, and finance her own product. For Stirlen, establishing a community that
understood and embraced its responsibility as financial supporters of theymais of
the utmost importance if she and her community were to survive and thrive in an
evolving media environment that no longer reaped the same benefits it once did during
the infancy of the medium.

Stirlen’s ministerial efforts reached beyond the airwaves as shedadio
listeners in her home, visited the sick, traveled to bury devoted listeners hvatiger
towns, and participated in other rites and ceremonies. With Stirlen as the radraapds
leader of the community, the radio friends metaphorically conducted the work of a
Christian church. While traditional churchgoers worshipped in sanctuaridésn'Stir
congregants listened to sermons in their living rooms, kitchens, and from their Ihospita
beds. Collection plates were not passed from pew to pew, rather, they were teanspor
through the hands of postal workers who delivered tithes and offering to Stirlen’s
Shenandoah Post Office box.

Although Stirlen did not host revival meetings similar to her contemporaries in

radio like Aimee Semple McPherson, she built her ministry through combining the
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efforts of her radio program, ti&end OuBignalmagazine, and aid sunshine clubs.
Stirlen learned to couple the broadcast with what religious media scholarStevver
called “non broadcast, direct-contact activiti&®. The Send Out Sunshine Club will be
discussed in the following chapter in an effort to investigate how the exéethaty

contributed to the creation of community beyond the mass mediums.

399 Hoover,Mass Media Religions0.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
“THE ASSISTANT IN THE WORK™:
S.0.S. SIGNAMAGAZINE AS SACRAMENTAL SPACE

ForRadio Church of the Aicongregants who could not hear Stirlen’s radio
broadcasts, th8end Out Sunshine (S.0.S.) Signabazine was used to minister, extend
membership, and sustain the imagined religious community she createsh Stirl
considered the radio periodidadr “assistant in the work” and her “one and ONLY
assistant Pastor™ Beyond a secretary or two and the aid of family members, Stirlen’s
ministry did not have the administrative and ministerial support common to churches of
the time. Thus, the magazine had a great responsibility, which will be examined in this
chapter that analyzes the imagined religious community formation that ok \ithin
the pages of th8ignaland the interpretive work conducted by the imagined religious
community in an effort to understand and commune with Ra&tio Church of the Air
This chapter sought to answer the questions: How did Stirlen and the community make
use of the pages of the magazine as a sacramental space? What inter@tstgiesstr
were used to define and understand the images of communion that establish thelimagine
religious community of th&®adio Church of the A

Radio Magazines

The S.0.S. Signalas not the first magazine of its kind in Shenandoah or in the
area of religious broadcasting. In addition to being influenced by the swédeaser
co-worker’s Leanna Driftmier'&itchen Klattermagazine, Stirlen may have also been

motivated to begin a publication after seeing KFNF's radio pastor, the Rev. James

391 Edythe Stirlen, “Why Are There Not More ReligioBsoadcasts?3.0.S. Signactober 1942, Box 14,
Stirlen Papers.
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Pearson, begiBHIPSin February 1938° Pearson wrote in the first issue that he
personally financed the magazine in response to requests that he publish the sighlight
his radio messagé®® Although only a few issues could be located for examination, the
content of the available issues indicates Pearson also used the publication towibhnec
his listeners and expand his ministry efforts. Items published included informatibe on t
Radio Mission Church, sermon notes, articles on other spiritual matters, aneétries
on secular issues such as punctuality.

On a national level, other religious broadcasters used regularly published
newsletters and magazines to interact with their radio congregants. Radtenmsisish
as evangelist Aimee Semple McPherdBridal Call), demagogue Father Charles E.
Coughlin Social Justicg and fundamentalist preacher Charles E. Futea(t to Heart
Talk) all used monthly publications to spread the Gospel and to solicit donations to fund
their radio ministry and other exploits.

McPherson used tHgridal Call to solicit donations to build her own radio
station, and Hangen argued that coupling the broadcast with the magazine helped the
sensational broadcaster recreate an imagined religious comridtiBpth revival and
print networks paved the way for radio to unify the national community of like-minded
Christians by creating and strengthening what we might today calidy/tommunities”:

people sharing common interest and goals but physically separated over langedist

392 Birby discussion; There is no clear explanatiantfe title of the publication.

393 James Pearson, “Just a Wor@HIPS, 1, Box 5, Folder 11, Henry Field Collection, State thlizal
Society of lowa, lowa City.

394 HangenRedeeming the Dia5.
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Hangen explainetf® Stirlen was aware of McPherson’s ministry and attended one of her
revivals while on vacation in Colorad®’

S.0.S. SignalThe Assistant in the Work

The diversity of items in Stirlen’s collection suggests she was a voracaues re
of local as well as nationally distributed publications. Moreover, Stirlen wasalavid
reader of the Bible. All of these documents could have easily influenced thatcmte
well as the structure of Stirlen’s publication.

Stirlen began publishing ti&gnalin April 1935 with the objective “To save
sinners, comfort saints, and increase fait The magazine was intermittently published
from 1935 to 1938 and began consistent publication in 1939. She continued the 16-page
format and published 10 issues a year. In the spring of 1952, Stirlen combined the April
and May issues, due to being sick with¥lti“Many magazines do that all the time
during the summer months. Am sure you will understand,” she explained in her monthly

139 However, she maintained the combined editions until the magazine ceased

editoria

publication in November 1981. She served as editor and publisher during its entire run.
Stirlen credited Isabel Gray of Wakefield, Kansas, with naming thegatibin,

which was actually a spin-off of the organization she left at KERIBtirlen created the

publication with the help of a community composed of readers, radio listeners, and Send

¥ pid., 66.
39 «Rev. Stirlen Returns,” Newspaper Clipping, 19B8x 1, Folder 1, Stirlen Papers.
397 MastheadS.0.S. SignalNovember 1937, Box 14, Stirlen Papers.

398 «please Notice That This Is A Combined Issue efMagazine For Both April and MayS.0.S. Signal,
April and May 1952, 4, Box 14, Stirlen Papers.

39 bid., 7.

40“The name for this,’s.0.S. SignalApril 22, 1935, Box 14, Stirlen Papers.
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Out Sunshine Club workers who used the pages @itfrealas their meeting place and
“sacramental spacé® Like the nations Anderson described in his texts, some of them
would never meet face to face yet they had “images of communion” and codes that
helped them to establish meaning for their community known &ati® Church of the
Air.

From 1938 to 1952, members paid $1 for a subscription a year. In the early years
of the publication, Stirlen charged members to have their contributions printed and some
agreed to pay to have entries published and paid for shut-ins who could not afford the
publication rates. Collecting the rates of three cents a line of straightgeadterial, 25
cents per column inch for ads, and $1 per picture helped defray printin°édstthe
end of a 1971 sermon preached on KFNF, Stirlen issued a plea for support and explained
how theSignalplayed a role in that. “I wish each and every one would be taking our
radio church magazine, the SOS Signal, 1.00 per year. We don’t make any money on it
but we can get acquainted through it and | will put in your hand material that lpill he
you to be a better Christian where ever you sig.]**

Stirlen recognized that the magazine played an integral role in the exafange

information within the community. “It helps us to get information to you. It helps the

01 New media scholar Heidi Campbell used the phrageramental space” to describe how the Internet
serves as place for religious users to presenthlediefs and practices. See Heidi Campbell, “Caeshg
Spiritual Dimensions Within Computer-mediated Comimnation Studies,New Media & Society

(2005): 110-132.

492 Rates for Publication in the S.0.S. Signal, Decamil938, Box 14, Stirlen Papers.

403Eor our text for this message,” July 12, 1971xB®6, Stirlen Papers.
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shut-ins when we tell of their need. It helps you to be a better Christian antd churc
worker,” Stirlen informed readef$?

Community Formation

Stirlen’s community did not form haphazardly; rather, she extended an invitation
first to her listeners and later to the readers ofSiigeal Since the beginning of her
KMA radio ministry, she could depend on the Send Out Sunshine Club members to help
expand the imagined religious community through their physical work in their individual
local communities. Invitations into the community were embedded within other
communications, including letters and special advertisements designed togtioenot
Radio Church of the Air

Membership requirements were simple and the requirements were fewhal&'e
no creed but the Bible. Our only requirement for membership is daily Bible geaclth
prayer,” explained Stirlen about tRadio Church of the Ain an undated welcome letter
written to her friend§% Stirlen initiated the codes or the images of communion, which in
this case were dispensed via the broadcast arfsighal,as listeners and readers adopted
them and attached their own interpretations to them while uniting as an imagined
community on the same proverbial page. For example, when Stirlen admonished “send
cheer” during the radio broadcast or within her editorials, members understood the
request. Yet, some may have interpreted the need in various ways. Some sent cards,
which was a norm of the community while others sent monetary or tangilsieTditise
living in proximity to members in need may have physically stopped by for an individua

or group visit.

04 Edythe StirlenS.0.S. SignaMarch 1959, Box 15, Stirlen Papers.

405 stirlen to “Dear Friend,” n.d., Private Collection
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The Gospel Goes Forth

The Book of Acts serves as the foundational document for which the New
Testament church was established. The principles of the early church asdintli
Biblical scripture provides a lens through which Stirlen’s community can be egdnas
they observed tenets similar to those of brick-and-mortar churches in the Uaiesl S
during the twentieth century. Four functions of the early church as outlined imtke B
of Acts were instruction, fellowship, worship, and evangelism.

