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1, NAME OF PROPERTY

Historic Name: The Town Hall

Other Name/Site Number:

2. LOCATION

Street & Number: 123 West 43'''* Street 

City/Town: New York

State: New York Cormty: New York Code: 061

Not for publication: 

Vicinity: 

Zip Code: 10036

3. CLASSIFICATION

Ownership of Property 
Private: X
Public-Local: __
Public-State: ___
Public-Federal:

Number of Resources within Property 
Contributing

Category of Property 
Building(s): JX
District: ___
Site: ___
Structure: ___
Object: ___

Noncontributing
__buildings

sites
. structures 
. objects 
Total

Number of Contributing Resources Previously Listed in the National Register:^ 

Name of Related Multiple Property Listing: N/A
National Historic Landmark
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Secretary of the Inlarior
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4. STATE/FEDERAL AGENCY CERTIFICATION

As the designated authority under the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966, as amended, I hereby certify
that this____nomination____ request for determination of eligibility meets the documentation standards for
registering properties in the National Register of Historic Places and meets the procedural and professional
requirements set forth in 36 CFR Part 60. In my opinion, the property____meets____ does not meet the
National Register Criteria.

Signature of Certifying Official Date

State or Federal Agency and Bureau

In my opinion, the property____meets____ does not meet the National Register criteria.

Signature of Commenting or Other Official Date .1

State or Federal Agency and Bureau

5. NATIONAL PARK SERVICE CERTIFICATION

I hereby certify that this property is: .1
Entered in the National Register 
Determined eligible for the National Register 
Determined not eligible for the National Register 
Removed from the National Register 
Other (explain): __________________________

Signature of Keeper Date of Action
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6. FUNCTION OR USE

Historic: Recreation and Culture; Social Sub: auditorium; clubhouse 

Current: Recreation and Culture; Education Sub: auditorium; school

7. DESCRIPTION

ARCHITECTURAL CLASSIFICATION: Classical Revival
vl

MATERIALS: 
Foundation: concrete 
Walls: brick
Roof: tar paper
Other: stone
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Statement of Significance

Town Hall is nationally significant under NHL Criterion 1 for its association with the history of American 
public affairs radio broadcasting. From this site, America’s Town Meeting of the Air {ATMA), called “the most 
famous civic education program of the 1930s,” originated and was broadcast between 1935 and 1956.' The 

development of radio, with its potential to reach citizens in their homes, was an exceptionally important event in 
American culture, and many believed it held the promise of democratizing cultural exchange. Among 
numerous radio programs conceived in this spirit, ATMA was extraordinarily successful. Conceived to promote 
the free, fearless debate and open discussion of public issues, the show unflinchingly brought differing opinions 
over a wide range of controversial topics before the American public. More than simply the location of the 
show. Town Hall was an important component of the broadcast itself drawing on its own long association with 
public education and historic imagery familiar to all Americans. Town Hall has exceptional value in 
representing the history oiATMA, an important program in the radio era and a social phenomenon of immense 
importance in shaping and giving voice to American culture.

Describe Present and Historic Physical Appearance.

Town Hall is located on the north side of West 43'”'' Street in mid-town Manhattan, occupying a mid-block 
location between 6*'’ Avenue and Broadway in New York’s theater district. The building is sited close to the 
street between a narrow four-story, late nineteenth-century, mixed-use building to the west, and a tall, 
multi-story ca. 1970s office building to the east. Immediately across the street is a contemporary parking 
garage. The building to the west, once owned by the Town Hall predates the nominated building, and was 
known as the annex and was used for office space. The building is now under separate ownership; however. 
Town Hall retains the use of space on one floor, which is accessible by a wall opening in the mezzanine. Other 
than this one access point, the buildings are totally separate structurally and mechanically. The former annex is 
not included in the nomination. Although newer buildings have been constructed east and south of Town Hall, 
the street itself, with its mix of nineteenth- and twentieth-century buildings, some of which are used as theaters, 
presents an appropriate setting for the resource. Today, the auditorium survives with near perfect integrity to 
the period of significance, preserving an outstanding association with the important events that took place here.

Exterior

The Town Hall is four stories tall and nine bays wide. It is constructed of brick laid up in Flemish bond and 
trimmed with limestone. On the west, the fa9ade is flush with the adjacent building, while on the east, the 
fa9ade treatment wraps around the comer of the building which was originally exposed. Because the 
contemporary building to the east has a deep setback, a portion of the east wall of Town Hall, built of common 
brick and originally concealed, is now visible. The rear elevation abuts a building on West 44*'’ Street and 

cannot be seen.

The Town Hall fa9ade is divided into three primary sections separated by limestone belt courses with Greek key 
moldings and topped with a limestone frieze, comice, and balustrade. The lowest level takes in the building’s 
entrances and mezzanine. This section is characterized by a seven-bay arcade of two-story limestone fluted 
arches with keystones flanked by undecorated end bays. Each arch contains double-entrance doors, glass within 
wood frames, surmounted by transoms with decorative multi-pane glazing. Because the building site slopes 
slightly to the east, the entrances are approached by either one or two limestone steps from the sidewalk. Each

’ Douglas B. Craig, Fireside Politics: Radio and Popular Culture in the United States, 1920-1940 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 2000), 25. Note: although the program was broadcast until 1956, the period of significance ends at 1952, as 
explained in the narrative that follows.
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entrance is surmounted by a limestone panel. Above the impost blocks, each arch is filled with a recessed 
tripartite window grouping which lights the mezzanine. Three deep iron and glass canopies, which are 
suspended from large iron rods, extend over the sidewalk to provide shelter for each of the end entrances and 
the three in the center; the two intervening entrances are without canopies. The underside of each canopy is 
outlined by rows of light bulbs, which are concealed by a continuous row of opaque glass shades. The arch at 
the east end is the box office entrance; the five in the center mark the theater entrances, and that on the west 
provides access to the upper floors. Flanking the arcade, each of the end bays has double metal equipment 
doors recessed within rectangular openings with splayed brick lintels. These doors provide access to long 
narrow corridors that lead to the backstage areas. Each set of doors is surmounted by a single window with 
double-hung multi-pane wood sash.

Most of the middle section of the fa9ade, which fronts the theater space, is without openings. The central 
feature is a large, rectangular limestone plaque within a molded surround. The plaque is engraved: “The Town 
Hall Founded by the League for Political Education, 1894-1920. Ye Shall Know the Truth and the Truth Shall 
Make You Free.” The plaque is flanked by two double-height niches within limestone enframements. Their 
round arches with keystones mimic those of the arcade below. Above the plaque and niches, a row of 
double-hung, six-over-six wood sash windows with brick surrounds and limestone sills denotes offices.

The upper section is characterized by a row of large, double-hung, six-over-six wood sash windows with brick 
and limestone enframements. Each window has an iron grille across the bottom and a limestone lintel with 
keystone. Windows are separated by recessed brick panels with diamond-shaped limestone lozenges in their 
centers. The row of windows is flanked by larger recessed panels, each with a recessed circular window at its 
center. The frieze is a limestone band with incised Adamesque decoration. This is surmounted by a row of 
dentil moldings and a projecting limestone balustrade.

Plan and Secondary Spaces

The interior plan was designed to accommodate the theater and its associated spaces on the lower floors and 
club facilities above. The large, semi-circular theater fills a double-height space at the center of the building; 
lobbies, a box office, elevator bays, stairways, backstage areas, and dressing rooms surround it. Long narrow 
corridors along each outer wall of the building connect the backstage area with the street. Five sets of doors 
provide access to the narrow, ground level lobby, which features terrazzo floors, classical pilasters, and a 
paneled ceiling. Although the lobby is generally rectangular in shape its inside wall follows the slightly curved 
rear wall of the theater. Centered on this wall is the main entrance to the theater, a tripartite grouping of double 
doors flanked by marble, engaged Ionic columns, pairs of windows, and Doric pilasters. The entrance is 
flanked by two broad, sweeping marble stairways with slender, wrought-iron classical balusters and walnut 
hand railings. Additional entrances to the theater are located beneath each set of stairs and are accessed through 
low, arched hallways. Double sets of multi-pane glass doors at each end of the lobby provide access to the 
small, square box office on the east and to the short hallway and block of elevators to the upper floors on the 
west. The two stairways lead to the mezzanine, which is essentially a narrow, curving hallway featuring 
entrances to the loge and balcony, stairs to the upper level of the balcony, restrooms, and a small center lounge.

Theater

The theater is a large, semicircular space without intervening structural members. There are two levels of 
seating, a main floor, and a cantilevered balcony with loge. The stage is relatively shallow; however, its outside 
edge is curved so that it projects slightly into the auditorium. Walls are marble on the lowest level and 
rusticated artificial stone above. Comers are marked by fluted, gilded pilasters with Composite capitals. The
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Stage is set within a semi-elliptical proscenium arch decorated with Greek key moldings and a foliate keystone 
and supported on pilasters with Renaissance-inspired ornament and Composite capitals. The cornice is 
supported on tapered modillions with guttae and features gilded acanthus leaves. The coffered ceiling is 
outlined by Greek key and guilloche moldings and marked by a large central medallion with delicate, gilded 
Adamesque decoration. A large ornamental light fixture hangs from the medallion, and similar but smaller 
fixtures are found throughout the auditorium. Two recesses on each side wall are marked by arches that mirror 
the proscenium. The most decorative features are the large, round-arched organ screens flanking the stage. 
Each arch rests on a narrow shelf supported by scrolled brackets and decorated with foliate ornament. The 
arches contain pedimented tripartite screens surmounted by garlands and swags. Although the organ has been 
removed, the current trompe I’oeil design replicates the original pipes. Below each arch is a large rectangular 
marble panel. The exterior wall of the balcony is a curved, decorative wrought-iron screen. Original seating 
survives except in the loge, where original wicker chairs have been replaced with theater seats. The original 
projection booth also survives; this simple box is decorated with fluted pilasters.

Club

Former club rooms are located on the second, third, and fourth floors and are accessed from the small elevator 
hall west of the entrance lobby. As originally designed, the second and third floors featured offices, a library, a 
lounge, a bar, and dining rooms. The fourth floor included a kitchen, food storage space, and locker rooms for 
employees. The plan of the upper floors was compromised when these spaces were adapted for later uses; 
however, many of the original finishes and decorative details survive and are identical to others seen throughout 
the building. These include plaster walls and ceilings, a wrought-iron stair with slender balusters like that in the 
lobby; large, square paneled piers with Doric capitals; and neoclassical moldings and trim. The integrity of the 
upper floors is not essential to the significance documented in this nomination.
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8. STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

Certifying official has considered the significance of this property in relation to other properties: 
Nationally:JL Statewide:_ Locally:

Applicable National 
Register Criteria:

Criteria Considerations 
(Exceptions):

NHL Criteria:

NHL Theme(s):

Areas of Significance: 

Period(s) of Significance: 

Significant Dates: 

Significant Person(s): 

Cultural Affiliation:

Architect/Builder:

Historic Contexts:

i'...
fir:

r

AX B CX D

A_B_C_D_E_F_G

1
,3

III. Expressing Cultural Values
1. Educational and Intellectual Currents 
4. Mass Media

"35

Communication, Education, Social History, and Politics/Govemment 

1935-1952

1935

N/A

N/A

Teunis J. van der Bent of McKim, Mead and White: building exterior, lobby, and 
theater; Louis E. Jallade: upper floor interiors

XV. Communication 
D. Radio

•i'5
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State Significance of Property, and Justify Criteria, Criteria Considerations, and Areas and Periods of 
Significance Noted Above.

SUMMARY STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

Town Hall is nationally significant under NHL Criterion 1 for its association with the history of American 
public affairs radio broadcasting. From this site, America’s Town Meeting of the Air (ATMA), called “the most 
famous civic education program of the 1930s,” originated and was broadcast between 1935 and 1956.^ The 
development of radio, with its potential to reach citizens in their homes, was an exceptionally important event in 
American culture, and many believed it held the promise of democratizing cultural exchange. Among 
numerous radio programs conceived in this spirit, ATMA was extraordinarily successful. Conceived to promote 
the free, fearless debate and open discussion of public issues, the show unflinchingly brought differing opinions 
over a wide range of controversial topics before the American public. More than simply the location of the 
show. Town Hall was an important component of the broadcast itself drawing on its own long association with 
public education and historic imagery familiar to all Americans. Town Hall has exceptional value in 
representing the history of ATMA, an important program in the radio era and a social phenomenon of immense 
importance in shaping and giving voice to American culture.

SUMMARY OF AMERICA’S TOWN MEETING OF THE AIR

The development of radio broadcasting was immensely important in the cultural history of the United States. In 
the decades before World War I, westward expansion, the growth of cities and an influx of immigrants led 
American culture to become more diverse. Within this diffuse culture, providing opportunities for civic 
education became more difficult. For many, the development of radio, revolutionary in its ability to reach an 
immense, scattered, and varied audience, held the promise of democratizing cultural exchange by virtue of its 
ability to reach people in their own homes. Radio could, it was believed, strengthen social cormections among 
all Americans, eradicate hierarchies created by location, class, income, access to education, and other social and 
environmental factors, and create a better informed electorate. These goals motivated some of the earliest radio 
broadcasters, many of whom were associated with nonprofit and educational institutions. However, early 
efforts to win government sponsorship for the new medium failed, and as radio became increasingly popular, 
the 1920s and 30s were marked by continued tensions between public service and economic interests.
Bolstered by the Radio Act of 1927, which created the Federal Radio Commission (FRC), radio broadcasting 
evolved from a decentralized network of amateur operators into a corporate enterprise based on commercial 
sponsorship. As content was increasingly developed and controlled by commercial sponsors and advertising 
agencies, nonprofit broadcasters were marginalized, and the educational programming that had dominated early 
broadcasts gradually faded from the airwaves.

In the early 1930s, as debate intensified over a successor to the 1927 law, broadcast reformers began an active 
campaign to restore radio to the public domain by advocating legislation to preserve a percentage of channels 
for non-commercial broadcasting. It was in this period that commercial networks, eager to demonstrate their 
commitment to education and avoid the loss of revenue-producing channels, undertook an ambitious agenda of 
public broadcasting, increasing the number of shows developed and produced by the networks themselves and 
donating free airtime and production support to nonprofit and educational groups. The period between 1930 
and 1938 witnessed some of the most prestigious and ambitious experiments in public service broadcasting of 
the era, as networks introduced numerous programs designed to combine civic enrichment with entertainment. 
Shows such as American School of the Air (1930), University of Chicago Round Table (1931), The American

^ Craig, Fireside Politics, 25. Note: although the program was broadcast until 1956, the period of significance ends at 1952, as 
explained in the narrative that follows.
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Forum of the Air (1934), America’s Town Meeting of the Air (1935), and The People’s Platform (1938) were 
touted for their efforts to bring substantive issues of national importance before the American people, for the 
high caliber of their guests, and for their innovative formats.

George V. Denny Jr. of the League for Political Education created America’s Town Meeting of the Air {ATMA) 
for the National Broadcasting Company (NBC) in 1934. The league was founded in 1894 to provide an 
opportunity for citizens to acquire civic education. By the 1930s, it boasted a thirty-year commitment to public 
education built on its sponsorship of hundreds of lectures and classes on the philosophy and details of 
democratic government. In 1921 the league built its first permanent headquarters. Town Hall, on West 43’^‘* 
Street in New York’s theater district. Designed by McKim, Mead and White, Town Hall was specifically 
intended to be a community center for the city, a place where citizens could gather to discuss common interests 
and general welfare. During his long tenure at the league (1930-1952), Denny embraced and advanced civic 
education, continuing to sponsor a full program of lectures and classes at Town Hall as well as creating and 
hosting the radio show. Denny conceived /I to promote the free, fearless, and open discussion of public 
issues, and he took advantage of radio to bring these debates into the homes of Americans across the country. 
Each show featured brief presentations on important social and/or political issues by four speakers of opposing 
views, followed by a question and answer session with the live audience.

ATMA was one of the first radio shows to incorporate a live audience, and its participation was crucial to the 
show’s success. The audience brought the voices of everyday people onto the airwaves to discuss issues of vital 
concern to the American public. Deimy allowed audience members a great deal of freedom to engage with the 
presenters, and the unpredictable nature of their responses added both drama and intimacy, making the show 
livelier for the radio audience while also creating a sense of connection with the individual listener.

Throughout its twenty-two-year history, ATMA addressed a wide range of controversial topics, including civil 
liberties, totalitarianism, war, isolationism, interventionism, communism, and racism. Rather than attempt to 
solve problems, aimed to promote a broader and more informed consideration of them. In this, ATMA
embraced some of the goals of the early twentieth-century forum movement, popularized by educators who 
provided Americans with a refresher course in democratic values designed to help them hone the tools that were 
needed to work toward the public welfare. These goals became especially important during the 1930s, as the 
threat of totalitarianism and impending war motivated educators to bolster citizen involvement in the difficult 
decisions facing the nation regarding American involvement in European affairs. ATMA, which drew its 
speakers from the highest echelons, was widely recognized in its own time. It was immensely popular, received 
a high volume of letters, and was among the few public affairs shows to be broadcast in primetime. It was 
highly regarded by critics and won numerous awards, including two prestigious Peabody Awards for excellence 
in broadcasting.^ In addition, its programs were frequently referenced in scholarly journals and widely 
recommended by American educators. Contemporary scholars of radio history consistently mention ATMA as 
among the most influential and educational public service shows of the 1930s to 1950s.

