
The Battle For The Airwaves And The Birth Of
The Communications Age

Long gone are the days when communication was limited to handwritten letters
and messengers. In today's fast-paced world, information travels at the speed of
light through various mediums, from traditional radio waves to digital signals.
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But have you ever wondered how these marvels of technology came into
existence? How did we conquer the airwaves and usher in the communications
age? The answer lies in a fascinating battle that spanned decades and changed
the course of human history.
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The Birth of Radio

In the late 19th century, several inventors and scientists were working diligently to
harness wireless communication. It was during this time that Guglielmo Marconi,
an Italian inventor, made significant breakthroughs and is widely credited as the
father of radio. Marconi's experiments with radio waves led to the development of
the first practical wireless telegraphy system.

Marconi's success sparked a worldwide race to dominate this new technology.
Countries, governments, and individuals were desperate to establish their
foothold in the realm of wireless communication.

The Battle for Airwaves
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As the potential of wireless communication became increasingly apparent,
governments stepped in to regulate and allocate the use of airwaves. In the early
1900s, the battle for airwaves intensified as governments sought to maintain
control over this revolutionary technology.

One of the key players in this battle was David Sarnoff, a young employee at the
Marconi Wireless Telegraph Company of America. Sarnoff envisioned radio as
more than just a means of communication – he saw its potential for entertainment
broadcast.

Sarnoff's vision clashed with the dominant Telegraph and Telephone industry, who
believed radio should be restricted to point-to-point communication. This clash of
interests led to a fierce battle that defined the future of radio and set the stage for
the birth of the communications age.

The Birth of Broadcasting

Despite the resistance from the Telegraph and Telephone industry, Sarnoff's
vision prevailed as he championed the idea of broadcasting – the transmission of
signals to multiple receivers simultaneously.

In 1920, the first commercial radio station, KDKA, began broadcasting in
Pittsburgh, marking the birth of the broadcasting era. Radio quickly became a
household phenomenon, captivating people with music, news, and entertainment.

The success of radio broadcasting prompted further innovation and technological
advancements. The of amplitude modulation (AM) and frequency modulation
(FM) allowed for better signal quality and the transmission of voice and music
over long distances. This led to the establishment of countless radio stations,
both commercial and public, broadcasting a variety of content to audiences
worldwide.



Television and Beyond

The development of radio laid the foundation for another groundbreaking
technology – television. Building upon the principles of radio broadcasting,
television took visual communication to a whole new level.

The battle for airwaves continued as individuals and corporations fought for
licenses to broadcast television signals. Governments worldwide established
regulatory bodies to oversee the allocation of frequencies and ensure fair
competition.

Television quickly became an essential part of people's lives, allowing them to
experience events from around the globe in real-time. It revolutionized how news
was delivered, serving as a powerful medium for shaping public opinion.

With each passing decade, new communication technologies emerged, further
expanding the reach and capabilities of broadcasting. From satellite television to
the internet and mobile devices, the battle for airwaves has continued to shape
the communications landscape.

The battle for the airwaves not only shaped the development of communication
technologies but also transformed society as a whole. It opened up new
possibilities for global connectivity, information dissemination, and entertainment.

As we enjoy the fruits of the communications age, it is crucial to reflect on the
pioneers who fought relentlessly to conquer the airwaves. Their relentless pursuit
of innovation and their vision for a connected world laid the groundwork for the
technologies we rely on today.

Let us celebrate the battle for the airwaves and appreciate the significance of the
communications age we live in – a testament to human ingenuity and the



relentless pursuit of progress.
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The astonishing story of America’s airwaves, the two friends—one a media
mogul, the other a famous inventor—who made them available to us, and the
government which figured out how to put a price on air.

This is the origin story of the airwaves—the foundational technology of the
communications age—as told through the forty-year friendship of an
entrepreneurial industrialist and a brilliant inventor.

David Sarnoff, the head of RCA and equal parts Steve Jobs, Jack Welch, and
William Randolph Hearst, was the greatest supporter of his friend Edwin
Armstrong, developer of the first amplifier, the modern radio transmitter, and FM
radio. Sarnoff was convinced that Armstrong’s inventions had the power to
change the way societies communicated with each other forever. He would
become a visionary captain of the media industry, even predicting the advent of
the Internet.
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In the mid-1930s, however, when Armstrong suspected Sarnoff of orchestrating a
cadre of government officials to seize control of the FM airwaves, he committed
suicide. Sarnoff had a very different view of who his friend’s enemies were.

Many corrupt politicians and corporations saw in Armstrong’s inventions the
opportunity to commodify our most ubiquitous natural resource—the air. This
early alliance between high tech and business set the precedent for countless
legal and industrial battles over broadband and licensing bandwidth, many of
which continue to influence policy and debate today.
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