Stirlen did not want listeners to consider her program and ministry as simply a
daily broadcast; rather, she wanted her listeners to have a spiritual enéount
fellowship with other like-minded individuals. In a sermon preached in the 1940s,
“Humility, Meekness and Unselfishness,” Stirlen explained that membeudsnot
consider their affiliation with thRadio Church of the Aior the Send out Sunshine Club
as membership in a club, but she reminded listeners that “church work” is what was
taking place. She admonished, “It was to glorify the Lord we were working. ySoyda
day it hurt me more to say “My” work. It was the ‘Lord’s wof*Some members saw
her ministry as a collaboration among them all; others saw her as theasma for the
ministry’s success.

Religious Instruction

Parishioners attending weekly Bible studies could discuss the religiaes esd
interrogate scriptures in person in their brick-and-mortar churches, dahStir
parishioners communicated their concerns, questions, and understanding of scripture by

writing letters to the radio minister. With the help of secretariedeStsorted and

408 Edythe Stirlen, “Humility, Meekness, and Unselfiss,” Folder 2, Box 3. Stirlen Papers.
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selected letters, poems, and inspirational contributions that were publishe&igrtake
The content of the letters were also instrumental in the creation of the iofages
communion, so Stirlen also incorporated the content into the radio broadcasts.

Stirlen gauged the community’s understanding of her instruction while at the
same time creating an opportunity for fellowship with other communitigsnithe
community by promoting contests that tested listeners’ understanding of topicsseid
on the radio. In 1937, Stirlen asked members to communicate their understanding of the
unpardonable sin. Essentially, community members were asked to identifyosins G
could not forgiveMembers not only responded to this question in different ways, but
they also interpreted the question in various ways. Some members addressad “si
against the Holy Ghost,” “Blaspheme against the Holy Spirit,” “the natusen@gainst
the Holy Spirit,” or simply answered the central question, “What is the unpardonable
sin?” Some members answered the question with scripture while membeka\like
Beckwith of Gowrie, lowa, referred to scripture but likened the unpardonable sin to a
contemporary example. Beckwith wrote, “I wish to compare it with Firgir&seMurder,
which as | understand the law is, deliberate, willful, and premeditated, or innailas a
person thinks over his own mind, or plans it with some other pef&bRdr the Heydorn
family from Council Bluffs, lowa, the unpardonable sin equated to suicide. While
interpretations and answers varied, Stirlen identified five women from Iod/&ansas
who all agreed “on the interpretations as to what the unpardonable’ &ififsr the

community, sin existed even if members believed there were varying sedraa.

97 J.A. Beckwith, “Gowrie, lowa, Feb 15, 193%870.S. Signalpril 1937, Box 14, Stirlen Papers.

4% «These all agree on the interpretationsS.0.S. Signalpril 1937, Box 14, Stirlen Papers.
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Stirlen preached about topics such as sin, faith, family life, and salvation.
Members who could not hear her broadcasts could read them when they were reprinted i
issues of th&ignal Members often requested a reprint of certain sermons, as Stirlen did
not distribute recorded messages. After hearing Stirlen’s radio sermon omaRme
Sylvia Tyner of Salem, lowa, requested the message be placed in the nemt édit
believe that your sermon was the best | have ever heard...Maybe morewweolplelo
differently if they saw it in print,” wrote Tyner who added that she enjoyekbiS8r
preaching because Stirlen sang the right songs and the program wasect spoi
inappropriate joking®®

Stirlen did not have formal broadcasting or theological training to preparerher f
religious broadcasting; however, her prior experiences prepared llee fassignment.

She attended college for teacher training and taught elocution, which gave helitihe a
to communicate the gospel with clarity and authority. Sorembers interpreted her
messages as more informative than the sermons given in their brick-and{rmoades of
worship, while others viewed Stirlen’s teaching as a supplement to theiomadlit
worship experiences. New converts or those who were just being exposed t@@tyisti

and its messages expressed appreciation for Stirlen’s teachings.

49 Sylvia Tyner, “Dear Little Minister,'S.0.S. Signalluly 1940, Box 14, Stirlen Papers.
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Fellowship

Koinonia is the Greek word for fellowship, which is translated as “communion”
in the New Testament of the Bib#¥. The communion or coming together of Stirlen’s
audience took place as they shared their faith as well as their take on atbethey
considered relevant and consistent with the overall values of the imagined religious
community.

A pillar of many faiths is prayer, which was a central component of IBirle
community. The call to pray and requests for prayer were of great importahee to t
Radio Church of the AilEven if members were geographically separated, prayer was one
of the activities that connected them spiritually and within the text of tigazimee. For
many members, the pages of the publication served as a symbolic altar whertte
present their petitions before God and their community members.

Although prayer was an expectation for all members of the community, the S.O.S.
Prayer League, led by Opal Jones of Mystic, lowa, was the unit of the corpmmunit
assigned to offer prayer and supplications on behalf of the requests received by the
community. In the first issue of ti&gnal,Jones wrote:

“Dear Friends: If you are not a member of the S.0.S. Prayer League, weonant y

to join us. Are you in trouble, ill, afflicted or distressed? No matter what your

burden, remember God can meet your need. Just write us about it. We are
waiting to pray for you and with yott*

Stirlen urged members to participate in the Prayer League and enacburage

participation in various ways, including touting the results of the subgroup’s ok

column labeledAround the Mercy Seaurs. R.G. Haney, who, along with her late

*10vine’s Complete Expository Dictionary of Old andiNEestament Words,v. “Fellowship.”

“113.0.S. SignalApril 22, 1935, Box 14, Stirlen Papers.
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husband, served as the first KFNF radio chaplains, wrote 40 in-depth prayes entri
requesting everything from healing to the release from prison of a younghdusha
had a sick wife and a baby at hofM&Although there is a shift in the content of the
magazine over the course of its history, prayer requests and testimoniesereansw
prayer were a constant feature of the publication.

In theSignal,members shared very personal stories similar to those that would
have been shared within interpersonal relationships. Stirlen published lettezsesiied
or referenced one-on-one encounters with community members. While | trust some
members submitted material and requested that their names and thesspetieor
conditions not be shared, the majority imagined the sacramental space of thendymm
asa safe one where they could unmask their fears, confess their faith  r@@uyes for
ilinesses, and share other personal issues. Stirlen’s transparency witladibesermons
and magazine entries encouraged members to do the same, as contributors often shared
very intimate details about their faith, health, financial issues, lonelinessekgious
journeys.

Stirlen also shared her personal struggles and those of her family meimbers.
monthlyOpen Letteishe allowed audience members to witness her grief as she dealt with
a trash fire that took the life of her daughter, Wren; the iliness and tleeribec 12,

1967, death of her husband, Carl; and her individual maladies. During the 1967 holiday
season, Stirlen began her broadcast:

Greetings, friends in Radio Land everywhere and may peace in every heart.

Because | realize that many like myself have suffered bereavemrecent days

| want to comfort you as | have been comforted if | possibly can. My husband
Carl Stirlen was born April 24, 1890 and passed from this life Dec. 12, 1967. May

“2Mrs. R.G. Haney, “Around the Mercy Sea$’0.S. SignaB-10,January 1947, Box 14, Stirlen Papers.
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those of you who sorrow find comfort in this poem as | have been comforted. It is
entitled, Should you go firét?

The audience also had the opportunity to rejoice with their radio pastor as shatedleb
the marriage of her daughters, the birth of their children, and other pivotal moments in
her life. These stories allowed members to see the community as a space where they
could share their joys as well as their pain.

Because of the memories and testimonies shared between Stirlen and her
congregantanembers imagined their community as compassionate and inclusive.
Although the geographic location of Stirlen and her broadcast may have prevented the
inclusion of many ethnic and racial minorities, community members rejiegisa variety
of economic backgrounds, disabilities, and denominations. Members like Jessie Young of
the Masonic Home in Montgomery, Alabama, sought to correspond with other members
using Braille, interpreted from what was read to her from the magazintb¢hatwere
others just like her whom she could connect WiffOther community members had
other physical ailments that prevented them from penning correspondence, $eahey a
noted that their letters were written by family members or neighbors. Stighsac
provided letter writers an honorary membership of sorts into the community because of
their role in constructing texts. While some letters may have beeredictatbatim, |
suspect some were put in the words of the letter writer.

Stirlen consistently provided group members with their marching orders and
while many interpretations of the orders may have existed there wastzd ldear

understanding of what was expected from group members. The pen pal relationships

“13 Untitled and undated sermon from private collgttio

414 Jesse Young, “Jesse Young, MasonicS.0.S. Signakebruary 1936, Box 14, Stirlen Papers.
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initiated within theSignalwas a community component used to introduce others to the
principles of Christianity as well as to foster fellowship within theugr Stirlen often
listed individuals needing cards, letters, or what she often described as™dhesme
cases, members wrote letters to express their need for fellowship tte@nwri
communication.

While Stirlen prescribed how they could physically and spiritually assistr
members, there were various interpretations on how they went about bringingrthee
comfort to shut-ins and isolated members. Some members participated in theclbl63.S.
in their respective communities while others worked independently to fulfitl thei

obligations to the radio church and the collective body of Christian believers.