As the site of ATMA’s broadcast. Town Hall is outstandingly associated with the history of radio during its 
heyday (c.l930-c.l951). Beyond hosting this show. Town Hall was an important component of the broadcast 
itself ATMA's venue was key to its success. No other show became so closely identified with the location of 
its broadcasts. An announcer opened each ATMA broadcast by declaring “Live from historic Town Hall,” and 
the show drew upon Americans’ deep symbolic associations with the New England town meeting as one of the 
highest exemplars of the virtues of public discussion and direct democracy. Further, the radio show emanated 
from a building that had been specifically built to foster public education and democracy. ATMA was the

^ The Peabody Award is an international award for excellence in radio and television broadcasting sponsored by the National 
Association of Broadcasters and administered by the Grady College of Journalism and Mass Communication, University of Georgia.
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culmination of the League for Political Education’s decades-long commitment to bolstering these ideals, 
carrying the league’s late nineteenth-century ambitions into the modem age of electronic communication and 
extending its reach from Manhattan to the nation. The league’s creation of a town hall building in the nation’s 
largest city had a direct parallel to Denny’s goal to establish a virtual town hall of the airwaves. The design of 
Town Hall’s auditorium, with its clear sight lines and excellent acoustics, ensured that everyone could be 
included in the discussion. The period of significance (1935-1952) encompasses the era of ATMA's greatest 
importance. This coincides with the period in which Denny, who conceived, developed, and hosted the 
program, was associated with it. Denny was replaced as host in 1952 and the radio show gradually faded in 
importance until it was cancelled in 1956.

HISTORY AND CONTEXTS

League for Political Education

In 1894, delegates to New York’s constitutional convention defeated a proposal to grant women the right to 
vote. In the ensuing months, a group of six prominent New York women cited women’s general lack of 
political education as instrumental in the defeat and they resolved to provide an opportunity for both women 
and men to acquire a more sophisticated understanding of political, cultural, and civic issues. On 16 November 
1894, the League for Political Education was founded at the home of Eleanor Butler Sanders. Among its six 
founding members were Catherine A. B. Abbee, who also founded the City History Club; Lucia Gilbert Runkle, 
the first American woman to write for the editorial page of a major American newspaper; Adele M. Fielde, a 
former missionary; Lee Wood Haggin; and Mary Putnam Jacobi, a physician and outspoken advocate for 
women’s rights. Within months of its establishment, the league had attracted nearly fifty members. The new 
organization quickly initiated a broad program of lectures on diverse topics, including literature and art, science 
and philosophy, and citizenship and public affairs. Professor Franklin H. Giddings presented the first lecture, 
“Some Duties of the Citizen,” in January 1895.“^ By 1899 the club boasted six hundred members, and it was 
incorporated in 1904. Although lectures were open to both women and men, the first programs were held in the 
mornings and drew mostly women. That changed in 1907, after the Economic Club of New York, an outgrowth 
of the league, was organized by Robert Ely and J. W. Beatson. The new club was founded to “aid in the 
creation and expression of an enlightened public opinion on the important economic and social questions of the 
day.”^ The club, which counted a number of prominent men among its members, held its meetings in the 

evening and was responsible for significantly expanding the league’s constituency. A third organization, the 
Civic Forum, also became a part of the league’s extended family. The Civic Forum, also formed in 1907, aimed 
to “promote a finer national life and a better understanding of the peoples of other countries.”®

Although the League for Political Education came into being through the vision of its founding female 
members, a number of prominent men assumed important roles in its early growth and development. Among 
the most influential were Elgin R. L. Gould, founder of the City and Suburban Homes Company, who served as 
chair of the board after 1905, and John Graham Brooks, a professor of economics at Harvard, who drew large 
audiences with his early lectures. Robert Erskine Ely (1861-1948), also of Harvard, who was invited to give a 
series of lectures in 1899, was of seminal importance in the league’s history. After a brief stint as part-time 
director, Ely became the league’s executive director in 1901 and served in that position until he retired in 1937. 
Under his leadership Town Hall was constructed and its auspicious programs of lectures and musical events 
were developed. Following Ely’s retirement, George V. Denny Jr. became director. Denny had joined the staff

Some sources cite the first lecture as “Some Duties of Citizenship.”
* “Times Square to Have a Million-Dollar Town Hall,” New York Times, April 27, 1919. 
®Ibid.
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in 1931 and in 1934 was responsible for the development of ATMA, and he remained host of the show until 
1952.

The league’s earliest meetings, including its very first lecture, were held at the home of Eleanor B. Sanders. 
However, as early as December 1894, the organization rented a room in the Berkeley-Lyceum building (23 
West 44'*’ Street) for club business meetings and classes, and held lectures in the building’s theater. As 

membership and attendance increased, the league began to rent larger venues for its lectures, which, in addition 
to the Berkeley-Lyceum Theatre, were held in Aeolian Hall, the Engineering Society Building, the Cort 
Theatre, the Park Theatre, the Hudson Theatre, and Carnegie Hall. Additional classes were held in the Ladies 
Athletic Club. By 1911, the growth in league membership and the success of its programs led the organization 
to acquire a home of its own. A $1,000 donation by Aima Blaksley Bliss (1850-1935) in 1912 (followed by a 
more substantial donation the following year) initiated the building program, and a group of the league’s 
directors formed the Societies Realty Company to make the real estate transactions. In 1914 the New York 
Times reported that the league had an option on a site on the south side of West 49* Street and was planning to 
erect a twelve-story building. The building would house the society, the Economic Club and the Civic Forum, 
and, in addition to a hall and offices, the building would boast a gymnasium, swimming pool, baths, and a roof 
garden.’ The building had already been designed by the architect of City and Suburban Homes; this was 
presumably James E. Ware, who had designed the latter complex between 1898 and 1905. No building permit 
was filed for a Ware design, and in 1917 the real estate committee purchased a different site, a 125’ x 100’ 
parcel on the north side of West 43* Street on Times Square, for $425,000. This time, news reports announced 

that plans for a four-story building had been prepared by McKim, Mead and White and that the building would 
house an auditorium and office space.*

The building parcel was located in a changing neighborhood. Times Square’s rapid development as New 
York’s theater district began around the turn of the twentieth century. For most of the nineteenth century, 
theaters had been located in a mixed neighborhood on lower Broadway. But as the city expanded northward, 
new forms of transportation, such as the Third and Sixth Avenue elevated railways and the New York subway 
system, as well as the opening of Grand Central Depot nearby, made the area a desirable place to locate 
attractions intended to draw visitors from the city and beyond. As early as the 1890s, construction of new 
playhouses and theaters began in what was then known as Long Acre Square (renamed Times Square in 1904 
following completion of the New York Times Building). Businesses associated with the entertainment industry 
also began to locate in the area. These included rehearsal halls, offices of agents and producers, and businesses 
that were involved with providing costumes, lighting, and make up. Finally, a number of boarding houses, 
offering homes to aspiring actors, dotted the neighborhood. Between 1900 and 1920, a total of forty-three new 
theaters were built in the mid-town area, mostly on the side streets east and west of Broadway. By the onset of 
the Depression in 1929, an additional thirty playhouses had been built, and the theater district was generally 
defined as the area between 39* Street and Columbus Circle and Sixth and Eighth Avenues.^ On West 43'^'^ 
Street, the parcel acquired for Town Hall was directly across from Henry Miller’s Theater (recently renamed the 
Stephen Sondheim Theatre); this new building was designed by Allen, Ingalls, and Hoffman in 1917-1918. The 
New York Times noted that the site for Town Hall had been selected both because it was in the heart of the fast 
growing city center and because of its proximity to major transportation systems.’*^

’ “Societies to Put Up a 12-Story Building,” New York Times, February 26, 1914.
* “Times Square Million-Dollar Town Hall.” It is not known what prevented the society from purchasing the West 49* Street site 

or what became of the plans said to have been prepared by James E. Ware.
® Information about the history of New York’s theater district largely drawn from Margaret Knapp, “Henry Miller Theater 

Landmarks Preservation Commission Designation Report,” New York City Landmarks Preservation Commission, LP-1357, 1987. 
“Times Square Million-Dollar Town Hall.”
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In July 1919, contractor Russell B. Smith began demolition of the rowhouses that occupied the site, and 
construction commenced on 10 October 1919. In January 1920, Colonel Theodore Roosevelt Jr. laid the 
cornerstone on behalf of his wife, Eleanor Butler Alexander, niece and namesake of the late Eleanor Butler 
Saunders, the club’s first president.** Construction was completed during the following year and the building 
opened on 12 January 1921. The initial cost of the land and building was $1,350,000. Although the program 
for the four-story structure constructed in 1921 was considerably scaled down from that described in the 1914 
article, the first building campaign raised only enough money to complete the exterior of the building, the 
auditorium, and the lobby. However, another gift from Anna Blaksley Bliss ($500,000) in 1922 spurred a new 
subscription drive, which secured the funds necessary to complete the upper floor interiors and eliminate the 
building’s $600,000 mortgage. More than four thousand people donated to the construction of the building, and 
the league, which boasted six thousand members in 1921, prided itself in being historically “free from political 
influence.”*^ An important factor in ensuring the success of the endeavor was the plan’s evolution from a hall 
for the League for Political Education to a building called “Town Hall,” which was defined as a community 
center for the city of New York, a venue for “public meetings of all kinds related to the general welfare [where 
citizens may gather] to discuss their common interests.” Like the league, Town Hall was dedicated to a 
“constructive educational purpose.”*^ However, the expanded definition of the league’s fellowship to the city 
itself broadened its base, brought additional subscribers, and made its long-held aspiration feasible.*"*

In addition to the meeting hall itself, the building housed the offices of the League for Political Education, the 
Economic Club, and the Civic Forum. *^ In 1925, after completion of the building’s interior, the new Town Hall 
Club became the fourth tenant, occupying space on the top two floors. The Town Hall Club was founded on the 
premise that “sociability promotes acquaintance and mutual understanding” and prided itself on its egalitarian 
principles.*^ Dedicated to promoting “a finer public spirit and a better social order” through the 
interrelationship of social and educational programs, the club was progressive in admitting both men and 
women to full membership.*^

Construction History*^

By the time McKim, Mead and White received the commission for Town Hall, founding members Stanford 
White (1853-1906) and Charles F. McKim (1847-1909) were dead, and William R. Mead (1846-1928) had 
withdrawn from active practice. In their stead, a younger group of designers, led by four new partners, William 
M. Kendall, William S. Richardson, Burt L. Fenner, and Teunis J. van der Bent, was producing the firm’s 
designs. Teunis J. van der Bent (1863-1936) emigrated to the United States from the Netherlands, where he had 
studied at the University of Delft. In 1887, at the age of twenty-four, he secured work as a draftsman at 
McKim, Mead and White, where he worked on such projects as the Hotel Peimsylvania, the Pennsylvania 
Terminal Station, several buildings at Columbia University, additions to the Metropolitan Museum, and Cornell 
University Medical School. In 1909, van der Bent became a partner in the firm, and in 1928 he succeeded 
Mead as head of its office of business management. Records indicate that van der Bent was responsible for the 
design of Town Hall, a restrained, yet dignified example of the Georgian Revival style that evoked associations 
with the building’s civic purpose and the architecture of early America.

" Mrs. Roosevelt was unable to attend the ceremony due to illness.
Robert Erskine Ely, A Beginning (New York: Town Hall, 1944), 33.
“The Town Hall,” Program of the Opening Ceremonies [1921], 2.
Ely, Beginning, 30.
All of its occupants, including the League for Political Education, were expected to pay rent until the hall was debt free.
Ely, Beginning, 36.
“New Civic Club Planned; Being Organized by the League for Political Education,” New York Times, February 24, 1918. 
Information on the construction of Town Hall was drawn in part from Ruth Seldon-Sturgill, “Town Hall Designation Reports,” 

New York City Landmarks Preservation Commission, LP -1011 and LP-1012, 1978.
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Due to funding limits, McKim, Mead and White was commissioned to design only the exterior of the building, 
its lobbies and auditorium. The estimated cost of completing the remaining interior spaces, including a library, 
lounge, and restaurant, was $500,000. After Anna Blaksley Bliss’s 1922 donation. New York architect Louis E. 
Jallade (1866-1957) was hired to complete the interior. Jallade was trained at the Metropolitan Museum of Art 
School before graduating from the Ecole des Beaux-Arts in 1902. In 1923, Jallade was a partner in the firm 
Lindsay and Warren; however, he later formed a partnership with his son at 597 Fifth Avenue. Jallade served 
as president of the New York Society of Architects and was a member of the Architectural League and the 
Brooklyn Committee for Better Housing.'^

Tradition holds that the internationally famed acoustical engineer Wallace C. Sabine of Harvard was consulted 
in the design of Town Hall’s auditorium. However, at the time the plans were being developed, Sabine was 
involved in projects in Europe and he died in 1919, before the construction of Town Hall commenced. After 
years of experiments with various materials and shapes, Sabine had developed a precise formula for building an 
acoustically perfect hall. In 1900, McKim, Mead and White had been the first architectural firm to follow 
Sabine’s acoustical instructions in the design of Boston’s Symphony Hall, which is noted for its fine acoustics. 
Having worked with Sabine on a number of other projects, it is likely that McKim, Mead and White employed 
Sabine’s successful scientific analysis of acoustical properties in its design for the Town Hall auditorium.

In 1930, Town Hall published a limited edition monograph that appears to have been part of a campaign to 
enlarge the building. The book included a rendering showing the McKim, Mead and White design enlarged by 
three additional bays on the west side (incorporating the rowhouse known as the “annex,” purchased in the 
1930s) and four additional stories.^® The text restated and reenergized the building’s original dedication to 
purpose as a public meeting place and listed all of the diverse cultural, civic and religious groups that had used 
the facility. It stated that one thousand lectures had been given and that Town Hall’s program had influenced 
millions of people. The booklet’s only reference to a potential expansion was the observation that “still more 
millions await only an extension of the facilities now available.”^^ The proposed enlargement was never 
completed; however. Town Hall did expand part of its operations into the annex.^^ In fact. Town Hall has 

experienced only minor physical changes since it was completed in 1923, and both the exterior and the interior 
lobby and auditorium remain almost exactly as built.

The Town Hall

The Town Hall has been described as “an idea with a roof over it.”^^ As such, the building was designed and 
built in the service of an ideal: to foster civic education. This purpose has been clearly expressed in all of the 
literature related to its history, from the genesis of the League for Political Education through the history of 
ATMA. In fact, the two are linked by an outstanding correlation of thematic and programmatic concerns over 
more than a century.

Among Jallade’s works are the Thompson Meter Company in Brooklyn, the Welfare Island Dispensary, the New York City 
Department of Hospitals, and the International House on Riverside Drive.

Plans for a sixth story were mentioned in “The Town Hall, New York City,” Architecture and Building 53 (Februaiy 1921): 13.
The Town Hall, New York (New York: League for Political Education, 1930), 12.
The annex is extant but no longer owned by Town Hall. Although Town Hall still uses one floor for storage, the annex is a 

separate building and is not included in this nomination. A history of Town Hall published in 1938 discussed a then-ongoing 
campaign to add what the author called the “five long-projected stories to the building.” The authors discussed Town Hall’s 
overcrowded classes and outgrown plant, while also suggesting plans for an expanded program of adult education proposed for the 
enlarged building. However, like the 1930 proposal, the 1937 addition was never completed. “Town Hall Plans Five More Stories,” 
New York Times, April 16, 1937; Louis E. Jallade, Rendering of Town Hall Expansion, 1939.

Harry A. Overstreet and Bonaro W. Overstreet, Town Meeting Comes to Town (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1938), 71.
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The association of the league’s new building with the New England town hall that became so important in the 
conceptualization of the radio show began before the building was even constructed. Writing about the 
cornerstone ceremony in 1920, Hildegard Hav^dhome observed that “America was bom in her town halls. Our 
forefathers met [there] to talk freely of all matters related to the civic life.”^'* Other reporters alluded to the 
same theme, some embellishing their stories with folksy language, such as the writer who declared that “New 
York’s small town longings rise in the concrete. You are to have a Town Hall on West 43^^^ Street. If you want 
to know what your neighbors think...you may go clearly to town meetin’ regular as preachin’ and have your say 
too.”^^ Architectural critics were quick to reinforce the connection. One article opened with a romantic 
description of the New England “Common House,” a “rough structure of logs” as the “first purely American 
architectural tradition, one that still exists in its purity in our small villages” before moving on to discuss 
McKim, Mead and White’s design for Town Hall, while another began with contemporary references to the 
need for a town hall in the heart of the city, described the league’s high civic ambition, and concluded that the 
architect’s design “well expresses the purpose of the building.”^^ These associations clearly originated with the 
league itself, not only in the name chosen for the new building but in its educational purpose. As Henry W.
Taft, then president of the board, asserted, “no instrumentality for the education of men and women in the 
history of the world has been so effective as the old institution of the New England Town Meeting. We are, in a 
measure, trying to restore, in a great community, the fundamental ideas of the Town Meeting.”^^ The idea for 
the venue caught on quickly, and the Christian Science Monitor reported that in the first year “more than 
200,000 have used the Town Hall. ..as an open fomm in the heart of New York.„28

Town Hall’s dedication to the creation of an open forum clearly reflects the original goals of the league’s 
founders. Its very first lecture, in 1884, addressed the duties of citizenship. Those that followed delved 
optimistically into the philosophy and details of government, addressing such topics as “The Citizen and the 
Public Purse,” “On Elections,” “The Peculiar Fascinations of the Study of Our Government,” “The Relation of 
the Citizen to the Criminal,” “The Dream and Reality of Social Equality, and “The Distribution of Wealth.” 
Indeed, Robert Erskine, who became the league’s first director, was initially hired in 1901 to give a series of 
lectures on political economy. Other league lectures addressed some of the major social issues of the day, 
including “The Economic Independence of Women,” “The American Trade Union and Its Critics,” “Race 
Problems,” “What America Owes to the Foreigner,” “How to Clear the Slums,” and “Human Nature Behind 
Prison Bars.” In 1914, members heard both sides of the league’s founding issue, with lectures entitled “Why I 
Believe in Women’s Suffrage” and “Why I am Opposed to Women’s Suffrage.”