The testimonies of community members were consistent features ofgheine
and these entries suggested how members could participate in one way or another in the
community. Testimony is a biblical concept where Christians share théassbbr
sacrifice, trials, and tribulations in an effort to strengthen the faith ofsoémel
substantiate God’s grace and provideHceOften verbal contributions within a Christian
worship service and more prevalent in traditional black churches, the magazine served a
a forum for members to discuss what God and the community had done forlthem.
some instances, community members viewed Stirlen’s work as an independ¢ineffor
not as a communal work. Stirlen constantly worked to correct such views and
consistently reminded members that she could not do this work #leonenmunity

members suspected Stirlen did not need their support, it would have been easy to

“1>See Revelation 12:11 of the Christian Bible, whigthe scripture Christians base the need forirstar
the trials and tribulations of life for the greatgrod.
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withdraw their existing financial, discontinue letter writing, and discomtithe work of
the S.0.S. clubs, all of which were necessary for the community to exist.
Evangelism
Proclaiming the Christian message and sharing the plan of salvation with non
Christians so they would come in fellowship with Jesus Christ is the goal of

evangelisnf?!

® Stirlen evangelized each day on her radio program and the call for readers
to repent and surrender to Jesus Christ was a consistent topic found withiignilén
both the material written by Stirlen and the correspondence she received.
Mrs. John Cooper of Wymore, Nebraska, wrote that she had been praying that her
“dear boy would accept Christ so she tuned into the broadcast one Sunday morning she
asked her son if he was ready to sign a “confession of faith” card, whidnS&t@ht out
and included in the magazifi€.She testified:
We listened to your wonderful prayer and talk. | seemed you were talgimtg ri
into our hearts. As soon as you had finished the Sunday School lesson, he picked
up the cards and signed them. Am sending my rededication card also. | made my
confession twenty some years ago. | feel so much nearer the dear Saviour since
hearing your sermons and working in the S.0.S. Work.
A letter published in the June 1938 edition introduced the “Foreign Corner of
S.0.S” with a letter from Auckland, New Zealand. The writer, an 18-year-aitifidd

as being crippled most of her life, solicited the help of a friend to write tleavioly

letter: “I would love to join the S.0.S., and would appreciate a picture of EdythaeStirle

18 paulus ScharpfHistory of Evangelism: Three Hundred Years of Eedisgn in Germany, Great Britain
and the United States of Ameriteans.Helga Bender Henry (Grand Rapids, Michigaiilidkh B.
Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1964), 3.

“1"Mrs. John Cooper, “Dear Little Ministe8,0.S. Signallune 1940, Box 14, Stirlen Papers.

18 |bid.
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She must be a wonderful woman. What a lot of things you have in the U.S.A. that we
don’t have here. S.0.S. for instancg&®

Shut-in Charlotte Belden, the foreign corner secretary, mailed the ysamgn a
complimentary copy of th8ignaland let her know she was the “shut-in member living
the greatest distance from KMA?® Because some readers were not able to fellowship
with the others during the daily broadcasts, the magazine provided the messages of
communion originally shared during the radio program and images that provided
members an aesthetic to help them better envision their imagined religrnnosiaity.

Unlike the larger audiences of KMA and KFNF, whose communities were more
public and stable, Stirlen’s community was what Lindlof called “less iiieaitand less

available to public inspectiorf

The stability of the community was dependent on the
publication, which chronicled the community’s instability over time. Lindlof endéd,
“[lInterpretive communities based in media competencies may be less at@r time

than traditional communitie$??

During the summer months when interference disrupted
the broadcast and work and vacation schedules complicated listening to the radio
program, Stirlen had to remind community members that their financial suppastilvas
needed for the work of the community.

Stirlen’s radio ministry relied on the financial contributions of the community and

the magazine depended on the correspondence to maintain and the grow community.

19 Miss “Mickey” Abel, “Auckland, New Zealand3.0.S. SignalJune 1938, Box 14, Stirlen Papers.
29 |pid.
“21 Lindlof, Interpretive Community64.

22 |bid.
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She reminded magazine readers that membership in the community was not seasonal.
The correspondence also served to validate the popularity and significanc®atlibe
Church of the Aito prove to the radio station that her show was of value to listeners and
the station needed the letters to prove to the Federal Communications Commission that
the station was meeting its public interest, convenience, and necessity obligati

In an editorial published in May 1940, Stirlen wrote: "l want to caution you again
this spring that you do not neglect to keep up your correspondence with me for as you
know the mail is counted every day and if the response is not good, Radio stations feel
programs do not justify the time they have and for that reason some of your best loved
programs are pushed around and even taken off of theicit >

Time after time, the community responded to Stirlen’s various pleas for support
and complied by submitting letters or monetary donations, ordering or selling
subscriptions to th8ignal,ordering the catalogues or products of the nursery that owned
KMA, or helping in one way or another to advertise the broadcast schedule of the radio
program.

“Let every one be a ‘Stand-by™:

Financing the Work of the Ministry

The collection and donation of tithes and offerings was another facet of the brick-
and-mortar church replicated by tRadio Church of the Aidesus’ ministry as well as
the New Testament church depended on the financial contributions of beffévers.

Stirlen’s community of followers was no different, according to the commasrfitgt

2 Edythe Stirlen, “A Little Chat With The Little Mister,” S.0.S. SignaMay 1940, Box 14, Stirlen
Papers.

424 See Luke 8:1-3.
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historian, shut-in Charlotte Belden: “Free-will offerings are sent iallly members and
friends in radio land, with which Edythe buys gifts for shut-ins and deserving
members #2°

Stirlen raised money to provide radios and support to the shut-ins and finance the
purchase of radio time. Stirlen constantly reinforced to members that therynivastnot
hers alone and that each and every one were responsible for its financial supleort. S
did not mince words when it came to telling the members exactly what she needed for
them to do to satisfy their obligation. “Each day we need 6 people, from 4 states to
respond with a letter and offering; lowa, Nebr., Kan. and Mo. Long experiences prove
that these offerings average $1 eatfilh 1952 when it was time to renew her contract
for time with KMA and KFNF, Stirlen asked the community: “Shall we drop one of the
Sunday Broadcasts?” Stirlen could have independently made the decision about
renewing the contract; however, she posed the question to the community with the
expectation that they would respond with feedback and monetary contributions. No
response or an insufficient amount of donations would have communicated that the
community was not interested in continuing the programs. The imagined church brought
their tithes and offerings to the storehouse so thaR#ugo Church of the As bills
could be paid?’

Stirlen shared scripture, outlined the financial situation of the radio mirasidy

often used witty quotes, even if she found no humor in the financial affairs of her work.

*% Charlotte Belden, “The What-Why-Who-When-and wher&.0.S.,”S.0.S. Signakpril 22, 1935,
Box 14,Stirlen Papers.

%6 Edythe Stirlen, “Open Letter,” S.0.S. Signal, Noweer 1950, 4, Box 15, Stirlen Papers.

42T See Malachi 3:10
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“But [God] demands that you and | sow the seed — the Word. The burden is so heavy.
Please do not leave it for just a few to hear. Let no one be a “By-standen/ebgbee
be a “Stand-by,” she admonished. Stirlen made members aware of their role in
financially maintaining the community as well as the community leadelersdid not
call her financial support a salary; however, like pastors of traditionalletsishe
expected community members to assist her financially because she setiveid a
spiritual leadef?®

When radio codes prevented Stirlen from requesting donations to support the
ministry, she could still reach the community throughSkgnalwhere she was the lone
regulator.“Every time you withhold your monthly support you cripple the Broadcast.
Stations will not have us on if we are ‘offensive with our soliciting for monejc].[8*°
According to a code adopted by the National Association of Broadcastelsragaéate
the industry, religious broadcasters were told they were “ethically bound nokécama
direct appeal over the aif*®

The financing of radio in general was a hotly debated topic since the begifining
commercial broadcasting, and, while regulation aided in establishing boundatiés, i
not automatically solve all of the problems regarding the financing ofaagi
broadcasts. Religious broadcasters with the consent of the Federal Comionsicat
Commission attempted to regulate themselves and adhered to codes adopted by the

National Religious Broadcasters and groups such as the Religious Work Study Group at

%8 stirlen often quoted the Apostle Paul and higimgs to encourage financial contributions. See the
following biblical texts: | Timothy 5:17 and 1 Gothians 9:1-14.

429 Edythe Stirlen, “Open Letter3.0.S. SignaNovember 1950, 4, Box 15, Stirlen Papers.

“0E Jerry Walker, “Religious Broadcasting: A Mano&lTechniques...A Guide to Those Who Prepare
and Present Religious Programs (Washington, DCoNalt Association of Broadcasters, 1945), 17.
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the Institute for Education by Radio in Columbus, Ohio. In May 1942, the latter agency
suggested religious programs should seek the support of radio stations, as onelheay fo
stations to adhere to the public interest, convenience, and necessity obligation dnandate
by the Radio Act of 192'Additionally, it was not advisable for groups to form for the
sole purchase of radio time. Rather, committees could finance a program tlmtasoug
sustaining time slot* The code also suggested, “no regular religious radio programs
should appeal over the air for contributions for the support of the radio program itself.
Nor should a charge for sermons, pamphlets or religious objects, distributed through
religious programs, be used by the sponsor as a means of raising“flifide"accepted
means of financing did not include the funding of programs by the audience. Yet, that did
not stop religious broadcasters from asking their audience for donations Syehave
avoided requesting money on air, but there were no rules prohibiting Stirlen from
soliciting within the magazine.

To demonstrate that they were not simply bystanders in their fellowshigenem
found various ways to lighten the financial load. Subscribing t&idpealand submitting
love offerings were the simple ways Stirlen raised funds for the mindsdiditionally,
Stirlen asked members to purchase magazine subscriptions as gifts dingy sel
individual copies for a dime. Members requested copies, sold them, and reported back on
how many were sold and purchased for distribution. Members saw the magazine as an
evangelistic tool they could use to share Jesus Christ with nonbelieverseor thos

unaffiliated with a church.