With the construction of Town Hall, the league’s emphasis on education with an open forum continued, 
political education, social problems, and current events continued. Topics during the 1920s covered political, 
social, and current events with lectures such as “Russia Today and Tomorrow,” “The Problem of Main Street,” 
“The New Political Power of Women,” “Justice and Efficiency for Capital and Labor,” “The Outlook for World 
Peace,” “What is the American Way,” “What Does Democracy Mean,” “Is Our Freedom in Danger,” “Personal 
Liberty and the Modem State,” and “The Challenge of Self-Government.”

Town Hall assumed a prominent place in the life of the city at its inception, attracting leading scholars, artists, 
and politicians. Program speakers included women activists such as suffrage leader Carrie Chapman Catt and 
reformer Jane Addams, as well as intellectuals and literary figures like Henry James, Thomas Mann, Carl

New York Evening Post, February 21, 1920; quoted in Overstreet and Overstreet, Town Meeting Comes to Town, 74. 
New York Evening Post, January 28, 1920; quoted in Overstreet and Overstreet, Town Meeting Comes to Town, 76.
“The Civic Forum for New York City,” American Architect 117 (January 1920); “The Town Hall, New York City,” n.p. 
Quoted in Overstreet and Overstreet, Town Meeting Comes to Town, 77.
Christian Science Monitor, February 17, 1922, quoted in Overstreet and Overstreet, Town Meeting Comes to Town, 79.
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Sandburg, and Edna Ferber. General John J. Pershing and Rear Admiral Bird addressed military topics, while 
African American leader Booker T. Washington spoke to racial issues, and Samuel Gompers addressed labor 
concerns. Counted among the prominent political speakers were Theodore Roosevelt, Calvin Coolidge, 
Woodrow Wilson, and Winston Churchill.

Although presentation of musical entertainment was originally deemed secondary to the building’s main 
purpose as a venue for the civil and democratic exchange of ideas. Town Hall was designed with a world class 
performance space. It is not certain if this was a conscious decision by the board or a suggestion of the 
architects; however, Robert Ely reported that the original seating plan was changed so that the seats could be 
arranged in a more democratic way, making them of equal value for everyone attending the performance.^^ The 
building’s sophisticated acoustical engineering also suggests an original intent to use the auditorium as a 
performance space. A 1921 letter from McKim, Mead and White to Robert Ely confirms that the architects 
designed the hall “for public meetings, lectures and the like [and] to be rented for concerts, moving pictures 
exhibitions and similar entertainments.

Throughout its history. Town Hall has been a popular venue for musical performances of all types. The league 
began this initiative slowly, renting the auditorium for private recitals as a source of revenue. However, as the 
auditorium’s reputation for acoustical excellence spread, the demand grew, and from 1930 to 1931 Town Hall 
sponsored its first Endowment Series. Among the hundreds of notable artists who performed there are Richard 
Strauss, 1921; Pablo Casals, 1923; Paul Robeson, 1927; Andres Segovia, 1929; Sergei Rachmaninov, 1932; 
Feodor Chaliapin, 1932; Lily Pons, 1938; Isaac Stem, 1939; Bela Bartok, 1940; Billie Holliday, 1942; Sarah 
Vaughn and Lester Young, 1947; Leontyne Price, 1954; Thelonious Monk, 1959; Igor Stravinsky, 1959; and 
Charles Mingus, 1962. Those who made their debuts here include Lotte Lehmann, Elizabeth Schwarzkopf,
Joan Sutherland, and Marian Anderson. A 1945 jazz concert featuring Dizzy Gillespie, Charlie Parker, Don 
Byas, A1 Haig, Curley Russell, and Max Roach was an early and important public performance of bebop.
Today, Town Hall remains one of the most well-known and active concert halls in the city.

In 1958, Town Hall merged with New York University (NYU), which managed the hall and leased the 
auditorium for a variety of purposes. During the university’s ownership, the upper floors of the building 
became the home of the NYU Club, which had been founded in 1951 by a group of alumni. In 1973, NYU 
formed the Town Hall Foundation to operate the hall. In 1978, the building was acquired from the university 
and a new board of directors and management team was formed.^*

Development of Radio after World War I

The early twentieth century marked a series of major changes in American society. The various effects of 
immigration, industrialization, and urbanization, America’s involvement in World War I, and technical 
advances that facilitated transportation and communication all stimulated the development of a broader, more 
diverse, and more accessible cultural experience for many Americans. Among the many ways that citizens 
experienced and participated in this rapidly changing culture, the development of radio broadcasting was 
especially significant. The new media was revolutionary in its ability to reach an immense, scattered, and 
diverse audience. Many touted radio for its potential to democratize cultural exchange, while others hoped that

Ely, Beginning, 41.
McKim, Mead and White to Robert Ely, May 20, 1921; quoted in Seldon-Sturgill, “Town Hall Designation Reports,” LP-1012. 
Several newspaper articles refer to these and other specifics about the sequence of ownership; they include “The Evolution of a 

Legacy at the NYU Club,” New York University Alumni Connect Newsletter (July 2009), accessed August 25,2010, 
http://www.nyu.edu/alumni/connect/archive/0709/special.htm (site discontinued); Nadine Brozan, “N.Y.U. Club Is Shut Down, 
Perhaps Permanently,” New York Times, July 22, 1989. However, the information in this paragraph was provided by current Town 
Hall staff.
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it might serve to promote social consistency for an increasingly diverse population and aid in the assimilation of 
the growing immigrant population. Still others worried about the potential for a loss of cultural cohesion as 
unregulated access to the airways enabled broadcasters to target specific races, classes, religions, and political 
beliefs. The possibility that labor union leaders, jazz musicians, African Americans, and communists, among 
others, might gain unfettered use of the airwaves unleashed fears that “mainstream” cultural values might be 
lost or threatened. These various themes influenced the larger political, economic, and social struggle over who 
should control the content and accessibility of the new medium.

By 1921, nearly ten thousand licensed amateurs were competing for the limited available frequencies. But as 
radio’s promise began to generate interest among providers and users, there was still no agreement about how 
the new media would be regulated and financed. Strict government control of radio during wartime led some to 
fear continued government censorship. Simultaneously, the proliferation of uncontrolled broadcasts prompted 
others to fret that a lack of government regulation would threaten a heretofore stable American identity. As 
early as 1922, David Sarnoff, a Russian-Jewish immigrant who held a job with American Marconi before it was 
purchased by General Electric Corporation had proposed the establishment of a high quality nationwide 
broadcast company.^^ While Sarnoff imagined a national non-commercial network, it was not until after 
American Telephone and Telegraph (AT&T) demonstrated the feasibility and profitability of chain broadcasting 
that Radio Corporation of American (RCA) was motivated to create NBC, the first radio network. Sarnoff 
assumed management of the company, later becoming its president.

RCA promoted the new network as “seeking.. .to provide machinery, which will ensure a national distribution 
of national programs, and a wider distribution of programs of the highest quality.” Initially NBC saw itself as a 
public service provider that sold only enough time to support its non-commercial programming.^"^ But despite 
its emphasis on quality, NBC was still a privately owned, profit-making company responsible to its 
stockholders.^^ At the end of its first year, NBC had forty-eight affiliates, and the following year the company 
divided itself into two networks: NBC Red, which presented more popular programming and generated more 
profit, and NBC Blue, which offered primarily cultural or educational programs. In 1927, the Columbia 
Broadcasting System (CBS) was established with sixteen affiliates. By 1929, the three networks presented 359 
hours of national programs a week.^^ A fourth network, the Mutual Broadcasting System, was established in 
1934 as a cooperative venture among four stations that shared all the expenses of programming and 
broadcasting. ’

During the 1920s and 30s, NBC and CBS pioneered the system of sustaining and sponsored programs. 
Sustaining programs were supported or produced by the networks, either by providing airtime and production 
assistance to nonprofit organizations or by producing programs themselves as a public service. The latter were 
touted as “quality” programming, with educational or cultural content. But despite the public service premise, 
sustaining broadcasts were often presented with the hope that they would be picked up by sponsors. Sponsored 
broadcasts were commercial broadcasts produced by paying sponsors that purchased airtime. By 1934, half of

Michele Hilmes, Only Connect: A Cultural History of Broadcasting in the United States (Belmont, CA: Wadsworth, 2007), 30. 
” Paul Starr, The Creation of the Media: Political Origins of Modern Communications (New York: Perseus Book Group, 2004),

355.
Robert W. McChesney, Telecommunications, Mass Media, and Democracy: The Battle for Control of US. Broadcasting, 1928- 

7935 (New York: Oxford Press, 1993), 15-16.
Michele Hilmes, ed., NBC: America’s Network (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2007), 7.

^Mbid., 16.
By the 1940s, Mutual had more affiliates than either of the other networks but it claimed fewer listeners. It was known for 

several popular shows, for its sports broadcasts, and for its news division. After 1952 it was no longer run cooperatively; it survived 
until 1999.
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network time was sold for sponsored broadcasts.^* As advertising became the accepted economic foundation of 
broadcasting in the early 1930s, advertising agencies went beyond simply financing broadcasts to determining 
the actual content of the programs, and networks lost creative control over broadcasting.*^ By 1931, almost all 
sponsored programs were actually developed and produced by advertising agencies, and by 1934 more than 50 
percent of revenue was generated from ten advertising firms.'^® By the mid-1930s, even the FCC had little 
control over advertisers, and it was clear that the companies paying the bill were in control of the content.'^ ‘

The Communications Act of 1934 largely reinforced the system developed by the Radio Act of 1927. Under 
the new act, the FRC was replaced with the FCC, which was charged with regulating radio, telegraph, cable and 
telephone. The weak requirement that the FCC study the issue of independent broadcasting represented the 
failure of those who moimted a significant challenge to commercial radio.'^^ When the promised hearings were 
held. Congress found that commercial broadcasters had ample time for educational and other nonprofit needs 
and were most eager to serve the public.'^* It was in this era that the networks began to promote their public 
service broadcasting more actively, largely with a significant increase in sustaining broadcasts. The networks 
also donated free airtime and production support for groups such as the United States Department of 
Agriculture, the National Parent-Teacher Association, the Academy of Medicine, and the Federation of 
Women’s Clubs. They focused on mainstream groups, avoided radicals, and steered clear of controversial 
issues such as economic inequality or discrimination.'*'^

By the mid-1930s, educational stations had a significantly smaller presence on the airwaves. More than half of 
the two hxmdred educational stations licensed by the 1920s had ceased to exist. In contrast, commercial radio 
made major strides in this period. Perhaps most important, the marketplace model had been institutionalized as 
an “icon of American freedom and culture.”'*^ Though the heads of both major networks publically championed 
commercial radio as the protector of democracy, the success of radio as a commercial medium meant that 
serious public affairs and educational programs received increasingly short shrift. Speaking in 1936, NBC’s 
Samoff asserted that “we cannot have a controlled radio and retain a democracy.” A year later, CBS president 
William Paley declared that “he who attacks the fundamentals of the American [broadcasting] system attacks 
democracy itself”'*^ In order to justify the democratic potential of the commercial system, the networks 

supported a few important education programs. ATMA was one of these.

Radio and Democracy

As early as the 1840s, the development of the telegraph was hailed as ushering in a new era of communication 
in America and offering a new opportunity to develop an enlightened citizenry. Proponents had great hopes that 
instant electronic communications could be used to inform and educate citizens of a far flung nation, thus 
helping to augment national unity at a time when the republic was still growing.'*^ With the emergence of 
popular radio in the first decades of the twentieth century, similar idealistic goals for enhancing access to

Erik Bamouw, The Golden Web: A History of Broadcasting in the United States, vol. 2, 1933-1953 (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1968), 17. 

mimes, NBC, 16-21.
Bamouw, Golden Web, 17.
Ibid., 35.
Ralph Engelman, Public Radio and Television in America: A Political History (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications), 34-35. 
Bamouw, Golden Web, 26.

'^Hilmes,iVSC, 20-21.
Robert McChesney, in Engelman, Public Radio and Television in America, 40.
Eugene E. Leach, “Tuning Out Education: The Cooperative Doctrine in Radio,” History of Public Broadcasting in the United 

States, accessed Febmary 9, 2010, http://www.current.org/coop/coopl.shtml (site discontinued). Both speeches were made to the 
National Conference on Educational Broadcasting.

Engelman, Public Radio and Television in America, 12.



NPSForm 10-900
THE TOWN HALL
United States Department of the Interior, National Park Service

USDI/NPS NRHP Registration Form (Rev. 8-86) 0MB No. 1024-0018
Page 18

National Register of Historic Places Registration Form

information and promoting democracy were revived. Before World War I, the amateur network created by 
more than one thousand ham radio transmitters suggested that almost universal access to uncensored 
communication was possible, while after the war the surge in independent radio broadcasters brought a 
democratic cacophony of viewpoints before radio listeners. At the same time, the fallout from several decades 
of immigration reshaped the culture in the 1920s. Between 1927 and 1935, the percentage of American 
households with radios rose from 25 percent to 93 percent. As radio became more accessible to the general 
population, many recognized that the ability to reach citizens in their own homes could play a valuable role in 
creating and/or defining a national public; yet, goals varied, ranging from those who embraced an opportunity to 
foster cultural diversity to those who promoted more rigorous assimilation. For example, while some thought 
that the ability to listen to stations from different regions could affirm the nation’s distinctions and promote 
mutual understanding, others believed that radio had a special mission to raise the tone of American culture.'*® 
Nevertheless, there was general agreement that broadcasting could strengthen the social connections with 
American culture for those who were isolated and enable the electorate to be better informed. One writer 
expressed awe over an automobile trip during which he kept in touch with the news via radio: “...radio networks 
are supplying [people in remote parts of the country] with all of the news that comes into Times Square. You 
can think of them as lonely people listening to radios in waste places, or you can think of them as a populace 
and an electorate.”'*^ Numerous writers in the same era extolled the new medium’s potential to facilitate 
political discourse, and many expressed the common theme that “radio would...do nothing less than resurrect 
the values of the early Republic.”^**

Radio’s promise as an agent of democracy was rooted in the belief that the nation is best governed by an 
informed citizenry able to engage in a free exchange of ideas, to debate them openly, and to arrive at decisions 
about solving mutual problems that are supported by the majority. However, in the first decades of the 
twentieth century, many worried that the country’s rapid expansion was creating a nation of individuals, rather 
than communities, one in which those in outlying areas or overcrowded cities had fewer opportimities to obtain 
information and interact as neighbors and were thus hampered from participating fully in the rights and duties 
of citizens. Among the most exciting prospects of early radio was its potential to bring information directly to 
Americans who were separated by geographic or social distances. Optimists believed that radio might provide a 
way for all Americans to gather instantly to consider critical problems. As one scholar put it, “the magnificent 
distances we boast of also estrange us. An idea holds us together - the idea that...[we] are all citizens of the 
same commonwealth. Radio will achieve the task of giving a reality to this idea.... Radio is destined to 
transform the United States...into a huge auditorium.” * The idea of creating “neighborhoods” via radio 
informed many of the most ambitious public affairs programming of the 1930s.

The Public Forum

Democracy also relies on an educated public, an appreciation for a wide range of values, and an awareness of an 
ever-changing world. In the 1930s and 40s in particular, increasingly disturbing news about the rise of 
totalitarianism in Europe and the long buildup to World War II led many to believe that the American people 
needed a refresher course in democratic values so that they would be able to help their government through the 
difficult decisions that lay ahead. One response to this was a renewed interest in public forums as a means of 
adult education. Advocates of the forum movement (which had its antecedent in the late nineteenth-century 
Chautauqua model) promoted a formalized system of public education intended to train adults for better

Starr, Creation of the Media, 388.
Bernard DeVoto, “Main Street Twenty Years After,” Harper's (November 1940): 585-87, in William C. Ackerman, “The 
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citizenship. The League for Political Education itself had been established based on the forum model. The 
public forum contained a set format that involved a specific topic, a moderator, a formal lecture by an expert, 
questions from the floor, a general discussion, and a recap.^^ During the early 1930s, John Ward Studebaker, a 
school administrator from Ohio, brought national prominence to the forum movement. In 1932, Studebaker 
secured a grant from the Carnegie Corporation to develop a series of forums as an experiment in public 
education. Later, as U.S. commissioner of education (1934-1948), Studebaker established the Federal Forum 
Project (1936-1941) based on the same model. The Federal Forum Project sponsored thousands of forums all 
over the county, and by 1938 forums were drawing more than three million participants a year. Studebaker 
believed that the forums protected civil liberties by giving citizens the chance to exercise them.^^ His goal was 
to nurture democracy.^'* In Plain Talk, written in 1936, Studebaker argued that people had lost faith in their 
ability to deal with major social problems because they no longer understood them and that such “civic 
illiteracy endangers modem democracies.”^^ Another scholar suggested that public forums helped to increase 
the political literacy of the voter, providing an aptitude for interpreting the things that he or she must judge in 
everyday life.^®

For proponents of forums, who believed that education could give citizens the tools they needed to work 
democratically toward the public welfare, radio presented an opportunity to extend these benefits to a 
significantly larger audience. One enthusiast attested that “there were numerous indications that the public 
would accept public fomm meetings and discussions by means of radio broadcasts.In fact, Studebaker, who 
also chaired the United States Radio Education Committee, reported that in 1937 his forum centers presented 
nearly one thousand radio discussions.^* The Albuquerque Public Affairs Forum, for example, which held 
twelve public fomms in 1938, also sponsored a live broadcast ofATMA followed by an open discussion from 
the Albuquerque High School.^^ Thus, for those who despaired of an informed public, radio allowed 
information to be transmitted right into the American living room, thereby leveling hierarchies that were created 
by distance, isolation, poverty, disability, access to education, and other social and environmental factors.^® 
Advocates believed that radio could offer those in remote places the same kind of information that they would 
seek if they had access to large universities.^' This was seen as a tremendous resource in such a rapidly 
growing population and changing society. One author who believed that radio could bring valuable information 
into each and every home praised as “a significant expression of the forum idea.”^^

Finally, participation in a democracy also presupposes a sharing of ideas, the ability to listen to different ideas, 
to gather in groups to debate, discuss, and reach consensus. Here, proponents of radio believed that the new 
medium had the potential to present listeners with a wide range of views and to promote the free exchange of 
ideas, both on the air and among listeners, who, it was believed, would listen in groups, repeating and rearguing

Carroll D. Champlin, “The Public Forum as an Educational Agency,” The Phi Delta Kappan 21 (November 1938): 74.
” John W. Studebaker, “Dr. Studebaker Pictures the Future for Public Forums as Part of the New Trend to Real Democracy in 

Life,” Aew York Times, April 11, 1937.
John Gastil and William M. Keith, “A Nation That (Sometimes) Likes To Talk: A Brief History of Public Deliberation in the 

United States,” in The Deliberative Democracy Handbook, eds. John Gastil and Peter Levine (n.p.: John Wiley and Sons, 2005), 11- 
12.

John W. Studebaker, Plain Talk (Washington: National Home Library Foundation, 1936), 128.
J. T. Salter, “The Pattern of Politics: 1. The PoWXmm:^ Journal of Politics 1, no. 2 (May 1939): 130-36.

” Champlin, “The Public Forum,” 74.
Studebaker, “Dr. Studebaker Pictures.”
“Albuquerque Federal Forum Project Scrapbook,” The University of New Mexico, University Libraries, Center for Southwest 

Research, accessed February 15, 2010, http://rmoa.unm.edu/printerffiendly.ph [radio station KOB].
“ Engelman, Public Radio and Television in America, 18.

John Erskine, “The Future of Radio as a Cultural Medium,” Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science, 
Special issue. Radio: The Fifth Estate 177 (January 1935): 216-17.

Salter, “Pattern of Politics,” 135.
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the debates they heard. Advocates for radio romanticized the medium by casting it as a “town hall” for the 
modem age, an ethereal meeting place where citizens could gather to exchange ideas and make decisions for the 
common good. The latter reflects a renewed interest in the idea of the New England town meeting as the 
embodiment of deliberative democratic decision making. This view of the town hall dated back through to the 
nineteenth century and reflected a reverence for New England’s colonial era government structure, in which 
town members gathered in person, rather than through elected representatives, to discuss, debate, and decide 
local matters, as one of the purest expressions of the democratic ideal. Similar to the public forum, the town 
hall was also lauded as a school for democracy. Alexis de Tocqueville had observed that “Town Meetings are 
to liberty what primary schools are to science; they bring it within the people’s reach, they teach men how to 
use and enjoy it.”^^ Although the town hall idea had lost some credence during the Progressive Era, with its 
emphasis on professional management of government, the desire to empower citizens to counter threats 
presented by the specter of totalitarianism promoted a renewal of interest in the decentralized democracy 
represented by the town hall during the 1930s.^‘^ Among public discussion’s advocates, John Studebaker 
insisted that “democracy must have a channel whereby public questions may be discussed as frankly and as 
freely as they were in the old New England town hall meeting.

The new town hall advocates focused on encouraging the exchange of viewpoints as a way to understand them 
and sort out their relative merits. In “Radio Builds Democracy,” George Denny decried the public’s tendency 
to read and listen only to those who shared their own views.^^ He later remarked that “it is only in orderly 
discussion that lies are unmasked” and asserted that when mass meetings replace town meetings danger arises.*^^ 
“Discussion as democracy” was a popular idea in the early twentieth century, and in a book of the same name, 
one scholar defined democracy as “governance through talk.”^^ Although face-to-face communication was 
highly praised and encouraged, many worried that the country had grown too large for effective discussion 
among citizens. Here radio advocates believed that the new medium could significantly expand the average 
citizen’s exposure to a wide range of views. Shows such as ATMA emphasized the breadth of topics and 
participants (many of whom were decision makers in government) and prioritized exchanges between guests 
that elucidated differences over similarities. Furthermore, audience participation held the potential for an even 
more generous exchange of views, as did the opportunity for the home audience to respond by mail. Radio 
offered everyone the opportvmity to listen to, think about, and perhaps participate in lively discussions of current 
affairs with important leaders in government and industry, helping to approximate the perceived virtues of the 
New England town hall meetings.

Public Service Broadcasting

Public service broadcasting embraces many of the principles promoted by broadcasters, idealists and reformers 
since the earliest days of radio. The idea that radio should serve everyone equally, promote cultural diversity, 
represent all viewpoints, allow for an exchange of ideas, help to ensure an informed electorate, and provide 
cultural and educational enrichment pervades discussion of the media from its earliest history. Since it was 
formed in 1927, the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC), a non-commercial public monopoly service 
chartered by the British government and funded by a fee (or tax) charged to all users, has provided an almost

^ Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America (1835), quoted in Frank M. Bryan, Real Democracy: The New England Town 
Meeting and How It Works (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004), 27.

^ Bryan, Real Democracy, 25-40.
William H. Bristow, “Extending the Adult-Education Horizon,” Review of Plain Talk by John W. Studebaker,” The School 

Review 45 (April 1937): 309.
“ George V. Denny Jr., “Radio Builds Democracy,” Journal of Educational Sociology 14 (February 1941): 370.

S. J. Woolf, “The Umpire of the Town Meeting,” New York Times, June 6, 1943.
Robert Danisch, Review of Democracy as Discussion: Civic Education and the American Forum Movement by William Keith. 

Rhetorical Review 6 (June 2008): 9.
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universally admired model for public benefit broadcasting. Nevertheless, many Americans found the BBC 
model, which implies that a public trustee would be immune from political and commercial interests, an 
insufficient guarantee that radio would be free from government censorship. In 1941 Arthur Garfield Hays, 
general counsel for the American Civil Liberties Union, observed that “our traditions make us hesitate to give 
the government the power of monopolizing the radio. It is not the American way.”^^ In the following decades, 
the example of German takeover of radio in the 1930s was frequently cited as a cautionary tale. But without 
government support or protection in its formative decades, American radio broadcasting was marked by tension 
between public service and economic interests and increasing dominance by commercial broadcasters.
Although the FCC always required broadcasters to present a reasonable amount of sustaining programming, it 
was not until the Public Broadcasting Act of 1967 that the U.S. government mandated funding for public radio.

Nevertheless, dedication to purpose, high idealism, a concern for image and reputation, a general desire to curry 
favor with the government, and even commercial gain motivated both independent and network broadcasters to 
present programs that met some or all of the goals championed by advocates of public service radio. Before the 
advent of commercial broadcasting, corporate stations such as those owned by RCA were presenting public 
service programs, and even as sponsored programming solidified its place as the basis for radio broadcasting in 
the United States, networks continued to produce sustaining programs that promised education or 
enlightenment. While public service radio has always encompassed a wide range of programming, from 
classical music to the latest news, programs with an educational or civic component or those that sought to 
enhance participation in public affairs or advance democracy through the creative use of the new medium were 
a natural fit with the broadly conceived goal of radio as a new public forum.

President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s “Fireside Chats,” which began in 1933, have been hailed as a landmark in 
public service broadcasting because they demonstrated radio’s potential for achieving exactly the goals that 
idealists had imagined for the new media. Broadcast directly from the White House, the chats linked a diffuse 
public, provided information to everyone at the same time, and fostered an exchange of ideas about mutual 
problems. A large part of their success has been attributed to the president’s skillful presentation, which gave 
listeners the feeling that he was talking directly to them and inviting their response. Roosevelt used 
straightforward language and addressed the public as friends and neighbors. Calling the addresses “chats,” 
suggested both an intimacy and a two-way conversation. And the public responded appreciatively. Staggering 
amounts of mail followed the broadcasts, with writers, many of whom were from the middle and lower middle 
classes, responding as they might to the president himself One person replied warmly, saying “you are the first 
President to come into our homes, to make us feel that you are working for us; to let us know what you are 
doing.” Another writer admitted that “until last night, to me, the President of the United States was merely a 
legend.” The radio chat seemed to change all that. Now “you are real. I know your voice; what you are trying 
to do.”^° Studies showed that people tended to listen to the broadcasts in groups, continuing to explore the 
issues discussed after the broadcast.^' Roosevelt’s fireside chats verified the promise of radio and exemplified a 

style suitable for mass communication via electronic media.

In 1931, the University of Chicago Roundtable made its debut as a cooperative venture with a local radio 
station. Two years later, the show was picked up by NBC, where it was initially funded by grants and aired on 
the Red network. The highly regarded roundtable, one of the first nationwide radio discussion programs, was 
among the most successful and well known of NBC’s public affairs offerings. Each Sunday, three or four 
University of Chicago professors would gather for a discussion of one of the controversial issues of the day.

Arthur Garfield Hays, “Civic Discussion Over the Air,” Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science, 
Special issue. New Horizons in Radio 23 (January 1941): 39.

™ Both letters cited in Starr, Creation of the Media, 31 A.
Discussion of fireside chats in Starr, Creation of the Media, 374-75 and Bamouw, The Golden Web, 7-8.
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The roundtable was informal and unrehearsed, yet educational, with the university supplying bibliographies and 
discussion aids so that listeners could investigate the topics in more depth. The show was carried on as many as 
ninety stations and remained on the air until 1955.

Between 1934 and 1956, American Forum of the Air, originally the Mutual Forum Hour, aired on the Mutual 
Broadcasting System. Hosted by Theodore Granik, this popular program has been hailed as the first public 
affairs panel discussion and featured many notable guests, including President Franklin D. Roosevelt, New 
York Mayor Fiorello LaGuardia, and Senators Harry Truman and Robert Taft. Topics discussed ranged from 
politics to matters of cultural concern. The format included opening remarks, a panel discussion, and questions 
from the audience. The World Is Yours was a half-hour broadcast produced by NBC with the Smithsonian 
Institution. Broadcast on NBC Red between 1936 and 1942, the show drew on the broad range of the 
museum’s collections. A host known as the “Oldtimer” guided the audience through each half-hour episode.

American School of the Air, CBS’s premier half-hour educational program, was introduced in 1930 and had an 
eighteen-year run. In the late 1930s, it was heard in more than one hundred thousand classrooms nationwide. 
American School, modeled after Ohio State University’s 1929 School of the Air, presented educational 
programming in a different discipline each day.’^ For example, Monday was devoted to industry and 

agriculture, while Tuesday was reserved for American music. Among many notable programs, musicologist 
Alan Lomax contributed a twenty-six week historical overview of American folk music in 1939.

Among CBS’s other offerings in this genre was American Labor and the Nation, a series of speeches sponsored 
by the American Federation of Labor in 1932. The Columbia Workshop (1936-1943, 1946-1947), another of 
CBS’s sustaining programs, was developed by Irving Reis. Reis was interested in experimental modes of 
narrative, and the show premiered many technological innovations while presenting dramatizations of plays, 
stories, etc. The People’s Platform, a CBS program, aired 1938-1952. Dr. Lyman Bryson, a former assistant to 
George Denny at Town Hall, professor of education at Teachers College, and chair of the Adult Education 
Board at CBS, developed and hosted the show. Bryson’s invited four or five people with different views to 
dinner, following which they would discuss controversial subjects. There were no prepared speeches and 
discussion was kept informal and spontaneous. Bryson encouraged candor by concealing the microphone, and 
one of the four guests was always an average citizen. Although there was no live audience, the program 
featured a spirited exchange of ideas.

Overall, this programming did not prove profitable for the networks. NBC Red, with its popular fare, was 
vastly preferred by advertisers, while NBC Blue, with its higher cultural content, became a refuge for the less 
popular but more respected educational and public affairs programs. The Blue network was valuable to NBC as 
a demonstration of the network’s commitment to high ideals, yet it remained an economic liability, and when 
NBC was forced to divest in 1943, it dumped the Blue network altogether. Overall, public affairs 
broadcasting was said to be less popular than other shows; however, several shows, such as University of 
Chicago Round Table, ATMA, and the People’s Platform, succeeded in drawing respectable audiences.Even 
though several of these shows had long runs, network commitment to sustaining broadcasts decreased in the 
1940s.

The Ohio School of the Air (1929-1937) was an early effort to use radio in public education. Founded by Benjamin Darrow, the 
school offered a number of subjects to primary and secondary school students and was heard in as many as twenty-two states.

Erik Bamouw, A Tower in Babel: A History of Broadcasting in the United States, vol. 1, -- to 1933 (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1966), 272. NBC Blue became the foundation of the American Broadcasting Company (ABC).

Public affairs programs usually generated between three and four thousand letters a week, sometimes as high as ten thousand. 
Letters about entertainment broadcasts generally brought in thirty to forty thousand letters a week.
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America’s Town Meetins of the Air

ATMA was the initiative of George V. Denny Jr. (1899-1959), who joined the staff of the League for Political 
Education in 1931 as assistant to Robert Erskine Ely. Denny served as moderator fox ATMA for nearly its entire 
run (until 1952) and replaced Ely as director (later president) of the league (later Town Hall, Inc.) after the 
latter’s retirement in 1937. During his tenure as president, Denny embraced and advanced the ideals of the 
League for Political Education, asking “what.. .is more important and more urgent for the safety of American 
democracy than an honest system of political education?” ^ Denny, a native of North Carolina, brought 
valuable skills from his varied background as a student of commerce, actor, stage manager, and educator. In the 
latter capacity he served as director of the extension program at Columbia University and thus embraced some 
of the same optimistic views of public education as the public forum advocates.^^ He respected and carried on 

the legacy of Josiah Holbrook’s early nineteenth century Lyceum Movement, the Chautauqua program, and 
other pioneering efforts in adult education, including the League for Political Education itselfThroughout his 
career, he continued to believe that “a substantial percentage of the American people are not...close-minded” 
and welcomed efforts to expand their mental horizons.^* Denny came to the league with a mixture of optimism, 
idealism, and artistic ability that strongly informed the choices that he made about its direction and that directly 
inspired the development of ATMA.

The oft-repeated and perhaps apocryphal genesis of ATMA was Denny’s indirect encounter with a narrow
minded neighbor who had refused to listen to one of Roosevelt’s fireside chats simply because he disapproved 
of Roosevelt. It was said to be this experience in 1934 that crystallized Deimy’s fears that Americans, 
hampered by ignorance, lack of education, practice or opportunity, or perhaps just isolated by remote locations 
or busy lives, were falling victims to the tyranny of the closed mind. Denny worried that without hearing and 
debating all sides of an issue, Americans would be more susceptible to the thoughtless “mass thinking” that 
Hitler was both encouraging and capitalizing on in Germany during the 1930s. Believing that the American 
public needed to be conscious of its power and responsibilities, Denny declared that “its members must be 
taught to listen to both sides of an argument and to reason together honestly and objectively.”^^ Whether real or 
not, Denny’s one-dimensional neighbor served as a metaphor for a nation of citizens who lacked empathy for 
others.

In the aftermath of this epiphany, Denny conceived the idea for an uncensored radio program “reviving our 
native tradition of a free and unfettered exchange of opposing views.”*® Denny’s own history of ATMA began 

with a fundamental statement of his belief that “free discussion of public issues has always been a basic 
function of democracy” and an allusion to the construction of a place for town meetings as the first act of the 
New England colonists.*' Denny clearly embraced both the historicist and practical implications of calling his 

proposed broadcast a “tovm meeting of the air.” During the 1930s, the town hall had once again become a 
powerful symbolic metaphor for American democracy. Denny also grasped the potential for modem 
technology to turn “every home into a potential town hall.”*^ Finally, like Roosevelt, Denny embodied the 
sense of showmanship and style needed to make it a success.

Quoted in Orrin E. Dunlap Jr., “Open Forum Is Applauded, Freedom of Speech and Assembly for Discussion are Commended 
by Listeners in Tune with Town Hall of the Air,” New York Times, June 30, 1935.

David Goodman, “Programming in the Public Interest: America’s Town Meeting of the Air,” in Hilmes, NBC, 45.
’’ Denny, “Radio Builds Democracy,” 370-71.

Ibid., 375-76.
™ Denny, quoted in Woolf, “The Umpire.”
“ Ibid.

Denny, “Radio Builds Democracy, 70.
Woolf, “The Umpire.”
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Denny pitched his idea to John Royal, NBC’s vice president for programming, and received approval for an 
initial series of six programs in the spring of 1934. Denny’s timing was fortuitous. With the recent surge of 
interest in the successful Federal Forum Project, Royal observed that NBC had been besieged with forum 
proposals.*^ Denny’s proposal also coincided with debate over the Communications Act of 1934, a period in 

which the network was eager to demonstrate its commitment to public affairs broadcasting. NBC agreed to 
finance the program, and the first six shows were broadcast between May and June of 1935.