Lbid., 17.

32 bid.
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Any item with an address attached could assist in building a mailing ligthwhi
could be used to distribute complimentary copies ofSiigaalin an effort to gain a
subscriber and inevitably a community member. There were times duringnilsgynm
that the meanings of community norms were lost in translation by some.dfoplex
some listeners and readers did not understand that Stirlen often showed her appreciati
for their monetary gifts by responding with gifts such as a bookmark, religious book, or
pamphlet. When people began returning gifts because they thought they were sent by
mistake, Stirlen used tigignalto correct the misunderstanding and institute a new rule
to prevent confusion in the future. She informed members that because of the confusion
with contributors who did not understand the norms of the community, she would only
send gifts when they were requested upon receipt of a dofi&ti&iirlen often listed the
gifts that were in her possession, and depending on the offer, she asked contributors to
submit stamps or postage to help defray the cost of shipping.

Conclusion: “The S.0.S. Signal

Is as a Text Book That Teaches Many Lesséifs.”

While Stirlen may have maintained circulation figures to gauge therstapl®f
her magazine and the station used various methods to measure their listeningeaudienc
the imagined religious community was infinite. In addition to its domesttalalition,
the Signalwas also distributed oversees during wartime and corresponsieggests
community members passed the magazine on to other family members and Tirersds
it is evident that th&ignalreached farther and had more influence in the maintenance of

the imagined religious community.

3 Edythe Stirlen, “The ‘Why’ of It,"S.0.S. Signallanuary 1946, Box 14, Stirlen Papers.

4343.0.S. SignaDecember 1964 /January 1965, 14.
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As Stirlen’s time on the radio decreased and the medium began to compete with
television, the community became more dependent o8igrmalto maintain its
interpretive work and existence. In 1950, Stirlen informed the community, “Time was
when Radio Programs were heard all over the U.S. and of course the response was quick
and gratifying. Now the coverage is so small that every listener must feel
responsibility.*** Community members assumed more financial responsibility for the
ministry and theSignal'srole expanded as Stirlen was heard in fewer homes and for
shorter periods.

As time passed, Stirlen’s community members, including members of hey,famil
wrote fewer letters and submitted even less written material for thezmeagéYou will
miss seeing the ‘Family Circle’ this time as my family is all fgpmodern.” They call
me up instead of writing letters,” Stirlen wrote in the December 1977-Jah@a8yissue
of theSignal

The lack of available content for publication and readership did not change the
fact that Stirlen symbolically maintained the pulpit of 8ignalfrom its founding until
she ceased both the radio program and the publication of the magazine. It was through the
Signalthat existing community members operated as an imagined religious community
and new members became indoctrinated. While the radio broadcast initiated the image
of communion the audience used to envision themselves as an audience, the magazine
provided visual elements and text to reaffirm this belonging and allowed members a
additional venue for worship in thRadio Church of the Air

TheSignal’'sannual subscription rate remained at $1 from 1935 to 1952. A rate

increase was announced in the January 1952 issue. The new subscription rate of $2 may

3% Edythe Stirlen, “Open Letter3.0.S. SignaNovember 1950, 4.
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have been the result of the debt incurred the previous year by having for theérst t
programs on both KMA and KFENF. In the February 1952 issue, Stirlen apologized to the
community for not announcing on air that the Sunday School program on KFNF was
being abbreviated by 15 minutes because of the'&8he wrote, “I did not have the
necessary courage to tell it on air. | am glad you were concerned enougiceatriot’
Stirlen went on to share that even if $50 more a month came in, it would still not be
enough to offset the $2,300 deficit from the previous §&®nce again, Stirlen
reminded members of their financial responsibility. “I am more than wilbrdp the
work if you will back of it financially. Every thing is much higher this yeanezas
liberally as you can and do give regularly. It is to the glory of God th&tave to do this
thing. God bless you all. Pray for me. | need your understanding love and pfayers
This would not be the first nor would it be the last time financial woes hinderedStirle
work.

Although the broadcast was at the core ofRhdio Church of the AjrStirlen
relied on the magazine to disseminate the necessary information to grovaiateimthe
community, as well as clarify any misinterpretations that may have td&ee through

one of the other mediums used by the imagined religious community.

3¢ A Sunday School program was also airing on KMAhattime, but Stirlen explained that it was
important for them to maintain both programs beeahe programs were different and listeners would
have “ a much better rounded out lesson” if thegrtidoth.

37 Edythe Stirlen, “Open Letter3.0.S. Signakebruary 1952, Stirlen Papers.

% Ibid.

**bid., 6.
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CHAPTER 8
“FAITH IN ACTION”: SEND OUT SUNSHINE CLUBS

You know I think of this as a whole Church with different departments

representing different phases of the church work. There is the Prayer League

under Opal’s direction. It's our prayer meeting. The S.0.S. department is a

combination of the ladies aid and Missionary Society, and of course we have our

Iiul\;:day School every Sunday 9:00 o’clock and Sunday evening Vesper at 6:00

Elsie Wilson$.0.S. SignalSeptember 1938

In previous generations, women'’s clubs and organizations like the S.0.S. Club
were instrumental agents in caring for the poor and bereaved in their nespect
communities. For those without families, the women in these organizations provided
material as well as emotional and spiritual support. Prior to the passagesottake
Security Act on August 14, 1935, the traditional sources of economic security ednsist
of “assets; labor; family; and charit§®® However, if an American did not possess
money, was unable to work, or had no loved ones, he or she depended on the charity of
the community.

Neighbors and religious communities may have offered aid, but another kind of
charity at work in some Midwestern communities was the aid provided by Stidiemea
Radio Church of the Aikcommunity through their charitable organization, the S.O.S.
Club. For eight years Stirlen hosted the annual clubs meet in Shenandoah as aheay for

imagined radio church community to connect, interact, assess the work of the previous

year, and memorialize those who had died since their last me&éting.

*4&Economic Security in America,” http://www.ssa.gbistory/briefhistory3.html accessed November 14,
2008.

41 Seven states were represented at the fifth coioveheld in Shenandoah, according to a news clip
reporting on the upcoming event.
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The S.0.S. Club was a prominent feature of the imagined religious community
from the beginning of Stirlen’s KMA radio program to 1943, when Stirlen announced
that the efforts of the clubs would have to divert from their domestic mission work and
shift to keeping her on the &i’ This chapter will interrogate the interpretive and
physical work of the S.0.S. clubs by answering the following questions: How did the
work of the physical clubs contribute to the formation ofRlaglio Church of the As
imagined religious community? How did the clubs help to expand and sustain Stirlen’s
media ministry?

History of Radio Clubs

Radio organizations, which mirrored fan clubs, were prominent features of early
radio. Broadcast historian Erik Barnouw suggested that the clubs “provided ad¢antast
mailing list, an organization and the spine for a political movenféh©he religious
broadcaster whose political messages were more prominent than his thedbegy is t
controversial broadcaster Father Charles E. Coughlin of Royal Oak, Michigan, w
extended membership for his Radio League of the Little Flower to enrollees who
contributed “one dollar per person per broadcast” to affiliate with his radio
congregatiorf**

In 1928 when KFNF and KMA sought to gain the attention of the newly formed
Federal Radio Commission, they organized their radio friends into leagues faratoef

“seek equal rights for independent stations who felt that the needs of the chains wer

*42 Edythe Stirlen, “These Changing TimeS,0.S. Signakebruary 1943, Box 14, Stirlen Papers.

“43 Erik Barnouw,The Golden Web: A History of Broadcasting in thététhStates, Volume 11-1933 to
1953(New York: Oxford University Press, 1968), 49.

44 Donald WarrenRadio Priest: Charles Coughlin, the Father of HRadio(New York: Free Press,
1996), 27.
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superseding those of independent statfénéThe chains have protected wave lengths
while the independent have weaker ones and more handicaps,” reported the local
newspaper. Members paid no fees and the listener-initiated organizatiams difiders.
KMA listeners were identified as the “Trust Busters” and KFNF listenere called the
“Independents*® Lists of names were gathered and sent to Washington, D.C. to show
the Federal Radio Commission that their listeners appreciated the stations.

Radio organizations helped listeners connect with their radio programs and the
broadcasters whom the listeners viewed as their friends. The Golden Rule Rel@io Cir
was a component of KFNF’s original religious broadcast and it was estithate2|000
members had joined the organization within the first three months of'{9@®&mbers
were described as “a union of folks by means of Radio,” which included 400 eeploye
of Field’s seed house who committed themselves to follow the Golden Rule of treating
others as they would want to be treat&Members subscribed to the Circle’s
publication and listened to the weekly services of the Rev. C.S. Hanley, who wasKFNF
first radio chaplairt’® Hanley’s wife Minnie continued the work of the organization after

his death on August 9, 192%’

“>«Two Listeners Leagues Formed;he Evening Sentinelan. 4, 1928, 1.
44 1bid.

“7“The Golden Rule Radio CircleThe Golden Rule Microphonapril 1925, 6, Box 5, Folder 11, HFP
SHSI.

*48 |bid.; Two scriptures served as the foundatiotheforganization’s motto, Matthew 7:12 and Luke
10:27.

449 |bid.

% studio and Broadcasting Station KFNfrd., GSHS: “Golden Rule Pastor dies; Ill Longiél, The-
Golden-MicrophoneJuly and August 1925, Box 5, Folder 11, HFP SHSI.
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Popular radio preachers did not need a church or a denominational affiliation to
attract listeners to their causes and ministffésThey monopolized on their personalities
and their messages that promoted the benefits of supporting and joining in on the work of
their ministries. The Rev. James “the Newsboy” Pearson, who became KENiE's r
pastor after Hanley’s death, did not have his own church but led two statiorteaffilia
organizations, the Radio Sunday School Class and the Radio Mission ¢Rirehrson
explained: “It is true the organization cannot have all the officers and astiitea
more local organization could have, but we have obtained satisfactory results in
promoting certain lines of thought and also a closer friendship and fellowship by
organization.** Over the years, Pearson also printed various publications and held
conferences and conventions that allowed his listening audience to fellowship. Based on
the materials surveyed, Pearson’s community was not as defined or visthideass
Radio Church of the Air

The predecessor to Stirlen’s shut-in club was the Sunshine Circle, which was
coordinated by a blind boy named Minor Clites, a musician who, along with his mother,
Mrs. Edith Pearson, hosted a 30-minute program on Fridays on KFNF to “scétter a |
sunshine” to homebound listenéréln 1929, Gertrude Hayzlett became the “Sunshine

Lady” and assumed the responsibility of KFNF’s Sunshine Club, which came under the

1 Schultz, “Evangelical Radio and the Rise of thecEbnic Church, 1921-1948,7289.

52 pearson not only served as the station’s religieader but also as a newscaster known for reading
reports from the local paper amtdle Des Moines Register.

453 James PearsoRadio ThoughtsNovember 1927, 36. KFNF file, GSHS.

454 bid., 38.
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direction of Rev. Pearsdii° Based on the timeline of events, Hayzlett took up where
Stirlen left off before Stirlen transitioned into her new role at Kf®Hayzlett's radio
program targeted homebound listeners and those concerned about them.

While in the middle of negotiating the regulation of early commerctibyra
Secretary of Commerce Herbert Hoover sought support for the “Cheerio morning
broadcast of Good-Will,” which was hosted by one of Hoover’s “life long friends”
Charles K. Field of San Francist8.Based out of California, the 1925 morning
broadcast targeted shut-ins and people in hospitals.

Though the shut-ins offered stations an audience and their broadcasters a
community of listeners, their demographic variables could not be equated withea viabl
consumer base. Because this demographic of listeners would not have had the financial
means to purchase the consumer products advertised by the broadcaster atidrthe st
the broadcasters had to have possessed an intrinsic interest in serving thi$ group o
listeners for the sole purpose of spiritual enrichment.

The S.0.S. Famify®

Stirlen credited Leanna Field Driftmier, Henry Field’s sister tivedfounder of

theKitchen Klatterprogram, as the person who gave her permission to proceed with re-

%5 Gertrude Hayzlett, “Send Sunshine to Shut-i@H1PS April 1938, 4, KFNF file, GSHS.

456 |bid., 38.

457" Herbert Hoover to Dr. J.S. Crumbine, October 2251 %ield, Charles K., 1921-1928 Commerce-
Series-Herbert Hoover Papers, Herbert Hoover Reasal Library, West Branch, lowa.

“8 This is what Stirlen called the community in thmd and July 1954 issue when she requested their
input. She wrote, “We welcome suggestions. Younatgust another reader. You are a member of the
S.0.S. Family.
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establishing KFNF'’s club that served infirmed listerféfstirlen served as president of
KFNF’s shut-in club and developed two categories of memberships, one for shut-ins a
another for well people. The able-bodied listeners were assigned the taskliofys
correspondence, purchasing radios, and remembering shut-ins in prayer and én specia
occasions like their birthdays. While it was not a requirement for membership,
membership pins were available for fifty cefit8. Members received membership cards,
which Stirlen suggested they hang on their walls to remember their spiotaatitment

and bring others to Jesus Christ.

When Stirlen began working at KMA, she incorporated the framework of the
S.0.S. club into her new work and this group was one of the core components of her
imagined religious community. In an undated letter addressed to her KIVAAfrizahids,
Stirlen outlined the rationale for the organization and the responsibility obers:

| find that all communities are about the same in many respects. Everywhere w

find the lonely, sad and forsaken. We also find the poor, the aged and the

afflicted. It is such as these, we are trying to help through our Radio Church. For
it is as our Master said, “The well need not a physician, but those who are sick.”

With this in mind, will you not sit down and write me a line telling me of some

such persons in your community? Please. Then when we hear from you we will

immediately get in touch with the persons whose names you sent and ask them if
they would like to belong to our S.0.S. Club for shut-ins and if they answer in the
affirmative we will secure for them “pen pals” who adopt them for life long

friends. But cheer is not all we give thé&fh.

Even if individuals did not initially connect via the media ministry, they were

invited to participate or, rather, be served by the imagined religious commuirlgn St

desired to send them “cheer,” which equated to gifts and letters. Manylef’'Stshut-in

59 Edythe Swartz, “Sunshine For Shut-Ins by Edyther®y’ Kitchen Klatter NewsQctober 1929. Evelyn
Birkby Collection, lowa Women'’s Archives.

0 Henry Field Seed Company Correspondence, “Deanéfi 1930, Box 5, Folder 11, HFP SHSI.

61 Edythe Stirlen to “Dear Friends,” n.d., Privatdlection.
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members were either born disabled or were living with terminal illnesdesattiano

cures. Though Stirlen could offer them hope and encourage them to have faith in the
healing power of God, these people needed the material cheer they receivedetters

to get them through the other parts of the day when Stirlen was not on the air and they
were not engaged with their community. Moreover, both the members who gave chee
and those who received cheer were benefactors Rall® Church of the AiBoth

parties provided a sense of community as well as spiritual support. For S.0.S. club
members, such actions were more than fandom, but their actions mirrored chikch wo
and might have resulted in spiritual transformation.

Based on the interests of her community members, Stirlen could have easily
started a new club targeting Bible readers, new Christian converts, or peoplewho w
simply committed to prayer. However, her own life experiences framed thedbithes
community and helped her sympathize with listeners who needed a helping hand and
were isolated or alone due to physical ailments or locality. Stirled the loneliness she
experienced as a child as one reason for targeting the infirmed and isolatet tieoug
radio ministry?®*“Loneliness prepared my heart to love people; to want to make other
people happy?®* In a sermon broadcast on KFNF on February 13, 1948, she further
explained her desire to reach out to what the Bible refers to as “the leasteof'the

When | first took up the ministry it was because | realized how much trouloée the

was in the world and [I] wanted to alleviate some of it. My direct work among

the shut-insl tried to give each one_a friendried to have each one remembered
with a qgift | tried to have each one in my radio audience but when they were too

482 stirlen, The Little Minister's Devotional Selectio®,
53 bid.

484 See St. Matthew 25:37-40.
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far away to hear my voice | knew with one of the radises yve gave them
surely wherever they were they could hear one of God’s sef7ants.

Interpreting the

Imagined Community of the S.0.S. Clubs

The literal “wink and the nod,” which takes place during the interpretive work of
communities, consisted of cues embedded in Stirlen’s sermons and the tex@ightie
as the geographic distance and lack of face-to-face communication requiuse tife
codes to interpret the images of communion that established the imaginexiseligi
community. The “images of communion” would have been the images or words that
would have been communicated within the magazine or the radio program. Community
members would have understood how to respond to them based on the interpretation
gained from their engagement with the community. Stirlen’s use of the:cheer
alerted listeners and readers that a sick or shut-in was in need of déeds, de possibly
other material items.

Prior to theSignal the clubs relied on the broadcast, letters, and interpersonal
interactions to disseminate information concerning the community. With an added site of
interpretation and the opportunity to access images of communion, club members could
come to understand the needs of both Stirlen and those within their community. For
example, S.0.S. leader Charlotte Belden, a shut-in from Rush City, advised other
members on gifts needed by sick and shut-in members of the organization and
communicated the plight of those who relied on radio as their connection to the outside

world. “I offer the following suggestions, hoping that | may help to bring a bit of ¢beer

“%5 Edythe Stirlen, sermon 118, Stirlen Papers; Stiréalio broadcasts sermons 1940-1948, Box 4, Folder
1, Stirlen Papers.
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some shut-in, somewhere on Christmas morning. The shut ins room, as a rule is his own
little world, that is he seldom gets out side]. He has to look at the same four walls day
after day, year in and year out. Life get’'s monotonous to say the lease’ Betler{:*®

Stirlen made sure that the community interpretedadio Church of the Aias a
joint venture between the broadcaster and her audience. She explained, “For eveary shut
there are two ‘workers’—that is, well persons interested in the club who helgheith t
wardrobe and the child placement wofR” The Sunshine organization was also
comprised of “prayer leaguesgd by Opal Jones of Mystic, lov& Jones also used the
Signalto expand the prayer efforts of the radio church and wrote in the first edition:

Dear Friends:
If you are not a member of the S.0.S. Prayer League, we want you to join us.

Are you in trouble, ill, afflicted or distressed? No matter what your burden,
remember God can meet your need. Just write us about it. We are waiting to
pray for you and with yoff®
The Prayer League helped listeners imagine that their prayer comems
always on someone’s agenda. Even if no one in their personal lives was concerned, their
radio friends offered supplications on their behalf. By praying, shut-in members
participated in the community. Without the use of their limbs, many of them could not
visit or write other members, and if they were sick they would not be as able to

participate financially. Yet, praying for other members was somethingjiia

disabilities or isolation did not prevent them from doing.