The first broadcast, which took place on 30 May 1935, proved to be a landmark in broadcast history. Denny 
wasted no time in initiating discussion of a controversial yet timely topic: “Which Way America: Fascism, 
Communism, Socialism or Democracy?” Speakers, who represented each of the stated four ideologies, were 
Lawrence Dennis, A. J. Muste, Norman Thomas, and Raymond Moley.*"* Lawrence Dennis was an American 
diplomat, consultant, and author who argued that capitalism was doomed and advocated fascism during the 
Great Depression. Norman Thomas was a pacifist and American Socialist Party leader who ran for president 
six times. Raymond Moley was a lawyer, political scientist, member of FDR’s “brain trust,” and staunch 
defender of capitalism. Each delivered a prepared ten-minute talk and took questions from the audience of 
1,500. Despite the fact that it aired on only eighteen stations with little advance publicity, the show received 
three thousand letters, only four of which were negative. Among the positive comments, one writer exclaimed 
that “last night you made radio history. My heartiest congratulations on the best radio program I have ever 
heard.” Several praised the “splendid” programming, while another rejoiced to have “an example of this 
freedom of speech which has never been so much talked about and so little praeticed as today.” Yet another 
listener asserted that “if our country is to be rescued from the reactionaries on the one hand, and the radicals on 
the other, none can be of more service than your program....If the people knew of it you would have tens of 
thousands of listeners.*^ Dermy later boasted that “nothing like it had occurred before in radio,” differentiating 
ATMA from other radio discussion programs and forums by the audience’s participation and their ability to
question the speakers directly. 86

After the six trial programs, ATMA became a regular part of NBC’s evening schedule, airing on NBC Blue for 
eight years as a sustaining broadcast. The show was broadcast weekly and Denny produced between twenty- 
four and twenty-nine episodes per season. Responses averaged 1,103 letters a week in the first year, and by the 
late 1930s the show was receiving more than two thousand letters a week.*’ After inheriting ATMA along with 
the rest of the Blue network, ABC solicited commercial support for the broadcast, and the 1944-45 season was 
sponsored by Reader’s Digest. Between 1947 and its demise in 1956, the show was aired as a “cooperative,” 
which meant that local sponsors shared its costs.** The show was televised for two brief periods, between 
October 1948 and June 1949 and for several months in the first half of 1952. Although Denny moderated the 
first TV run, the 1952 shows were moderated by John Daly. In the same year, Denny was replaced on the radio 
broadcasts as well. The show continued on radio for another four years, and the final broadcast occurred on 24 
June 1956.

George Denny was the central figure in planning and executing ATMA from its inception until its last few years 
and his involvement was crucial to the show’s success. He worked with Town Hall’s Radio Forum Division in

^ Goodman, “Programming in the Public Interest,” 45.
Though NBC promised that there would be no censorship, the network did indeed object to one of the proposed speakers, 

communist leader Earl Browder, and he was replaced with Muste, chair of the Workers Party of the United States. Goodman, 
“Prop'amming in the Public Interest,” 49.

86
Overstreet and Overstreet, 7bw« Meeting Comes to Town, 8-12.

’ Denny, “Radio Builds Democracy,” 373.
Goodman, “Programming in the Public Interest,” 49. Goodman notes that during the late 1930s and early 1940s the most 

popular broadcasts received more than four thousand letters per week.
** Ibid., 49-50.
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selecting the speakers, who were always chosen from the top echelons of their fields, and the division director 
handled the logistics of the programs.*® During the show, Denny introduced the speakers, moderated the 
debate, and read the questions from the audience.®® The format remained consistent, with four presenters 
speaking briefly from prepared scripts before taking questions from the audience. Speakers met the morning of 
the broadcast and had the option of spending the afternoon revising their remarks. They were instructed to 
stress their differences in their opening remarks, so that they could summarize the points on which they agreed 
at the end. Audience questions, which were limited to twenty-five words, had to be written and approved by a 
committee to eliminate “personal” remarks.®’ The audience was crucial to the success of the program, and 

Denny allowed them a great deal of freedom. Described [by Denny] as “spectators-hecklers,” audience 
members could be heard cheering, hissing, and/or booing. The unpredictable nature of their reaction added 
drama, a sense of risk, and a certain intimacy, drawing the radio listeners into the moment. By 1936 it was 
possible for radio listeners to call in from throughout the country, which further enhanced the connection 
between the forum and its listening audience.®^ The format for the live question period developed fox ATMA 
has been called a “significant innovation in American broadcasting,” and it clearly reflected Denny’s larger 
intent to “dramatize the power of discussion.”®*

Part ofATMA's success can be attributed to Denny’s skills as a host and moderator. Presumably, his acting 
experience had given him a sense of performance that facilitated his handling of the live event in New York.
He also understood how to make the broadcast an engaging experience for the home listener. He was skillful in 
mediating between guests who were accustomed to deference and unruly audience members and straddling the 
line between education and entertainment. He maintained that “conventional classroom methods cannot be 
used on the air. When the words ‘talk’ or ‘education’ occur in the radio-program listings in the paper, they are 
assiduously avoided by most listeners.”®'’ He relied heavily on reinforcing the ideological associations with the 
New England town hall by using corny effects that were intended to create an historicist atmosphere for the 
home audience, such as ringing a loud bell to open the show and calling out “good evening neighbors, town 
meetin’ tonight.” These associations were further reinforced for members of the live audience, who were seated 
by ushers wearing colonial costumes.®* And although Denny himself didn’t dress like a Puritan, a cartoon 
figure of a man resembling one was used for the show’s promotional brochure.

Mail was steady in volume and generally supportive. Listeners expressed a keen interest in learning as well as 
understanding and appreciating Denny’s goals for the program. For example, one writer appreciated 
“discussion of vital questions at an adult level.” Another called the show “the best thing that has happened to 
my mind in a longer time than I can remember,” and a third professed that “[tjhere has never been a time when 
it was more important for intelligent people to use every means at hand to strengthen democracy.”®® Denny also 
reported receiving mail from all kinds of listening groups, including those formed in schools, colleges, 
churches, and social clubs. He described one group that listened in the back of a drugstore and others that 
gathered in the homes of friends and neighbors.®^ In 1936, researchers found that 50 percent of listeners usually 
continued discussion after the show, and 34 percent reported changing their opinion at least once after listening

Information about the Radio Forum Division from Max Wylie, ed., Best Broadcasts of 1938-39 (New York: Whittlesey House, 
1939), 189.

^ In his duties as director of the league (and then Town Hall, Inc.), Denny also continued to help select lecturers for the league’s 
morning lectures and assist in the management of the concert department.

” Goodman, “Programming in the Public Interest,” 48.
John Dunning, OntheAir: The Encyclopedia of Old-Time Radio (Hev/ York: Oxford University Press, 1998),31.
Goodman, “Programming in the Public Interest,” 48.
Denny, “Radio Builds Democracy,” 376.
R. M. Ely, in Goodman, “Programming in the Public Interest,” 47.
The first two quoted in Overstreet and Overstreet, Town Meeting Comes to Town, 212-13. The third quoted in Goodman, 

“Programming in the Public Interest,” 49.
Denny, “Radio Builds Democracy,” 373-74.
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to a broadcast. In 1938, in response to numerous requests for assistance, Denny initiated the Town Hall 
Advisory Service, organized by Chester D. Snell, which prepared materials for discussion groups. Among these 
materials were advance information about broadcasts, a bibliography, a discussion leader’s handbook, and a 
guide for discussion group members. By 1941, more than one thousand discussion groups had registered with 
Town Hall, and the American Association for Adult Education estimated that more than three thousand groups 
met regularly to listen to and discuss the program.^^ Deimy’s handbook adhered closely to his intent that the 

show should provide information and spark discussion rather than solve problems, and he reminded leaders that 
“judgment should be reserved on many proposals.”*®® As Robert E. Ely phrased \X,ATMA was not an attempt to 
solve problems but to promote a better informed, broader consideration of them.'®'

Although most broadcasts originated from Town Hall, Denny toured with several times. In 1938 he 
presented the show from a series of educational institutions: Harvard, Chautauqua Institution, Northwestern 
University, the University of Denver, and the University of California at Berkeley. And in 1949, the show took 
a world tour, broadcasting from London, Paris, Berlin, Vienna, Rome, Ankara, Tel Aviv, Cairo, Karachi, New 
Delhi, Manila, Tokyo, Honolulu, and Washington. The latter series focused on race relations in America and 
included representatives of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People and The National 
Council of Negro Women. The show’s reach expanded internationally in 1950, ^AaonATMA was broadcast 
over Voice of America, an international broadcasting service funded by the United States government with the 
intention of bringing democracy to totalitarian countries.

Denny, ATMA, and NBC all won numerous accolades for the show. Among them were two awards for best 
radio performance from the Women’s National Radio Committee (before 1938) and an award for best 
educational program of the year from the Ohio Conference on Radio and Education (for the Willkie-Jackson 
discussion, 6 January 1938). The same broadcast was also honored as best public discussion in Max Wylie’s 
Best Broadcasts of1938-38. Wylie judged the broadcast, “How Can Government and Business Work 
Together,” with Robert Jackson and Wendell L. Willkie, as “one of the most effective public discussions ever 
broadcast in this country.”'®^ The Women’s Press Club of New York and the National Federation of Press 
Women awarded a certificate of merit for the “best unbiased discussion on economic, political and international 
problems” (before 1938), and the American Legion Auxiliary awarded a silver plaque for “the program most 
acceptable and worthwhile to the general family audience” (before 1938). The show won the prestigious 
Peabody Award for outstanding educational program twice, in 1943 and 1945, and took a first place in Network 
Public Issues Broadcasts from the Institute for Education by Radio at Ohio State University, lO* American 
Exhibition of Education Radio Programs, in 1946. The show was also cited twice by the National Council of 
Teachers of English, in 1946 and 1947, for its excellence.

In addition, throughout the 1930s and AOs, ATMA received repeated notice in various scholarly journals. Its 
published broadcast transcripts were noted more than fifteen times in the American Economic Review's new 
books feature, which highlighted those relating to economic policy, business, and labor issues. ATMA 
broadcasts were also cited in bibliographies for articles published in the Annals of the American Academy of 
Political and Social Science, the Michigan Law Review, the Yale Law Review, the Virginia Law Review, the 
Public Opinion Quarterly, American Anthropologist, the American Political Science Review, and the Journals 
of Politics. During the same period, the show and/or its published transcripts were also recommended in 
numerous journals for educators, including the Phi Delta Kappan, College English, the English Journal, the

Research was by psychologist Hadley Cantril of Princeton, in 1936. Reported in Goodman, “Programming in the Public 
Interest,” 49.

^ Denny, “Radio Builds Democracy,” 374.
Goodman, “Programming in the Public Interest,” 52.
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102
Ely, Beginning, 46.
Wylie, Best Broadcasts of1938-39, 190.
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Clearing House, Library Quarterly, the Peabody Journal of Education, the Journal of Negro Education, 
History of Education Quarterly, Review of Educational Research, the School Review, the Elementary School 
Journal, and others.

Programs 103

Although ATMA presented a great many diverse programs over its twenty-two year history, the overall content 
of the show’s broadcasts can be generally divided into three periods. The show’s earliest years (1934-1939), 
which coincided with the Great Depression, were marked by the greatest diversity and the greatest willingness 
to explore new ideas. During these years, the show came closest to achieving its goal of promoting free, 
fearless, and open discussion, giving time to advocates of alternative political, social, economic systems, and 
allowing discussion of fundamental social and political questions. Among those who spoke were Earl Browder 
and Clarence Hathaway, representatives of the American Communist Party, and Olivia Rossetti Agresti, who 
defended fascism. Shows from this era that address important political and social issues include: “Personal 
Liberty and the Modem State” (1935); “The Supreme Court and the Constitution” (1936); “What Does 
Democracy Mean?” (1938); “Can Democracies Avoid Dictatorship?”(1937); “Which Way Capitalism- 
Competition or Cooperatives?”; “Can We Solve the Crime Problem?”; “The State and Civil Liberties”; “Does 
Our Tax System Need to Be Revised?” (1937); and “Do We Have a Free Press?” (1939).

The latter (“Do We Have a Free Press?”) was a landmark program in which Harold Ickes, secretary of the 
interior, faced Frank E. Gannett, a well-known newspaper publisher. While Gannett described members of the 
press in heroic language and championed them as courageous, Ickes accused Garmett of specific conflicts of 
interest.In citing examples that the press was beholden to advertisers, Ickes referred to the results of a 1933 
study by Dr. Raymond Pearl of Johns Hopkins University. Dr. Pearl, who was also on the program, is believed 
to have been one of the first scientists to link smoking to a shorter life span. The results of his study had been 
made widely available to every paper in America through the wire services. Ickes claimed that nearly all of the 
major urban papers had suppressed it, a decision that he attributed to pressure from tobacco advertisers.The 
following year, Ickes followed up the debate with a book on the subject {America’s House of Lords, An Inquiry 
into Freedom of the Press), asserting that publishers were men of wealth and power working against the 
interests of the common man.^°® lh.Q ATMA broadcast itself, with an audience of millions, may have been 
among the first public mentions of the potentially deadly effects of tobacco.This program has been cited as 
one ofATMA's stellar offerings and was rebroadcast in 1953 as part of ATMA’s twentieth-anniversary 
celebration.

Guests from this era, one of great uncertainty for the United States, also examined the serious economic and 
social problems the county faced and debated proposed new government policies and the philosophies behind 
them. In 1935, ATMA asked: “Has the New Deal Promoted or Retarded Business Recovery?” The question 
was discussed by Merwin K. Hart of the New York State Economic Council and future Supreme Court Justice

103 The section on programs was drawn in part from the analysis by David Goodman, “Programming in the Public Interest,” 49-
60.

“The Press: Suppression of News,” Time, January 23, 1939, accessed November 16, 2010, http://www.time.coni/time/ 
magazine/article/0,9171,760627,00.html.

105 ujgjj Shame the Devil: The Story of In Fact - Part Two,” adapted from George Seldes, Never Tire of
Broadcasting (n.p.: Lyle Stuart, 1968), accessed November 17, 2010, http://www.brasscheck.com/seldes/infact2.html (site 
discontinued). Note: Seldes apparently undertook a library search and found that no large urban newspaper other than the Washington 
Post had published the story. Pearl disagreed. Seldes discussed the controversy in several articles of In fact.

106 ujjjg Press: Debate Continued,” Time, January 23, 1939, accessed November 17, 2010, http://content.time.com/time/magazine/ 
article/0,9171,762759,00.html.

“Tell the Truth and Shame the Devil.”
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Hugo L. Black. Another 1935 program addressed the question: “Will the Demands of Organized Labor 
Promote Recovery?” This two-part series featured Sidney Hillman, president of the Amalgamated Clothing 
Workers Union, and James A. Emory, general counsel of the National Council of America Manufacturers. 
Hillman has been called one of the greatest labor leaders in American histoij, while his opponent was once 
quoted as saying that labor unions were “more tyrannical than George In 1935, Labor Secretary Frances
Perkins debated journalist George E. Sokolsky over the merits of the newly passed Social Security Act (“Should 
We Plan for Social Security?”). Sokolsky, a strong supporter of the National Association of Manufacturers, 
argued that the New Deal promoted a collectivist agenda. During ihsATMA debate, he told Perkins that liberty 
was not to be “sacrificed for bread alone.” Sokolsky felt that the federal government had overstepped its 
jurisdictional bounds and had used the federally subsidized insurance as a bounty to coerce state governments 
into going along with it. He called the 10 percent tax retained by the federal government a “service charge for 
coercion.”^®^

In a 1936 program, “Will Unionization Promote Industrial Recovery,” Matthew Woll, vice president of the 
American Federation of Labor, appeared opposite Ralph Robey, assistant professor of banking at Columbia 
University and author of Roosevelt V5. Recovery. In 1937, ATMA addressed the controversial topic of health 
care reform (“What System of Medical Care Should We Have?”). In this show. Dr. Arthur C. Christie spoke 
for the AMA, arguing against “the evils of health insurance or state medicine,” while Dr. Gilbert Hague spoke 
in favor of socialized medicine. Three years later, ATMA returned to the topic (“Does America Need 
Compulsory Health Insurance?” 1940). This time Dr. Terry Townsend took the AMA’s position against 
compulsory health insurance, while Charles Edward Winslow, a professor of public health at Yale University, 
strongly endorsed it. Howard claimed that “compulsory health insurance is the mark of decadent medicine 
everywhere it exists.” Winslow declared (to applause) that “while we stand still and quarrel about details...men 
and women and children suffer and die for the lack of the resources of modem medical science.”"® And in 
1938, former New Deal supporter Wendell Willkie and Robert H. Jackson, a prominent advocate for 
Roosevelt’s programs, had a spirited debate on the merits of the New Deal that was later selected as the “best 
public discussion” of 1938 (Max Wylie’s Best Broadcasts of1938-38). At the end of the 1930s, ATMA also 
ventured tentatively into the question of racial equality. A 1939 program featuring Earnest A. Hooton, a 
physical anthropologist at Harvard and Ashley Montagu, a professor of anatomy, asked “Should We Ignore 
Racial Differences?” In the same year, Mary McLeod Bethune, vice president of the NAACP and an important 
influence on civil rights policy during Franklin D. Roosevelt’s administration, appeared on a program entitled 
“What Does American Democracy Mean to Me?” Bethune, the daughter of slaves, spoke eloquently of 
envisioning “mutual respect and understanding between [the] races.”"'

As the situation in Europe deteriorated and the nation edged closer to war and then entered the fighting itself 
(1940-1945), broadcasts were dominated by discussions of international relations. The prelude to war actually 
began in the late 1930s, with programs such as “Can America Remain Neutral?” (1937), “How Should 
Democracies Deal With the Dictatorships?” (1938), and “What are the Real Issues in the War?”(1939). Guests 
for these broadcasts included a variety of journalists, foreign correspondents, and military intelligence experts. 
By the 1940-41 season, twenty-seven of twenty-nine broadcasts were about some aspect of this topic. Many of

108
109

“Assails the Unions, J. A. Emory, at Manufacturers’ Dinner, Charges them with Tyranny,” New York Times, January 29, 1909. 
' Social Security Administration, “Should We Plan for Social Security?” American’s Town Meeting of the Air, Radio 

Broadcast: December 19, 1935, Social Security History, accessed November 17, 2010, http://www.ssa.gov/history/ 
1935radiodebate.html.

John McDonough, “Echoes of 1930s in Health Care Debate: NPR,” August 28, 2009, accessed November 12, 2010, 
http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story  .php?storyId=l 12345150.

“Mary McLeod Bethune (1875-1955), ‘What Does American Democracy Mean to Me'America’s Town Meeting of the Air, 
November 23, 1939, American RadioWorks, “Say it Plain,” accessed November 12, 2010, http://americanradioworks.publicradio.org/ 
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these broadcasts examined the ways in which a democratic nation should respond to a war of aggression outside 
its shores. Specific topics included: “What Are We Preparing to Defend?” (1940); “Is This Our War?”; “How 
Should We Meet Totalitarian Aggression in the Americas?”(1940); “Is A Hitler Defeat Essential to the United 
States?”(1941); “Must America and Japan Clash?”; “Should the President’s National Defense Program Be 
Adopted?” (1940); and “Must We Fight Japan?” In 1941 ATMA spotlighted the heated debate about American 
intervention twice. In April, in a program entitled “Should Our Ships Convey Arms to Britain?,” Ernest W. 
Gibson, national chair of the Committee to Defend America by Aiding the Allies, spoke in favor of the 
convoys, while Sen. C. Wayland Brooks, a decorated World War I veteran, argued passionately against them. 
Only a month late, in May 1941, the similarly titled “Should Our Ships Convoy Materials to England?” featured 
Reinhold Niebuhr, chair of the Union for Democratic Action, who supported the aid, and John Flynn, a founder 
of the America First Committee, who opposed it. In June 2010 a recording of the latter broadcast was chosen 
for inclusion in the National Recording Registry at the Library of Congress.

The debates and the audience reactions during this period were marked by a gradual increase in tension, and 
Denny himself began to fear that “the audience would get completely out of control.”'The most divisive 
conflicts arose between isolationists and interventionists, a disparity that no doubt reflected the divided 
sentiments of the country. People on both sides of the issue were less willing to listen to views that contradicted 
their own and, perhaps even worse, were quick to challenge the patriotism of members of the opposition. It 
may have been the emergence of a serious threat to democracy that made it difficult to maintain objective 
views, which in turn compromised ATMA's ideals for free thinking and open debate. In addition, as some 
listeners gave in to fear and suspicion, their correspondence shamelessly erupted into stereotyping and racism, 
such as the letter from “twelve listeners” from Brooklyn, who wrote that “those noisy Jews, who packed the 
Town Hall Meeting of the Air tonight, spoiled the program for the listening audience.. ..[T]he Jews, by their 
actions, convince the radio listeners that...Hitler is 100% right.”“^ Letters such as these contrasted sharply and 

shockingly with the open embrace of diversity that greeted the show’s earliest broadcasts.

The horrors of war, which were perhaps worse than even imagined beforehand, presented a challenge to the 
champions of open debate, who now questioned whether freedom, even of discussion, was too dangerous. Even 
Denny seemed to rethink his priorities, realizing that one was just as free to be evil as to be good."^ He and 

other idealists wondered whether, with such evil at loose in the world, unity was more important than 
“tolerance, reason and justice.”"^ Some commentators even questioned whether open forums with live 
questions should continue during the war."^ After one broadcast in 1941, Chester S. Williams, director of the 

Federal Forum Project, wrote to Denny that “the live audience encouraged participants to speak ‘according to 
crowd psychology’ and that forums of this kind served the cause of totalitarianism rather than democracy. 
Williams blamed open forums for creating ‘that disgusted state of mind which is ready to embrace a dictator 
rather than carry on with a confusion of tongues’ and concluded that ‘this kind of thing can wreck American 
democracy’.”"

In the immediate aftermath of the war, ATMA presented several programs that focused on issues of international 
importance. Among them was the debate that preceded the Nuremberg war crimes trials, which presented 
society with the question of how to deal with crimes that were so horrible as to be outside the legal system. 
During ATMA's show of February 10, 1944, “How Should the Axis War Criminals be Tried?,” panelists Emil 
Ludwig, Samuel Grafton, and Louis Nizer brought the issue before Americans nearly two years before the trials

Quoted in Goodman, “Programming in the Public Interest,” 51.
Ibid., 53.
Denny raised this issue in a 1943 speech, quoted in Goodman, “Programming in the Public Interest,” 54-55. 
Goochnan, “Programming in the Public Interest,” 54.
Ibid., 51.
Ibid., 53.
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began (in November 1945). And in 1945, a panel consisting of Undersecretary Joseph C. Grew, Sen. Tom 
Connelly of Texas, Harold E. Stassen, chair of the Council for Democracy; Raymond Swing; William Shirer; 
and H. V. Kaltenbom discussed the founding of the United Nations. Some of the participants expressed hope 
that the new organization would serve as a major catalyst to world order and peace.

Although Denny struggled to retain his belief in openness and tolerance, he emerged from the war as a fierce 
opponent of commimism and, ultimately, a less tolerant thinker. Whereas he had once held an vmwavering faith 
in a “public sphere of discussion,” by the mid- 1940s he began to despair that “openness and tolerance...were no 
longer enough in a world of evil....that discussion must be anchored in some innate moral sense.”’** Between 
1946 and Denny’s replacement as host in 1952, the show’s focus turned to the Cold War and the increasingly 
heated debate about the Commimist threat. The notorious anti-communist Sen. Joseph R. McCarthy appeared 
on the program three times. In a 1947 show (“Should the Communist Party Be Outlawed in the United 
States?”), the then little-known McCarthy made one of his first public statements about communism, explaining 
why he thought the party should be baimed; in 1948, McCarthy stated that the U.S. was losing the war against 
communism, linking this to a possible Russian takeover; and in 1950, at his most outspoken, he said that 
American policy was being made by “stooges and dupes of the Kremlin.” In another show in this era, “Who 
Are the Troublemakers in Our Democracy?” (1952), panelists Arnold Foster of the Anti-Defamation League; 
Merle Miller, a writer and war correspondent; and Victor Riesel, a columnist for the New York Mirror, debated 
whether the true troublemakers were members of the Communist Party, the zealots who demonized them, 
perhaps based on racial or religious bigotry, or those who favored the suspension of American civil rights in 
order to stop the Communists.’’^ As David Goodman has pointed out, the need to debate the meaning of 
democracy, within the context of the Cold War, was viewed as less important than the need to spread 
democracy around the world. In response to the threat of communism, democracy was now generally 
understood to be an existing achievement, rather than a work in progress. Denny’s thinking in this era 
paralleled the trajectory of U.S. foreign policy. 120

To its credit, however, ATMA continued to address controversial issues, even when fear and/or intolerance 
tainted the discussion. In an article called “TV and the Popularization of Fear,” J. Fred MacDonald compared 
ATMA favorably with other media shows of the era and noted some of ATMA’s important Cold War programs 
such as “How is Peace with Russia Possible?” (1948); “Can Modem Capitalism Meet the Needs of Modem 
Man?” (1949); and “How Do We Fare in the Cold War?” (1952).’^’

Also among ATMA’s postwar highlights were a number of shows that courageously and honestly addressed 
racial issues. These include: “Are We a Unified People?”; “Let’s Face the Race Question” (1944); “Are We 
Solving America’s Race Problem?” (1945); “Should the Government Guarantee Job Equality for All Races?” 
(1947); “What Can We do to Improve Race and Religious Relationships in America?” (1947); “Should the 
President’s Civil Rights Program Be Adopted?” (1948)”; and “What Should We Do About Race Segregation?” 
(1948).

These programs returned to some of the same spirit of open and honest debate that inspired the show in the 
1930s. One scholar, Barbara Savage, has argued that radio and non-governmental officials led the way in 
addressing racial problems in the United States. T'wo ATMA programs in particular stand out for their unusually 
candid discussions. In 1944, “Let’s Face the Race Question” featured renowned African American poet

Ibid., 54-55.
119 ,“Who Are the Troublemakers in Our Democracy,” America’s Town Meeting of the Air, May 27, 1952, recorded broadcast, 
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Langston Hughes; Carey McWilliams, a white progressive; John Temple Graves, a white southerner; and James 
Shepard, a conservative black president of the North Carolina College for Negroes. During this show, Hughes 
blamed segregation for undermining the “morale of Negro soldiers.” He also spoke bluntly about its causes, 
asserting in part that it concealed a profound fear of intermarriage, and called for a comprehensive federal civil 
rights program. His comments were considerably more daring than radio audiences were used to hearing, a fact 
that Graves reinforced by praying (during the broadcast itself) that “nothing tonight will increase the sum total 
of race hate in America.” Nevertheless, the show was enormously popular, received a high volume of positive 
letters, and was praised by both blacks and whites for its fair and open discussion of a sensitive issue. ^ ^

The following year, in “Are We Solving America’s Race Problem?” (1945), well-known African American 
novelist Richard Wright and Elmer Carter, a black former editor of the National Urban League’s Opportunity, 
took opposing views as to whether the race problem was being solved. They were joined by Irving Ives, a New 
York State assemblyman and Jerry Voorhis, a liberal black congressman from California. Wright delivered an 
attack on racism that was far more direct and aggressive even than that of Hughes. Savage noted that Wright’s 
command of language overpowered the other speakers, as well as the moderator, allowing him to dominate the 
show. He called upon blacks to protest segregation actively, referring to it as a moral duty, and again raised the 
taboo subject of intermarriage. This show shocked listeners, who were highly critical of Wright’s comments 
and especially of his remarks about intermarriage, the discussion of which they described as revolting, 
disgraceful, (deplorable, and appalling. This show has been called one of ATMA's most “controversial and 
tumultuous broadcasts,” and it generated an enormous volume of mail, most of it revealing the anxiety of a 
white population fearful that their long-held conceptions about the relative places of blacks and whites in 
society might be tested.It also demonstrated the rising importance of racial issues in the American 
consciousness. But although many whites took offense at Wright’s remarks, members of the African American 
commimity were pleased. The African American members of the 477*'’ Bombardment Group (the Tuskegee 
Airmen) contacted Wright directly, writing “from all of us, thanks a million.... We do not ask for democracy, 
we demand it.”'^”* Savage observed that African Americans took advantage of opportunities to appear on 

political discussion shows such disATMA to introduce arguments that other political commentators were not yet 
courageous enough to make. However, she concluded, despite the speakers’ blunt appeals and the eloquence of 
their arguments for an end to segregation, this goal was not even “rhetorically acceptable” to most whites in 
1945.'^^ Nevertheless, frank discussions of racial problems on radio “illustrated radio’s enormous potential as a 

medium for cultural and political education,” helped to “expand the concept of Americanness,” and prepared 
the way for the Civil Rights movement.'^®

Some scholars attribute the demise of ATMA to the development of the Cold War, when divergent opinions 
were considered unpatriotic. J. Fred MacDonald described as “the product of an earlier era in 
broadcasting when divergent thought was tolerated as necessary to public debate.” MacDonald credited ATMA 
with continuing its tradition of presenting all sides of controversial issues during its two brief runs on television 
(1948-49; 1952), while other TV shows aimed for a narrow ideological consensus that reflected the “simplified 
emotionalism of the anti-Communist era.” MacDonald concluded fhdXATMA's divergence from the norm 
engendered its rapid and final disappearance from the television.'^’ Likewise, Stephen J. Whitfield also

Barbara Savage, “Radio and the Political Discourse of Racial Equality,” in The Radio Reader: Essays in the Cultural History 
of Radio, eds. Michele Hilmes and Jason Loviglio (New York: Routledge, 2002), 231-32.
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contrasted Depression era radio (such asATMA), which offered a “less constricted political perspective” with 
Cold War era television, where official views were “rarely and insufficiently challenged.” Whitfield credited 
ATMA with bringing its distinctive format to TV, but he noted that the program was dropped in 1952 because 
“the availability of a forum for left-wing opinion might generate unnecessary friction, might even appear 
vaguely unpatriotic when unity against Communism was sought.”*^* Thus, although George Denny’s high 
principles were tested and perhaps even tainted by World War II, the show remained a standard bearer for free 
speech and ideological independence throughout Denny’s association with it.

Comparative Analysis and Critical Assessment

Contemporary critics and subsequent scholars have been consistent in identifying the most influential 
educational and public service shows from period cl930-cl950. Nearly all of the books and articles consulted 
for this nomination have cited the American School of the Air (1930), the University of Chicago Round Table 
(1931), The American Forum of the Air (1934), America’s Town Meeting of the Air (1935), and/or The 
People’s Platform (1938) on their lists of exemplary programs. Among these, the \ia\f-honx American School of 
the Air is most often commended for its early date and contribution to public education. The University of 
Chicago Round Table, ATMA, The American Forum of the Air and The People’s Platform are all cited for their 
efforts to bring substantive issues of national importance before the American people, the high caliber of their 
guests, and their innovative formats. Neither The People's Platform nor University of Chicago Round Table 
had live audiences; however, the Chicago program was among the first national radio discussion programs and 
a pioneer in preparing handouts for further study. Meanwhile, the “dinner table” format made The People’s 
Platform lively and entertaining. In addition, the latter show always included an “average citizen,” which made 
it less predictable and established a more personal connection with the audience. The American Forum of the 
Air, which did take questions from an audience, is said to have been the first public panel discussion; however, 
neither the American Forum nor the Chicago Round Table was broadcast during prime time. In this regard, 
ATMA, an evening show broadcast Thursday at 9:30 p.m., enjoyed a higher profile and had the potential for a 
much larger audience.

Among all of these shows, ATMA excelled in its use of a live audience. Because audience members became 
“on-air participants in the debate,” ATMA succeeded in “bringing the voices of everyday people onto the 
national airwaves arguing important topics of the day.”'^^ In Max Wylie’s assessment oiATMA's 6 January 

1938 show as among the best broadcasts of 1938-39, he noted that “because they know they are to have the 
privilege of questioning the guest speakers [audience members] have a feeling of direct personal participation in 
the program.”*^® As one reporter noted, “questions for the audience are generally regarded as the high point of 

the discussion hour, and not only the punch but the program’s meaning would be lost if the audience were 
curbed.”'^*

From the show’s inception, critics acknowledged that Denny had tapped into a deeply felt need among 
Americans. After the show’s first broadcast in 1935, the New York Times observed that “what the listener 
apparently likes about Town Hall is that freedom of speech is the guiding principle...Town Hall [is] a ‘safety 
valve’ for interesting debate and discussion.”Academics also quickly realized the show’s educational 
potential. By 1939 radio, as a medium of communication, had received support from the New York State Board
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of Regents, and educators recommended as “a stimulating demonstration of the democratic process.” 
Teachers also praised y47M4 and its contemporaries for their exploration of important issues, noting that “[the] 
objective of English teachers is that of developing a purposeful interest in current social problems....Radio 
experiences, too, can result in giving us social understandings. We can encourage students to listen to such 
programs as the University of Chicago Round Table, The People’s Platform, America’s Town Meeting of the 
Air [and] we can organize our own classes into ‘town meetings’ around significant social problems.”' '' The 
show remained highly regarded by educators, as “thousands of teachers have, in the past six years, made use of 
‘America’s Town Meeting of the Air’ in their classes....‘America’s Town Meeting of the Air’ represents such a 
significant contribution to the strengthening and improvement of American democracy that no school can afford 
to fail to introduce its students to the program.”

The show continued to be highly regarded by critics, including one who called it a “national institution.”'^^ 
Another noted that “millions of Americans fmdATMA stimulating, interesting, and informative.”'^And a third 
saluted the show’s intentions, stating that “Denny is certain that a democratic government will want the people 
to get all the information they need on subjects that are not military history.. .and sees the nation’s thirst for 
unbiased and well-rounded information, plus an instinctive sense of fairness, as a deep rooted American 
trait.”'^* The show’s testament to free speech remained strong even during the 1940s, as the sum of its ideals 
were tested. One period critic noted that “Town Meeting owes it success to the fact that Americans enjoy free 
speech...George Denny [has] applied modem science to an institution older than the nation and turned every 
home into a potential town hall.”'^^ More than a decade later, after Denny’s death. Town Hall was hailed as his 
greatest achievement. His obituary recalled that “in its heyday, America’s Town Meeting of the Air was 
estimated to have more than ten million listeners through more than 170 radio stations” and noted that the 
programs “pioneered in audience participation.”''^" A more contemporary critic called “the most famous
civic education program of the 1930s” and argued that its attempt to recreate the tradition of self-government 
became “symbolic of the ways in which democracy might fight back against totalitarianism.”''"

In the introduction to his article “Programming in the Public Interest,” radio historian David Goodman provided 
a succinct assessment of the significance ofATMA:

ATMA was the jewel in the crown of NBC’s public service programming, an oft-cited piece of evidence 
that the network was responsible and civic minded and already carrying out the public service work of a 
national broadcaster....[Radio] stimulated new hopes for American democracy, the prospect of 
historically novel levels of democratic awareness and activism in citizens. The history of ATMA 
reminds us of the civic ambition of the golden age of network radio.

Goodman concluded the article by praising ATMA as:
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one of NBC’s more significant public service programs. It was for NBC in its heyday a great success 
story - a program that both presented and provoked national debate. It provided a practical 
demonstration of a new kind of radio public sphere, one that was both constrained and enabled by the 
network’s commercial basis.

Michele Hilmes, expert and the author of several books on the history of radio and television, has written an 
assessment oiATMA's significance. Hilmes observed that ^TjVM’s programming was “more inclusive and 
adventurous” than that of similar programs and that it made an effort “to portray and debate all aspects of 
American life through the contentious years of the Depression, New Deal, and the interventionist debates 
preceding World War II.” She also noted that ATMA directly inspired other public affairs programs, such as 
The People’s Platform and Freedom Forum, a BBC production that significantly influenced public affairs 
programming in Britain. 144

According to Hilmes, “the Town Hall venue itself was key to the show’s appeal and success.” In ATMA is 
truly exceptional. No other radio show became so closely identified with its broadcast location. Vox ATMA, the 
association between venue and program went far deeper than simply the site of the broadcast. ATMA was the 
culmination of a thirty-year commitment to public education that began when six women founded the League 
for Political Education in 1894 and continued with the construction and use of Town Hall in the 1920s and early 
1930s. ATMA carried the goals of the league into the modem age of electronic communication, extending the 
opportunity for Americans to become better citizens from Manhattan to the entire country. Remarkably, Town 
Hall’s original program was not overshadowed by the radio broadcast; rather, the organization continued to host 
public lectures, educational forums, and classes concurrently with the development and success of ATMA.