4% Charlotte Belden, “Gift SuggestionsS’0.S. SignaDecember 1935, Box 14, Stirlen Papers.
**7 Ibid.
%8 Opal Jones, “Prayer League,” S.0.S. Signal, A#il1935, Box 14, Stirlen Papers.

9 bid.
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Shut-ins like Belden, who served as the club historian and secretary of thenForeig
Corner, served the imagined religious community in ways they may have beentpdev
from in their physical communities. Because Henry Field and Earl May dfegally
expanded the reach of their stations, listeners as far away as NewdZealéd hear the
program. Stirlen’s community benefited from the wave jumping as new listeyak
interest in the program and the work of the citiB#4oreover, copies of th8ignalfound
their way oversees through friends sharing the publications with pen pals andssaldier
war. Efforts of the S.0.S. Club also stretched beyond the United States, as club members

collectively supported an orphan in India via a mission in Findlay Shio.

Clubs in distant places may have developed without Stirlen’s knowledge,
however, the clubs on record reported their activities to Stirlen and she publishesd thos
reports in theSignd. The Lincoln, Nebraska, club was one of the more active chapters
and their cheer and fundraising activities were prominently featured inghal Slong
with photos submitted by the groupor example, in the April 1937 edition, the Lincoln
chapter reported that between July 1936 and January 1937 they provided food to 11
families, distributed 75 Bibles, and made and distributed 72 Christmas boxes to Shut-ins

and poor.#"?

The imagined religious community not only consisted of adults but also children
who listened with their parents or on their own because they, too, were shut-inscln Mar

1936, a junior branch of the S.0.S. club formed to address the needs of adolescent shut-

*"°To gauge how far their programs traveled, thémstatwould sponsor contests to determine the logati
of their furthest listener,

4" «send your offerings for the suppor§:0.S. Signakebruary 1944, Box 4, Stirlen Papers.

“2Ruby L. Gardner, “Report on What the Lincoln Braméhhe S.0.S. Club Did,” S.0.S. Signal, April
1937. Box 14, Stirlen Papers
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ins.*"® Elsie Wilson, a teacher from Topeka, Kansas, who missed the broadcast because
she was teaching when the program aired, oversaw the junior division and used the
Signalto recruit both children and adults who sent cheer or corresponded with junior
S.0.S. member¥* Wilson noted “We are looking for children to be workers. | wonder if
some of you older members would not like to take the name of a child and be a

grandparent to then{*

Stirlen explained the structure of the organization througi®pen Letter
column in theSignalas well as through dramatic works performed on ‘@ur members
are divided into wheels, each having a chairman and none have less than 10 and many
have 20 members. Each member often has a wheel. So we have wheels in wheels. So thot
[sic] by notifying these 85 each month we reach thousands through the mail by relays,
read a skit before performed for listeners before the 1938 S.0.S. conVéhtion.

In 1941, Stirlen explained that organizing the members were important so that
they could be efficient with their outreach. Stirlen explained that if the&edpor “hub”
of each wheel could help her communicate each month’s projects with the mentizers
were considered “spoke&”® The projects in question would be their assignment to a
specific shut-in. “It is the only way to distribute the cheer so one shut in will reaveec

too much and another nothing at all,” Stirlen explained.

473 Elsie Wilson, “Junior S.0.S.3.0.S. Signalctober 1936, Box 14, Stirlen Papers.
474 Elsie Wilson, “Junior S.0.S.8.0.S. SignaMarch 1941, Box 14, Stirlen Papers.
7% |bid.

478 Edythe Stirlen, “A little pre-convention skit gin@ver air August 5, 19383.0.S. SignaSeptember
1938, Box 14, Stirlen Papers.

477 «pttention Every Reader Pleas&s’0.S. SignaMarch 1941, Box 14, Stirlen Papers.
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Although there were formally organized clubs or wheels, Stirlen rarely
commented on the number of members within her community and individual members
and clubs were not bound by the structure. Stirlen may have based the loose construction
of the Club on the then loose construction of her Disciples of Christ denomination, which
initially allowed individual congregations to control both the ordination of their local
ministers and the work within those congregations.

The Membership Roster

When numbers were reported, they were the estimates of writers rgmortine
club. Letters and other information printed in 8ignalsuggest the majority of
participants lived in lowa and in surrounding states. KMA biographer Robert Birkby
suggested that the S.0.S. clubs had a membership of more than 30,000 and a newspaper
report announcing the seventh convention reported the club had 40,000 m¥&Hhbers.
While counting listeners was very important to validate the popularity of her
program during the years when the program received sustaining time to btotgcas
only numbers that counted after this time was the amount of money she could raise.
Without a salary from the radio station or its parent company, Stirlen needed the
community to pay for airtime, administrative costs associated with thetrypjraad
provide her remuneration. Stirlen also used donations she received to purchase items
distributed in the name of the S.0.S. clubs. “Sunshine radios,” which were simply radios
purchased and distributed to those in need, were one of the key items purchased with
those funds. Keeping community members connected was important to the comsnunity’

survival, and Stirlen made sure that homes without a radio could connect and that homes

478 Birkby, KMA Radio,97; “SOS Club to Meet Here,” publication unknowrd., Box 1, Stirlen Papers;
Biographical Information; Scrapbooks; 1931-1937|&t Papers.
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with broken radios could stay connected. Used radios were distributed and club funds
purchased radio batteries and tubes and paid for radio repairs, as the medium was the
only way that community members could tune into Stirlen’s broadcast.

The community also paid electric bills and purchased a variety of items ingluding
but not limited to, quilts, wheelchairs, ice for those without electricity, bivatsoffered
companionship, batteries for wheelchairs, typewriters, wallpaper, seedsttgaidens,
and other various items requested by those in need. Under the h&adirggStories
Stirlen informed members of the needs of others within their community. Members
contacted Stirlen and the “well” members knew when and how to respond. Through her
appeals, Stirlen articulated to community members that they were helpimgwheand
often attempted to illustrate how their responses would affect the livesoo¥ fel
community members. :

Juanita Grimes, invalid shut-in, has long been a faithful worker in our S.0.S work

for the Lord. Her radio is now worn out and she cannot keep very closely in touch

with us because she is unable to write much. | feel we should replace this radio,
don’t you?"®

Grimes, who resided at the Wheat Ridge Sanatorium in Denver, Colorado, ekanaine
member of the community for many years. Five years after regdmngnradio, Stirlen
was excited to report that Grimes married a man who had returned from Warltl Wa
and they would make their home in Summit, Arkari§as.

Stirlen joined her community members in the trenches and may have actually
visited listeners like Grimes to make sure that the radio was receivedotiote-tip with
a personal session of care and prayer. These visits were publicized whenrthenitgm

met face-to-face in Shenandoah for the annual S.0O.S. conventions, which wererheld f

479 Edythe Stirlen, “Radio Stories3.0.S. Signakebruary 1942, Box 14, Stirlen Papers.

480 Edythe Stirlen, “Open Lette§.0.S. SignaDecember 1947, 10, Box 14, Stirlen Papers.



159

1931 to 1939. Held during the first week of August, the events of the two-day meeting
were held at local parks and services were broadcast on air. Convention pnograms
broadcast were held at the First Christian Church, the local church whée ®ts a
member and Sunday School teacher. Meetings included prayer and song services,
dramatic presentations, preaching, a memorial service for deceaséammeand the
reading of confession of faith cards, which Stirlen read over the air. In thpry@ato

the 1938 convention, Stirlen received 500 cards, mostly from shut-ins who could not
attend church but wanted to profess that they now embraced Chrisfasitylen also
performed the Christian rite of baptism for interested attendees.

Stirlen also participated in what was called pre-convention calling weeky whic
involved Stirlen conducting face-to-face visits with sick and shut-ns in her ezl a
Before the 1936 convention, Stirlen, her daughters, and S.0.S club officers Héxia Wi
and Opal Jones visited shut-ins and club members in Council Bluffs and nearby towns
before the convention festivities bed4h.

Conclusion

The work of the S.0.S. clubs was not just imagined or intangible; rather, it was a
work both felt and seen by members of the imagined religious community and members
of the larger community. For example, in 1939 the State Social Security Csiomoé
Missouri wrote Stirlen to thank the community on behalf of one of their clients who
received a radio. The letter was reprinted inSlgnaland read, “As you know, Mr.

wright [sic] is bedfast and the radio helps him pass what would otherwise be long hours.

“8l«Delegates are arriving on every traii$’0.S. SignalSeptember 1938, Box 14, Stirlen Papers.

“824MRS. EDYTHE STIRLEN AND daughters,” July 1936, suellaneous newspaper clipping, Box 1,
Folder 1, Stirlen Papers.
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Being nearly blind it is impossible for him to read. Your thoughtfulness to our client is
very much appreciated®

Although there was an S.0.S. Club program on KMA'’s schedule for a brief
period, most of the organization’s work was done off air. Yet, what was taking place on
air was just as important as the work that was taking place off air. The iof#tatien’s
on-air ministry could be measured not only by the number of listeners tuning in, but also
by the activities taking place in local communities as a result of Stirtengiing an
agenda of service to what the Bible refers to as “the least of t&se.”

Even after Stirlen requested that clubs refocus their efforts in 1943, she could not
delete the memory of the clubs. Church work within the various communities continued,;
however, it did so with limited financial support. The language and images of
communion were already established, which enabled clubs to operate usingtthg exis
framework.

In addition to the benefits individual members and the people they served
received, the S.0.S. Clubs helped substantiate Stirlen’s ministry as monesthamgdio
program. For Stirlen and the community, their work responded to Jesus’ challétfige to
disciples: “for | was hungry and you gave me food, | was thirsty and ywairga
something to drink, | was a stranger and you welcomed me, | was naked and e/oonegav
clothing, | was sick and you took care of me, | was in prison and you visitetfme.”

Baffled by what they thought Jesus said they had already done, Jesuseejldirem

83« State Social Security3.0.S. SignalDctober 1939, Box 14, Stirlen Papers.
484 .
See St. Matthew 25:40

8% Matthew 25:34-36 (New Revised Standard Version).
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that if they had performed any of the acts to the poor among them or what Jestis Chri
called “the least of these,” then they had performed these acts towafd°Him

By listening and reading about Stirlen’s actions as well as those of her
community, others imagined Stirlen and R&dio Church of the Ailived out the tenets
of the Christian faith. Moreover, the club activity clearly confirmed thale8tserved

the public interest of her imagined religious community on air as well asiliife.

486 See Matthew 25:45-46.
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CHAPTER 9
CONCLUSION

92 vears, 5 months, 16 days: A Time to Live

The Rev. Edythe Stirlen remained on KMA for much of her radio career. By
1981, she had watched many broadcasters of all genres come and go. Moreover, she had
experienced the death of many congregants. In some cases, their cduldrened to
listen to her programming, but, by the end of her years on-air, televandehsitsated
the world known as religious broadcasting. They, too, created imagined communities as
viewers pledged to become partners in their ministries and visit their pHgsigigons.

The world and radio industry in which Stirlen entered had drastically changed,
and for Stirlen, those changes brought with it programming disruptions and financial
challenges. Unlike Stirlen’s early audience, people were not as isolatedvamtes in
medicine had provided cures for people who would have previously been isolated.
Moreover, KFNF was sold numerous times and its last owner removed Stirlenamprog
from the schedule. On December 30, 1976, Stirlen received a letter from Saatibns,

Inc., that the station would no longer carry paid religious broadcasting and herdstoadc
would no longer air after January 8, 1977Stirlen sent a copy of the letter to her
daughter, Josephine, with the following handwritten note: “I will not call. | willsagt
goodbye! My friends will have to write to me for an explanati§i.”

To announce the cancellation would be to acknowledge defeat, and Stirlen’s
perseverance throughout her radio career suggests she approached challenges both

naturally and spiritually and did not allow them to overtake her. As a ministee of t

“87 Edythe Stirlen to Josephine Fischer, 30, Dec 18¥8e author’s possession.

%8 |bid.
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Gospel, she trusted that the Lord would fight her battles and oftentimes her copnmunit
served as her soldiers, who protected her from various threats of the radio ifffustry.

Even with the cancellation of that program, Stirlen maintained the 15-minute
Sunday School broadcast on KMA. Though the physical presence of the clubs
diminished, community members maintained their affiliation with the imdgiaeio
church for many years. Moreover, membership in the community was often geradrat
A letter writer from Kansas City, Kansas, provided an example of the longevitynef s
communal ties:

It was 49 years ago this spring that | first wrote you from Horton, Kansdsjoa

sent me a list of shutin members to write to. Think of all the letters I\Wwaiten

to you! The first was when | was 13. | am now 63. Maybe you should start a

“Thank you” basket in the S.0.S. Signdl®°.

During the final years of publication, the magazine was no longer offered by
subscription. It was “sent free, upon request, for a donation of $2.00 or more. In case the
Radio Church must discontinue, all monies will be used to pay outstanding%ills.”

On December 1, 1981, Stirlen, 86, wrote her oldest daughter Josephine and asked
her to review a letter she had composed to send out to community members. The letter
was addressed “Dear Christian friends.” She explained that the magazings fiwho
has printed it from the beginning” was ill and could no longer provide service. “Realizing

that there could be no further publication of the S.O.S. Signal, put me to bed, sick for

several days...,” she wrote, adding that she had only charged $2 for the magazine, had

“89 See 2 Chronicles 32:8.
490 «Excerpts from the Letter Baske$.0. S. Signalpril/May 1978, 9, Box 16, Stirlen Papers.

4913.0.S. Signalctober / November 1981, 2, Box 16, Stirlen Papers.
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taken no salary for the radio ministry, and that the broadcast had “not been maying it
way.™9? Stirlen called her endeavor “a faith ministry” and noted:
Since the S.0.S. Signal can nsic] be published any longer, the future of the
Broadcast is uncertain. If the Broadcast must discontinue we will neediéihanc
help to defray the expenses of office help to answer the heavy correspondence
which this letter will bring $ic].**®
The letter was also a last ditch effort to sell copies of the two books thatdshe ha
self-published three years earlier. llinesses over the course ofrber, ¢he challenges
of broadcasting, and, subsequently, old age, had tired Stirlen. In the letter to heeraught
Stirlen explained, “I'm not sending cards or gifts to Radio friends. Too tiftidgy
then, Stirlen’s health was failing due to a stroke and other ailments; howevelidthat
stop her from desiring to continue the work of the ministry. After more thanas6 gé
radio and ministry work, Stirlen, too, could say the words of the Apostle Paul nearing the
end of his ministry: “I have fought the good fight, | have finished the race, | havéhlee

faith.”*%° Stirlen’s final KMA broadcast aired December 27, 1481.

A Time to Mourn

Stirlen’s long-time secretary, Eleanor Good, was rarely mentioned in the
magazine but family and friends speak fondly of her when discussing herradkegpa
Stirlen and her ministry. When Stirlen died, Good contacted people like Nadine Dreager

who started th&olden Age of Radireunions in 1977. Good wrote, “Perhaps you have

492 Edythe Stirlen to Josephine Fischer, 1, Dec. 188the author’s possession.
% |bid.

% Ibid.

4952 Timothy 4:7 (New Revised Standard Version).

9 Birkby, Neighboring on he Air24.
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not heard about our dear Edythe, but | feel sure you will want to know. She is not
suffering now, and is with her Maker whom she loved and served for many §¥ars.”

Homegrown Radio Qutgrows lts Problems

The case of Stirlen’s service to the radio industry and the imagined radit churc
community is a reminder of the thousands of marginalized voices that had to shout
through the chaos of the early industry and fight to keep their voices heard amidst the
powerful networks that eventually silenced many of them along with television.

Stirlen’s case is an exemplar of the independent religious broadcaster who
maintained a presence on commercial radio without the financial support of a
denomination, physical church, or radio station. Independent religious broadcksters |
Stirlen were not rare. However, the amount of material available to stulinSind her
career was an exception that made this study a rich example to examine Iemdsohs
broadcasters survived in the midst of an unregulated medium that had the potential to
benefit both listener and broadcaster. The stories of the broadcasters have fiouval/the
into broadcasting historiography, yet the voices of the listeners remaid.idgeknow
what was going into their ears, however, we know very little about how they responded
to and acted on what was being heard. This case suggests that, like the epldg disc
the Bible, after hearing their marching orders, the members of Stineagined
community proceeded with the tasks of fellowship, sharing the Gospel, and kéeping t
radio program on the air.

The data available from this study allowed the listeners to share, inveir o
words, the meaning they attached to radio. Thus, listeners studied as community

members are examined as more than numbers or radio sets. This study has provided a

497 Eleanor Good to Nadine Dreager, October 8, 198Vate collection.
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glimpse at who made up the religious broadcast audience by providing us an
understanding of the issues taking place in their homes and communities while also
exploring the climate in which the radio stations they listened to evolved.

Moreover, listeners are examined for their engagement with radio beyond comedy
and entertainment programs which help us understand some of the contribuargyttact
their deeply developed listening habits. Stirlen’s listeners developed aofitisaéning
that transferred to other programs on the farmer stations. By engaginden’Stir
community, they learned how to not only listen to radio, but they also learned how to
engage with the medium and its producers. That engagement, however, could not be
documented by Hooper ratings, which was the system of measuring listenersdrly of e
radio.

The “images of communion” for StirlenRadio Church of the Awere not
always visual, which is often what is expected of an image. Rather, Stotargsegants
took in the messages from the radio broadcast, those communicated during tieh face
face interactions with the Send Out Sunshine Club members, and combined the
interpretations with those messages read and seen®@h®. Signal Magazirte build
the images of communion that would hold the community together. Thus, with those
messages, they envisioned themselves in fellowship with people they may have never
met face-to-face. For the shut-ins, the community reaffirmed that teeywot alone as
they dealt with physical infirmities that kept them from participatmthe day-to-day
activities of public life. For the shut-in who could use the pages @itmlto sell their
wares or share their inspirational messages and poetry, it was a wagnhoiot feel

validated in a world where the American with Disabilities Act had yet teedoto
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fruition. TheRadio Church of the Ainot only provided access to life outside of their
spaces of affliction, but the community provided them a space where their livesngift
talents were valued and appreciated. Each day on her radio program, Stirfelfecem

them that they were valuable not only to God, but also to this imagined community they
may have never encountered.