Town Hall is significant not just as the location for a significant event, but as a physical embodiment of the 
event itself Although the building was constructed before ATMA was conceived, the ideals embodied in its 
original design and program are inextricably linked to those of the radio show. The intent of Town Hall’s 
builders to erect a “town hall” in the heart of a metropolis prefigured George Denny’s intent to establish a 
virtual town hall for an immense country. The producers of ATMA went out of their way to reinforce the 
show’s association with the building’s symbolism, heralding each broadcast with an announcement that it came 
from “historic Town Hall in New York City.”*"*^ The space from which the program originated, an intimate 
auditorium designed to provide each attendee a seat of equal value, excellent sight lines, and superb acoustics, 
also enhanced the goals of ATMA's creators to bring everyone into the discussion. After nearly a century of 
use, the space in which the Town Hall lectures were given and ATMA's meetings were held retains virtually 
complete integrity, thus preserving an outstanding association with the important events that took place there.

Ibid., 58.
Hilmes, “Evaluation of Significance.”
Goodman, “Programming in the Public Interest,” 47.
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1. NAME OF PROPERTY

Historic Name: The Town Hall

Other Name/Site Number:

2. LOCATION

Street & Number: 123 West 43’’'’ Street 

City/Town: New York

State: New York County: New York Code: 061

Not for publication: 

Vicinity: 

Zip Code: 10036

3. CLASSIFICATION

Ownership of Property 
Private: X
Public-Local: __
Public-State: __
Public-Federal:

Number of Resources within Property 
Contributing 

1

1

Category of Property 
Building(s): 2^
District: __
Site: __
Structure: __
Object: __

Noncontributing
____buildings

sites
, structures 
, objects 
Total

Number of Contributing Resources Previously Listed in the National Register: 1 

Name of Related Multiple Property Listing: N/A
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4. STATE/FEDERAL AGENCY CERTIFICATION

As the designated authority under the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966, as amended, I hereby certify
that this____nomination____ request for determination of eligibility meets the documentation standards for
registering properties in the National Register of Historic Places and meets the procedural and professional
requirements set forth in 36 CFR Part 60. In my opinion, the property____meets____ does not meet the
National Register Criteria.

Signature of Certifying Official Date

State or Federal Agency and Bureau

In my opinion, the property____meets____ does not meet the National Register criteria.

Signature of Commenting or Other Official Date

State or Federal Agency and Bureau

5. NATIONAL PARK SERVICE CERTIFICATION

I hereby certify that this property is:

Entered in the National Register 
Determined eligible for the National Register 
Determined not eligible for the National Register 
Removed from the National Register 
Other (explain): __________________________

Signature of Keeper Date of Action
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6. FUNCTION OR USE

Historic: RECREATION AND CULTURE; SOCIAL Sub: auditorium; clubhouse 

Current: RECREATION AND CULTURE; EDUCATION Sub: auditorium; school

7. DESCRIPTION

Architectural Classification: Classical Revival 

Materials:
Foundation: concrete 
Walls: brick 
Roof: tar paper 
Other: stone
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Statement of Significance

Town Hall is nationally significant under NHL Criterion 1 for its association with the history of American 
public affairs radio broadcasting. From this site, America’s Town Meeting of the Air (ATMA), called “the most 
famous civic education program of the 1930s,” originated and was broadcast between 1935 and 1956.' The 
development of radio, with its potential to reach citizens in their homes, was an exceptionally important event in 
American culture, and many believed it held the promise of democratizing cultural exchange. Among 
numerous radio programs conceived in this spirit, ATMA was extraordinarily successful. Conceived to promote 
the free, fearless debate and open discussion of public issues, the show unflinchingly brought differing opinions 
over a wide range of controversial topics before the American public. More than simply the location of the 
show. Town Hall was an important component of the broadcast itself, drawing on its own long association with 
public education and historic imagery familiar to all Americans. Town Hall has exceptional value in 
representing the history of ATMA, an important program in the radio era and a social phenomenon of immense 
importance in shaping and giving voice to American culture.

Describe Present and Historic Physical Appearance.

Town Hall is located on the north side of West 43'^‘* Street in mid-town Manhattan, occupying a mid-block 
location between 6* Avenue and Broadway in New York’s theater district. The building is sited close to the 
street between a narrow four-story, late nineteenth-century, mixed-use building to the west, and a tall, 
multi-story c. 1970s office building to the east. Immediately across the street is a contemporary parking garage. 
The building to the west, once owned by the Town Hall predates the nominated building, and was known as the 
annex and was used for office space. The building is now under separate ownership; however. Town Hall 
retains the use of space on one floor, which is accessible by a wall opening in the mezzanine. Other than this 
one access point, the buildings are totally separate structurally and mechanically. The former annex is not 
included in the nomination. Although newer buildings have been constructed east and south of Town Hall, the 
street itself, with its mix of nineteenth- and twentieth-century buildings, some of which are used as theaters, 
presents an appropriate setting for the resource. Today, the auditorium survives with near perfect integrity to 
the period of significance, preserving an outstanding association with the important events that took place here.

Exterior

The Town Hall is four stories tall and nine bays wide. It is constructed of brick laid up in Flemish bond and 
trimmed with limestone. On the west, the fa9ade is flush with the adjacent building, while on the east, the 
fagade treatment wraps around the comer of the building which was originally exposed. Because the 
contemporary building to the east has a deep setback, a portion of the east wall of Town Hall, built of common 
brick and originally concealed, is now visible. The rear elevation abuts a building on West 44**’ Street and 

cannot be seen.

The Town Hall fa?ade is divided into three primary sections separated by limestone belt courses with Greek key 
moldings and topped with a limestone frieze, comice, and balustrade. The lowest level takes in the building’s 
entrances and mezzanine. This section is characterized by a seven-bay arcade of two-story limestone fluted 
arches with keystones flanked by undecorated end bays. Each arch contains double-entrance doors, glass within 
wood frames, surmounted by transoms with decorative multi-pane glazing. Because the building site slopes 
slightly to the east, the entrances are approached by either one or two limestone steps from the sidewalk. Each

‘ Douglas B. Craig, Fireside Politics: Radio and Popular Culture in the United States, 1920-1940 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 2000), 25. Note: although the program was broadcast until 1956, the period of significance ends at 1952, as 
explained in the narrative that follows.
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entrance is surmounted by a limestone panel. Above the impost blocks, each arch is filled with a recessed 
tripartite window grouping which lights the mezzanine. Three deep iron and glass canopies, which are 
suspended from large iron rods, extend over the sidewalk to provide shelter for each of the end entrances and 
the three in the center; the two intervening entrances are without canopies. The underside of each canopy is 
outlined by rows of light bulbs, which are concealed by a continuous row of opaque glass shades. The arch at 
the east end is the box office entrance; the five in the center mark the theater entrances, and that on the west 
provides access to the upper floors. Flanking the arcade, each of the end bays has double metal equipment 
doors recessed within rectangular openings with splayed brick lintels. These doors provide access to long 
narrow corridors that lead to the backstage areas. Each set of doors is surmounted by a single window with 
double-hung multi-pane wood sash.

Most of the middle section of the fa?ade, which fronts the theater space, is wdthout openings. The central 
feature is a large, rectangular limestone plaque within a molded surround. The plaque is engraved: “The Town 
Hall Founded by the League for Political Education, 1894-1920. Ye Shall Know the Truth and the Truth Shall 
Make You Free.” The plaque is flanked by two double-height niches within limestone enframements. Their 
round arches with keystones mimic those of the arcade below. Above the plaque and niches, a row of 
double-hung, six-over-six wood sash windows with brick surroimds and limestone sills denotes offices.

The upper section is characterized by a row of large, double-hung, six-over-six wood sash windows vvith brick 
and limestone enframements. Each window has an iron grille across the bottom and a limestone lintel with 
keystone. Windows are separated by recessed brick panels with diamond-shaped limestone lozenges in their 
centers. The row of windows is flanked by larger recessed panels, each with a recessed circular window at its 
center. The frieze is a limestone band with incised Adamesque decoration. This is surmounted by a row of 
dentil moldings and a projecting limestone balustrade.

Plan and Secondary Spaces

The interior plan was designed to accommodate the theater and its associated spaces on the lower floors and 
club facilities above. The large, semi-circular theater fills a double-height space at the center of the building; 
lobbies, a box office, elevator bays, stairways, backstage areas, and dressing rooms surroimd it. Long narrow 
corridors along each outer wall of the building connect the backstage area with the street. Five sets of doors 
provide access to the narrow, ground level lobby, which features terrazzo floors, classical pilasters, and a 
paneled ceiling. Although the lobby is generally rectangular in shape, its inside wall follows the slightly curved 
rear wall of the theater. Centered in this wall is the main entrance to the theater, a tripartite grouping of double 
doors flanked by marble, engaged Ionic columns, pairs of windows, and Doric pilasters. The entrance is 
flanked by two broad, sweeping marble stairways with slender, wrought-iron classical balusters and walnut 
hand railings. Additional entrances to the theater are located beneath each set of stairs and are accessed through 
low, arched hallways. Double sets of multi-pane glass doors at each end of the lobby provide access to the 
small, square box office on the east and to the short hallway and block of elevators to the upper floors on the 
west. The two stairways lead to the mezzanine, which is essentially a narrow, curving hallway featuring 
entrances to the loge and balcony, stairs to the upper level of the balcony, restrooms, and a small center lounge.

Theater

The theater is a large, semicircular space without intervening structural members. There are two levels of 
seating, a main floor and a cantilevered balcony with loge. The stage is relatively shallow; however, its outside 
edge is curved so that it projects slightly into the auditorium. Walls are marble on the lowest level and 
rusticated artificial stone above. Comers are marked by fluted, gilded pilasters with Composite capitals. The
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Stage is set within a semi-elliptical proscenium arch decorated with Greek key moldings and a foliate keystone 
and supported on pilasters with Renaissance-inspired ornament and Composite capitals. The comice is 
supported on tapered modillions with guttae and features gilded acanthus leaves. The coffered ceiling is 
outlined by Greek key and guilloche moldings and marked by a large central medallion with delicate, gilded 
Adamesque decoration. A large ornamental light fixture hangs from the medallion, and similar but smaller 
fixtures are found throughout the auditorium. Two recesses on each side wall are marked by arches that mirror 
the proscenium. The most decorative features are the large, round-arched organ screens flanking the stage.
Each arch rests on a narrow shelf supported by scrolled brackets and decorated with foliate ornament. The 
arches contain pedimented tripartite screens surmounted by garlands and swags. Although the organ has been 
removed, the current trompe I’oeil design replicates the original pipes. Below each arch is a large rectangular 
marble panel. The exterior wall of the balcony is a curved, decorative wrought-iron screen. Original seating 
survives except in the loge, where original wicker chairs have been replaced with theater seats. The original 
projection booth also survives; this simple box is decorated with fluted pilasters.

Club

Former club rooms are located on the second, third, and fourth floors and are accessed from the small elevator 
hall west of the entrance lobby. As originally designed, the second and third floors featured offices, a library, a 
lounge, a bar, and dining rooms. The fourth floor included a kitchen, food storage space, and locker rooms for 
employees. The plan of the upper floors was compromised when these spaces were adapted for later uses; 
however, many of the original finishes and decorative details survive and are identical to others seen throughout 
the building. These include plaster walls and ceilings, a wrought-iron stair with slender balusters like that in the 
lobby; large, square paneled piers with Doric capitals; and Neoclassical moldings and trim. The integrity of the 
upper floors is not essential to the significance documented in this nomination.

!■

!i;..
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8. STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

Certifying official has considered the significance of this property in relation to other properties; 
Nationally:JL Statewide:_ Locally;

Applicable National 
Register Criteria:

Criteria Considerations 
(Exceptions):

NHL Criteria:

NHL Theme(s):

Areas of Significance: 

Period(s) of Significance: 

Significant Dates; 

Significant Person(s); 

Cultural Affiliation:

Architect/Builder:

Historic Contexts;

AX B CX D

A_B_C_D_E_F_G

1

III. Expressing Cultural Values
1. Educational and Intellectual Currents 
4. Mass Media

Communication, Education, Social History, and Politics/Govemment 

1935-1952

1935

Teunis J. van der Bent of McKim, Mead and White: building exterior, lobby, and 
theater; Louis E. Jallade: upper floor interiors

XV. Communication 
D. Radio

,-.J5

■Ml
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State Significance of Property, and Justify Criteria, Criteria Considerations, and Areas and Periods of 
Significance Noted Above.

SUMMARY STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

Town Hall is nationally significant under NHL Criterion 1 for its association with the history of American 
public affairs radio broadcasting. From this site, America’s Town Meeting of the Air (ATMA), called “the most 
famous civic education program of the 1930s,” originated and was broadcast between 1935 and 1956.^ The 
development of radio, with its potential to reach citizens in their homes, was an exceptionally important event in 
American culture, and many believed it held the promise of democratizing cultural exchange. Among 
numerous radio programs conceived in this spirit, ATMA was extraordinarily successful. Conceived to promote 
the free, fearless debate and open discussion of public issues, the show unflinchingly brought differing opinions 
over a wide range of controversial topics before the American public. More than simply the location of the 
show. Town Hall was an important component of the broadcast itself, drawing on its own long association with 
public education and historic imagery familiar to all Americans. Town Hall has exceptional value in 
representing the history of ATMA, an important program in the radio era and a social phenomenon of immense 
importance in shaping and giving voice to American culture.

SUMMARY 0¥ AMERICA’S TOWN MEETING OF THE AIR

The development of radio broadcasting was immensely important in the cultural history of the United States. In 
the decades before World War I, westward expansion, the growth of cities and an influx of immigrants led 
American culture to become more diverse. Within this diffuse culture, providing opportunities for civic 
education became more difficult. For many, the development of radio, revolutionary in its ability to reach an 
immense, scattered, and varied audience, held the promise of democratizing cultural exchange by virtue of its 
ability to reach people in their own homes. Radio could, it was believed, strengthen social connections among 
all Americans, eradicate hierarchies created by location, class, income, access to education, and other social and 
environmental factors, and create a better informed electorate. These goals motivated some of the earliest radio 
broadcasters, many of whom were associated with nonprofit and educational institutions. However, early 
efforts to win government sponsorship for the new medium failed, and as radio became increasingly popular, 
the 1920s and 30s were marked by continued tensions between public service and economic interests.
Bolstered by the Radio Act of 1927, which created the Federal Radio Commission (FRC), radio broadcasting 
evolved from a decentralized network of amateur operators into a corporate enterprise based on commercial 
sponsorship. As content was increasingly developed and controlled by commercial sponsors and advertising 
agencies, nonprofit broadcasters were marginalized, and the educational programming that had dominated early 
broadcasts gradually faded from the airwaves.

In the early 1930s, as debate intensified over a successor to the 1927 law, broadcast reformers began an active 
campaign to restore radio to the public domain by advocating legislation to preserve a percentage of chaimels 
for non-commercial broadcasting. It was in this period that commercial networks, eager to demonstrate their 
commitment to education and avoid the loss of revenue-producing channels, undertook an ambitious agenda of 
public broadcasting, increasing the number of shows developed and produced by the networks themselves and 
donating free airtime and production support to nonprofit and educational groups. The period between 1930 
and 1938 witnessed some of the most prestigious and ambitious experiments in public service broadcasting of 
the era, as networks introduced numerous programs designed to combine civic enrichment with entertainment. 
Shows such as American School of the Air (1930), University of Chicago Round Table (1931), The American

^ Craig, Fireside Politics, 25. Note: although the program was broadcast until 1956, the period of significance ends at 1952, as 
explained in the narrative that follows.
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Forum of the Air (1934), America’s Town Meeting of the Air (1935), and The People's Platform (1938) were 
touted for their efforts to bring substantive issues of national importance before the American people, for the 
high caliber of their guests, and for their innovative formats.

George V. Deimy Jr. of the League for Political Education created America’s Town Meeting of the Air (ATMA) 
for the National Broadcasting Company (NBC) in 1934. The league was founded in 1894 to provide an 
opportunity for citizens to acquire civic education. By the 1930s, it boasted a thirty-year commitment to public 
education built on its sponsorship of hundreds of lectures and classes on the philosophy and details of 
democratic government. In 1921 the league built its first permanent headquarters. Town Hall, on West 43'^** 
Street in New York’s theater district. Designed by McKim, Mead and White, Town Hall was specifically 
intended to be a community center for the city, a place where citizens could gather to discuss common interests 
and general welfare. During his long tenure at the league (1930-1952), Denny embraced and advanced civic 
education, continuing to sponsor a full program of lectures and classes at Town Hall as well as creating and 
hosting the radio show. Denny conceived yl7M4 to promote the free, fearless, and open discussion of public 
issues, and he took advantage of radio to bring these debates into the homes of Americans across the country. 
Each show featured brief presentations on important social and/or political issues by four speakers of opposing 
views, followed by a question and answer session with the live auclience.

ATMA was one of the first radio shows to incorporate a live audience, and its participation was crucial to the 
show’s success. The audience brought the voices of everyday people onto the airwaves to discuss issues of vital 
concern to the American public. Denny allowed audience members a great deal of freedom to engage with the 
presenters, and the unpredictable nature of their responses added both drama and intimacy, making the show 
livelier for the radio audience while also creating a sense of connection with the individual listener.