By examining the images of communion they used to construct and maintain their
community, we begin to understand an audience that was more than listeners tuning in at
a certain time during the day. The images identified and used to make sense of the
imagined community help us make sense of this period in radio history and understand
the things that mattered to its listeners. For example, we learn thatractioatets were a
commodity and that not all families, especially ones with sick members, caiilgd ea
afford to buy and repair them. The financial distress being experienced liagibe
audience and other Americans did not go unnoticed within this community. The way in
which they responded within their community furthers our understanding of how
Americans coped during the Great Depression, and, more specifically, hoewthe
medium of radio assisted with that process. The religious programs of thetowaked
spiritual edification, the comedies helped the country laugh through the finaoes)
and the nation’s president used the airwaves to keep his country informed and
encouraged about the circumstances at hand.

Classroom instruction could not teach Stirlen how to manufacture an imagined
church community. It was only through immersion in the farm radio culture that she
could gain the understanding needed to create this community. Although radio

personalities of the time were able to create a culture of fandom, Sticlemmunity



168

illustrates how listeners wanted to be attached to something that consistesct cham a
signed photographed and station trinkets; listeners want to belong to somethwgsthat
not only bigger than them, but also bigger than the institution of radio. With the Send Out
Sunshine Clubs, thieadio Church of the Allived out the gospel Stirlen preached about
and enabled them to strengthen their local community ties. The images of caynmuni
created via the mass mediums were translated and acted on to not only bemefit thos
whom they interacted with via the radio ministry but also those they encoumntehei i
local communities. Moreover, radio helped community members to live purpose-driven
lives that affected their families and their brick-and-mortar churdhstead of being the
passive listener, they became active listeners, both literally and Nglyat

It can only be speculated what Stirlen’s imagiRedlio Church of the Awould
have become if she had been given the opportunity to broadcast via one of the major
radio networks or utilize television. Perhaps her connection with her listenes matul
have gone off as well on television or the Internet. Not because of her message, but,
rather because what community members envisioned may have been different than wha
they expected. Unlike the televangelists of the past 30 years who have aitdaed|their
wealth while crediting God for their blessings, Stirlen lived a rather matest |
However, her life was probably more comfortable than many of her rural list&telen
was described as a woman who was always stylishly dressed and wetl;csfffeh
may have not been as easy to detect irbtgealor during brief visits during the S.0.S.
conventions. Many would have been unaware of exactly how a female preacher “looked,”
as there were few public images of female preachers beyond AimeeeSdaiiterson

that they could use as a comparison.
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Possibilities for the Future

More work must be done to focus on religious radio within the culture of the
interwar years. | believe that if we spend more time studying religimggramming of
the interwar years we may get a better understanding of the spinitigadlet that took
place in the nation.

As with any project of this magnitude and scope, there were limitations
encountered during various phases of data-gathering and analysis. Stirl@csaroll
held a treasure of documents and artifacts to examine; however, | recogihiz®st of
these materials and their messages were created for the public. Thusostigyshowed
the broadcaster and her audience in the best possible light. Moreover, the ioformati
published in thé&ignalwas edited or filtered by Stirlen and her assistants.

Although | did have an opportunity to access a personal collection of artifficts st
held by Stirlen’s granddaughter, | could never locate a journal or persomalarale
While family members could recall how she spent her days as leader of tieddcha
radio church community, a journal would have helped me understand how she prepared
for the broadcast, outside engagements, and conduct the work of the ministry. Documents
in Eleanor Good’s papers could have provided some of these answers as well as more
information about the community; however, her belongings were auctioned off in
October 2005. Documents suggest Stirlen and her staffers gave all of her mambers
individual number so she could keep track of their vitals; having some of those records
would have helped to answer questions about the attachment to the community.

Reception studies are difficult projects to undertake and are even harder to

conduct without living participants. Although correspondence and the responses of
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listeners were available for this project, only a glimpse of theiricze;tthoughts, and
reception could be examined without interviews, surveys, or accessing more of their
private documents. More oral histories could have been sought for this project; however,
the passage of time has blurred and diminished memories of Stirlen and theetnagi

radio church community, but that would have enlarged the scope of this project
considerably and taken it off to a different course.

As he reflected back on writing KMA's history for its"6@nniversary, Robert
Birkby explained that in the process of creating programming as theyMemty Field
and Earl May realized something simple that contributed to the success of the
homegrown brand of programming: people like to talk to each &thérhile other
broadcasters sought to reach as many unnamed ears and faces as th&yidenldnd
her farm radio colleagues hoped listeners would feel like they were beihg dezs
individual friends. In return, their listeners did more than simply tune into theirgmasg
or in the case of Field and May, buy their products. By connecting with listeoirsn
air and within the publications created to engage listeheyadcasters like Stirlen
helped radio imitate a live experience. If ABC, CBS, and NBC createdrietadio,
then KFNF and KMA, with the aid of Stirlen and with no blueprint, developed local
radio. For that, their listeners and the radio industry at large were fateseged.
Without listeners to “sell” to advertisers, radio could not evolve into the indusiayné
to be with a reach that exceeded other mediums until the arrival of the Internet.

Currently, ministers around the world use personal Web pages and Interakst port
like Streamingfaith.com to communicate the gospel to those outside of theiabdek-

mortar spaces of worship. Some like Christian Church (Disciples of Chaisti)rP

98 Robert Birkby, in discussion with the author, Qretn15, 2009.
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Cynthia Hale of Decatur, Georgia, air their worship services online witlt@asional
reference to the online community while others intentionally welcome themeonli
viewers into the services and solicit tithes and offerfiiys.

Although I originally thought these ministers were involved in a new phenomena
when | began to study the media ministries of Joel Osteen and Bishop T.D. Jakes, this
study proves otherwise. How contemporary pastors use the Internet is sanstalen’s
use of the burgeoning medium of radio. Pastors like Hale publish newsletters and host
conferences at their churches and travel to the places where their virtuggzorig are.
Having attended events sponsored by both Osteen and Jakes, | have personally
experienced the large crowds that are in the tens of thousands. However, | never
envisioned myself as a friend of either Jakes or Osteen. Although prayer sexgurebe
submitted via their Web sites, | cannot envision them personally calling my name i
prayer, or recalling months later the end result of my petition.

Yet, this was not the experience of listeners who tuned into KFNF and KMA to
hear Edythe "the Little Minister" Stirlen, their radio pastor, neightwod a friend they
could count on. The cultural history of KFNF and KMA is not solely a story of great
men. Rather, it is a story of ordinary people like Stirlen and her community. Fqr them
radio held more meaning than financial rewards or its intended technical meanimy. Radi
became more than the medium for a message to be transmitted to a receivertlicven wi
all of its political and structural challenges, radio helped its listdiverand create a

deeper meaning for their lives. For the community of listeners who made Rpdie

99| have also journeyed to a neighboring town tar tiéale preach, as we are Facebook friends and |
regularly tune into her ministry online.
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Church of the Airradio helped to save their souls, comforted them through life’s

challenges, and increased their faith.
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APPENDIX A

SEND OUT SUNSHINE CLUB MEMBERSHIP CARD

Lol L]
S (send) O(om)S sinsy C ol 11 lcmbershlp Cdl‘d
“WALK m(.;m‘ IN"

Good morning, Brother Sunshine,

Good morning, Sister Song, SHUT IN D
I beg your humble pardon 2

If you've waited very long! (lt{ud morning, u.;t«.};:r Elu_c]]nem.
I thought I heard you rapping, sood morning, Sister Smile,

e magie i e e WORKER [ ]
My heart is standing open, S0 T waited on a while.

Won't vau T'm lonesome here without you, Good. toriing: Broties Hindress,

walk A weary time it's been— Good morning, Sister Cheer,
right My heart is stunding open, 1 heard you were out calling,
in? Won't you So I waited for you here,
walk | Some way I keep forgetting
right " I have to toil or spin
in? When vou are my companions—
Won't you
wealle
right
in?
EDYTHE SWARTZ-STIRLEN
en : __, Hereby pledge myself to  “The Lile Minstar o KA
Life Membership in the S. 0. S. Club of KMA, Shenandoah, Iowa ;

Figure Al. A membership card for the Send Out Sunshine (S.0.S) Club started by the
Rev. Edythe Stirlen.
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APPENDIX B

STIRLEN WITH COMMUNITY MAIL
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Figure B1. Stirlen pictured with the mail she received from the imagined radi
community.

Courtesy of Shenandoah Historical Museum
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APPENDIX C

S.0.S. SIGNAERONT COVER (FIRST ISSUE)

Figure C1. Cover of S.O.S. Signal with Pastor Edythe Stirlen marryingeedughg
radio wedding on KMA.

Courtesy of lowa Women'’s Archives, University of lowa, lowa City, lowa.
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$.0.S. SIGNAL

November + 1937

1937 KM ;"; Jubilee Wedding

Saturday, October 16, 5 o'clock
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s, Edpilie Stielen n hackproond *Maid =l Hopor

oo, Cleil Clmirander Hiide, Elahi Fonk _"-!'I Cirne Shipley
Sierlnp Plese Lilouwond loms EL M A A=rmomncar
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APPENDIX D

STIRLEN PROMOTIONAL PHOTO

Figure D1. Image of Stirlen fromRadio Church of the Aiadvertisement.

Courtesy of lowa Women'’s Archives, University of lowa, lowa City, lowa.
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APPENDIX E

STIRLEN PRAYER

Figure E1. Prayer from Stirlen’s personal prayer book.

Courtesy of Suzanne Boyde.
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APPENDIX F

STIRLEN AND EVELYN BIRKBY

Figure F1. Edythe Stirlen and radio homemaker and columnist EvelybyBirk

Courtesy of Evelyn Birkby.
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