Throughout its twenty-two-year history, ATMA addressed a wide range of controversial topics, including civil 
liberties, totalitarianism, war, isolationism, interventionism, communism, and racism. Rather than attempt to 
solve problems, .4 aimed to promote a broader and more informed consideration of them. In this, ATMA 
embraced some of the goals of the early twentieth-century forum movement, popularized by educators who 
provided Americans with a refresher course in democratic values designed to help them hone the tools that were 
needed to work toward the public welfare. These goals became especially important during the 1930s, as the 
threat of totalitarianism and impending war motivated educators to bolster citizen involvement in the difficult 
decisions facing the nation regarding American involvement in European affairs. ATMA, which drew its 
speakers from the highest echelons, was widely recognized in its own time. It was immensely popular, received 
a high volume of letters, and was among the few public affairs shows to be broadcast in primetime. It was 
highly regarded by critics and won numerous awards, including two prestigious Peabody Awards for excellence 
in broadcasting.^ In addition, its programs were frequently referenced in scholarly journals and widely 

recommended by American educators. Contemporary scholars of radio history consistently mention zITMf as 
among the most influential and educational public service shows of the 1930s to 1950s.

As the site of ATMA’s broadcast. Town Hall is outstandingly associated with the history of radio during its 
heyday (c.l930-c.l951). Beyond hosting this show. Town Hall was an important component of the broadcast 
itself ATMANS venue was key to its success. No other show became so closely identified with the location of 
its broadcasts. An announcer opened each ATMA broadcast by declaring “Live from historic Town Hall,” and 
the show drew upon Americans’ deep symbolic associations with the New England town meeting as one of the 
highest exemplars of the virtues of public discussion and direct democracy. Further, the radio show emanated 
from a building that had been specifically built to foster public education and democracy. ATMA was the

^ The Peabody Award is an international award for excellence in radio and television broadcasting sponsored by the National 
Association of Broadcasters and administered by the Grady College of Journalism and Mass Communication, University of Georgia.
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culmination of the League for Political Education’s decades-long commitment to bolstering these ideals, 
carrying the league’s late nineteenth-century ambitions into the modem age of electronic communication and 
extending its reach from Manhattan to the nation. The league’s creation of a town hall building in the nation’s 
largest city had a direct parallel to Denny’s goal to establish a virtual town hall of the airwaves. The design of 
Town Hall’s auditorium, with its clear sight lines and excellent acoustics, ensured that everyone could be 
included in the discussion. The period of significance (1935-1952) encompasses the era of ATMA's greatest 
importance. This coincides with the period in which Denny, who conceived, developed, and hosted the 
program, was associated with it. Denny was replaced as host in 1952 and the radio show gradually faded in 
importance until it was cancelled in 1956.

HISTORY AND CONTEXTS

League for Political Education

In 1894, delegates to New York’s constitutional convention defeated a proposal to grant women the right to 
vote. In the ensuing months, a group of six prominent New York women cited women’s general lack of 
political education as instmmental in the defeat and they resolved to provide an opportunity for both women 
and men to acquire a more sophisticated understanding of political, cultural, and civic issues. On 16 November 
1894, the League for Political Education was founded at the home of Eleanor Butler Sanders. Among its six 
founding members were Catherine A. B. Abbee, who also founded the City History Club; Lucia Gilbert Runkle, 
the first American woman to write for the editorial page of a major American newspaper; Adele M. Fielde, a 
former missionary; Lee Wood Haggin; and Mary Putnam Jacobi, a physician and outspoken advocate for 
women’s rights. Within months of its establishment, the league had attracted nearly fifty members. The new 
organization quickly initiated a broad program of lectures on diverse topics, including literature and art, science 
and philosophy, and citizenship and public affairs. Professor Franklin H. Giddings presented the first lecture, 
“Some Duties of the Citizen,” in January 1895.By 1899 the club boasted six hundred members, and it was 
incorporated in 1904. Although lectures were open to both women and men, the first programs were held in the 
mornings and drew mostly women. That changed in 1907, after the Economic Club of New York, an outgrowth 
of the league, was organized by Robert Ely and J. W. Beatson. The new club was founded to “aid in the 
creation and expression of an enlightened public opinion on the important economic and social questions of the 
day.”^ The club, which counted a number of prominent men among its members, held its meetings in the 
evening and was responsible for significantly expanding the league’s constituency. A third organization, the 
Civic Forum, also became a part of the league’s extended family. The Civic Forum, also formed in 1907, aimed 
to “promote a finer national life and a better understanding of the peoples of other countries.”^

Although the League for Political Education came into being through the vision of its founding female 
members, a number of prominent men assumed important roles in its early growth and development. Among 
the most influential were Elgin R. L. Gould, founder of the City and Suburban Homes Company, who served as 
chair of the board after 1905, and John Graham Brooks, a professor of economics at Harvard, who drew large 
audiences with his early lectures. Robert Erskine Ely (1861-1948), also of Harvard, who was invited to give a 
series of lectures in 1899, was of seminal importance in the league’s history. After a brief stint as part-time 
director, Ely became the league’s executive director in 1901 and served in that position until he retired in 1937. 
Under his leadership Town Hall was constructed and its auspicious programs of lectures and musical events 
were developed. Following Ely’s retirement, George V. Denny Jr. became director. Denny had joined the staff

* Some sources cite the first lecture as “Some Duties of Citizenship.”
* “Times Square to have a Million-Dollar Town Hall,” New York hmes, 21 April 1919. 
®Ibid.
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in 1931 and in 1934 was responsible for the development ofATMA, and he remained host of the show until 
1952.

The league’s earliest meetings, including its very first lecture, were held at the home of Eleanor B. Sanders. 
However, as early as December 1894, the organization rented a room in the Berkeley-Lyceum building (23 
West 44* Street) for club business meetings and classes, and held lectures in the building’s theater. As 

membership and attendance increased, the league began to rent larger venues for its lectures, which, in addition 
to the Berkeley-Lyceum Theatre, were held in Aeolian Hall, the Engineering Society Building, the Cort 
Theatre, the Park Theatre, the Hudson Theatre, and Carnegie Hall. Additional classes were held in the Ladies 
Athletic Club. By 1911, the growth in league membership and the success of its programs led the organization 
to acquire a home of its ovm. A $1,000 donation by Anna Blaksley Bliss (1850-1935) in 1912 (followed by a 
more substantial donation the following year) initiated the building program, and a group of the league’s 
directors formed the Societies Realty Company to make the real estate transactions. In 1914 the New York 
Times reported that the league had an option on a site on the south side of West 49* Street and was planning to 
erect a twelve-story building. The building would house the society, the Economic Club and the Civic Forum, 
and, in addition to a hall and offices, the building would boast a gymnasium, swimming pool, baths, and a roof 
garden.’ The building had already been designed by the architect of City and Suburban Homes; this was 
presumably James E. Ware, who had designed the latter complex between 1898 and 1905. No building permit 
was filed for a Ware design, and in 1917 the real estate committee purchased a different site, a 125’ x 100’ 
parcel on the north side of West 43* Street on Times Square, for $425,000. This time, news reports announced 
that plans for a four-story building had been prepared by McKim, Mead and White and that the building would 
house an auditorium and office space.*

The building parcel was located in a changing neighborhood. Times Square’s rapid development as New 
York’s theater district began around the turn of the twentieth century. For most of the nineteenth century, 
theaters had been located in a mixed neighborhood on lower Broadway. But as the city expanded northward, 
new forms of transportation, such as the Third and Sixth Avenue elevated railways and the New York subway 
system, as well as the opening of Grand Central Depot nearby, made the area a desirable place to locate 
attractions intended to draw visitors from the city and beyond. As early as the 1890s, construction of new 
playhouses and theaters began in what was then known as Long Acre Square (renamed Times Square in 1904 
following completion of the New York Times Building). Businesses associated with the entertainment industry 
also began to locate in the area. These included rehearsal halls, offices of agents and producers, and businesses 
that were involved with providing costumes, lighting, and make up. Finally, a number of boarding houses, 
offering homes to aspiring actors, dotted the neighborhood. Between 1900 and 1920, a total of forty-three new 
theaters were built in the mid-town area, mostly on the side streets east and west of Broadway. By the onset of 
the Depression in 1929, an additional thirty playhouses had been built, and the theater district was generally 
defined as the area between 39* Street and Columbus Circle and Sixth and Eighth Avenues.^ On West 43^** 

Street, the parcel acquired for Town Hall was directly across from Henry Miller’s Theater (recently renamed the 
Stephen Sondheim Theatre); this new building was designed by Allen, Ingalls, and Hoffman in 1917-1918. The 
New York Times noted that the site for Town Hall had been selected both because it was in the heart of the fast 
growing city center and because of its proximity to major transportation systems.’®

’ “Societies to Put Up a 12-Story Building,” New York Times, 26 February 1914.
* “Times Square to have a Million-Dollar Town Hall.” It is not known what prevented the society from purchasing the West 49* 
Street site or what became of the plans said to have been prepared by James E. Ware.
’ Information about the history of New York’s theater district largely drawn from Margaret Knapp, “Henry Miller Theater Landmarks 
Preservation Commission Designation Report,” New York City Landmarks Preservation Commission, LP-1357, 1987.

“Times Square to have a Million-Dollar Town Hall.”
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In July 1919, contractor Russell B. Smith began demolition of the rowhouses that occupied the site, and 
construction commenced on 10 October 1919. In January 1920, Colonel Theodore Roosevelt Jr. laid the 
cornerstone on behalf of his wife, Eleanor Butler Alexander, niece and namesake of the late Eleanor Butler 
Saunders, the club’s first president.'^ Construction was completed during the following year and the building 
opened on 12 January 1921. The initial cost of the land and building was $1,350,000. Although the program 
for the four-story structure constructed in 1921 was considerably scaled down from that described in the 1914 
article, the first building campaign raised only enough money to complete the exterior of the building, the 
auditorium, and the lobby. However, another gift from Anna Blaksley Bliss ($500,000) in 1922 spurred a new 
subscription drive, which secured the funds necessary to complete the upper floor interiors and eliminate the 
building’s $600,000 mortgage. More than four thousand people donated to the construction of the building, and 
the league, which boasted six thousand members in 1921, prided itself in being historically “free from political 
influence.”'^ An important factor in ensuring the success of the endeavor was the plan’s evolution from a hall 
for the League for Political Education to a building called “Town Hall,” which was defined as a community 
center for the city of New York, a venue for “public meetings of all kinds related to the general welfare [where 
citizens may gather] to discuss their common interests.” Like the league. Town Hall was dedicated to a 
“constructive educational purpose.”'^ However, the expanded definition of the league’s fellowship to the city 
itself broadened its base, brought additional subscribers, and made its long-held aspiration feasible.*'*

In addition to the meeting hall itself, the building housed the offices of the League for Political Education, the 
Economic Club, and the Civic Forum.*^ In 1925, after completion of the building’s interior, the new Town Hall 
Club became the fourth tenant, occupying space on the top two floors. The Town Hall Club was founded on the 
premise that “sociability promotes acquaintance and mutual understanding” and prided itself on its egalitarian 
principles.*® Dedicated to promoting “a finer public spirit and a better social order” through the 
interrelationship of social and educational programs, the club was progressive in admitting both men and 
women to full membership.*^

Construction History*^

By the time McKim, Mead and White received the commission for Town Hall, founding members Stanford 
White (1853-1906) and Charles F. McKim (1847-1909) were dead, and William R. Mead (1846-1928) had 
withdrawn from active practice. In their stead, a younger group of designers, led by four new partners, William 
M. Kendall, William S. Richardson, Burt L. Fenner, and Teunis J. van der Bent, was producing the firm’s 
designs. Teunis J. van der Bent (1863-1936) emigrated to the United States from the Netherlands, where he had 
studied at the University of Delft. In 1887, at the age of twenty-four, he secured work as a draftsman at 
McKim, Mead and White, where he worked on such projects as the Hotel Pennsylvania, the Pennsylvania 
Terminal Station, several buildings at Columbia University, additions to the Metropolitan Museum, and Cornell 
University Medical School. In 1909, van der Bent became a partner in the firm, and in 1928 he succeeded 
Mead as head of its office of business management. Records indicate that van der Bent was responsible for the 
design of Town Hall, a restrained, yet dignified example of the Georgian Revival style that evoked associations 
with the building’s civic purpose and the architecture of early America.

" Mrs. Roosevelt was unable to attend the ceremony due to illness.
Robert Erskine Ely, A Beginning (New York: Town Hall, 1944), 33.
“The Town Hall,” Program of the Opening Ceremonies, 1921,2.

'■* Ely, A Beginning, 30.
All of its occupants, including the League for Political Education, were expected to pay rent until the hall was debt free.
Ely, A Beginning, 36.
“New Civic Club Planned; Being Organized by the League for Political Education,” New York Times, 24 February 1918.

'* Information on the construction of Town Hall was drawn in part from Ruth Seldon-Sturgill, “Town Hall Designation Reports,” New 
York City Landmarks Preservation Commission, LP -1011 and LP-1012, 1978.
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Due to funding limits, McKim, Mead and White was commissioned to design only the exterior of the building, 
its lobbies and auditorium. The estimated cost of completing the remaining interior spaces, including a library, 
lounge, and restaurant, was $500,000. After Anna Blaksley Bliss’s 1922 donation. New York architect Louis E. 
Jallade (1866-1957) was hired to complete the interior. Jallade was trained at the Metropolitan Museum of Art 
School before graduating from the Ecole des Beaux-Arts in 1902. In 1923, Jallade was a partner in the firm 
Lindsay and Warren; however, he later formed a partnership with his son at 597 Fifth Avenue. Jallade served 
as president of the New York Society of Architects and was a member of the Architectural League and the 
Brooklyn Committee for Better Housing.'^

Tradition holds that the internationally famed acoustical engineer Wallace C. Sabine of Harvard was consulted 
in the design of Town Hall’s auditorium. However, at the time the plans were being developed, Sabine was 
involved in projects in Europe and he died in 1919, before the construction of Town Hall commenced. After 
years of experiments with various materials and shapes, Sabine had developed a precise formula for building an 
acoustically perfect hall. In 1900, McKim, Mead and White had been the first architectural firm to follow 
Sabine’s acoustical instructions in the design of Boston’s Symphony Hall, which is noted for its fine acoustics. 
Having worked with Sabine on a number of other projects, it is likely that McKim, Mead and White employed 
Sabine’s successful scientific analysis of acoustical properties in its design for the Town Hall auditorium.

In 1930, Town Hall published a limited edition monograph that appears to have been part of a campaign to 
enlarge the building. The book included a rendering showing the McKim, Mead and White design enlarged by 
three additional bays on the west side (incorporating the rowhouse known as the “annex,” purchased in the 
1930s) and four additional stories.^® The text restated and reenergized the building’s original dedication to 
purpose as a public meeting place and listed all of the diverse cultural, civic and religious groups that had used 
the facility. It stated that one thousand lectures had been given and that Town Hall’s program had influenced 
millions of people. The booklet’s only reference to a potential expansion was the observation that “still more 
millions await only an extension of the facilities now available.”^' The proposed enlargement was never 
completed; however. Town Hall did expand part of its operations into the annex.^^ In fact. Town Hall has 

experienced only minor physical changes since it was completed in 1923, and both the exterior and the interior 
lobby and auditorium remain almost exactly as built.

The Town Hall

The Town Hall has been described as “an idea with a roof over it.”^^ As such, the building was designed and 

built in the service of an ideal: to foster civic education. This purpose has been clearly expressed in all of the 
literature related to its history, from the genesis of the League for Political Education through the history of 
ATMA. In fact, the two are linked by an outstanding correlation of thematic and programmatic concerns over 
more than a century.

Among Jallade’s works are the Thompson Meter Company in Brooklyn, the Welfare Island Dispensary, the New York City 
Department of Hospitals, and the International House on Riverside Drive.

Plans for a sixth story were mentioned in “The Town Hall, New York City,” Architecture and Building 53 (February 1921), 13.
The Town Hall, New York (New York: League for Political Education, 1930), 12.
The annex is extant but no longer owned by Town Hall. Although Tovm Hall still uses one floor for storage, the annex is a separate 

building and is not included in this nomination. A history of Town Hall published in 1938 discussed a then-ongoing campaign to add 
what the author called the “five long-projected stories to the building.” The authors discussed Town Hall’s overcrowded classes and 
outgrown plant, while also suggesting plans for an expanded program of adult education proposed for the enlarged building.
However, like the 1930 proposal, the 1937 addition was never completed. “Town Hall Plans Five More Stories,” New York Times, 16 
April 1937; Louis E. Jallade, Rendering of Town Hall Expansion, 1939.

Overstreet, Harry A. and Bonaro W. Overstreet, Town Meeting Comes to Town (New York: Harper and Brothers Publishers, 1938), 
71.
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The association of the league’s new building with the New England town hall that became so important in the 
conceptualization of the radio show began before the building was even constructed. Writing about the 
cornerstone ceremony in 1920, Hildegard Hawthorne observed that “America was bom in her town halls. Our 
forefathers met [there] to talk freely of all matters related to the civic life.”^'* Other reporters alluded to the 

same theme, some embellishing their stories with folksy language, such as the writer who declared that “New 
York’s small town longings rise in the concrete. You are to have a Town Hall on West 43'^'' Street. If you want 
to know what your neighbors think...you may go clearly to town meetin’ regular as preachin’ and have your say 
too.”^^ Architectural critics were quick to reinforce the connection. One article opened with a romantic 
description of the New England “Common House,” a “rough structure of logs” as the “first purely American 
architectural tradition, one that still exists in its purity in our small villages” before moving on to discuss 
McKim, Mead and White’s design for Tovm Hall, while another began with contemporary references to the 
need for a town hall in the heart of the city, described the league’s high civic ambition, and concluded that the 
architect’s design “well expresses the purpose of the building.”^^ These associations clearly originated with the 
league itself, not only in the name chosen for the new building but in its educational purpose. As Henry W.
Taft, then president of the board, asserted, “no instrumentality for the education of men and women in the 
history of the world has been so effective as the old institution of the New England Town Meeting. We are, in a 
measure, trying to restore, in a great community, the fundamental ideas of the Town Meeting.”^^ The idea for 
the venue caught on quickly, and the Christian Science Monitor reported that in the first year “more than 
200,000 have used the Town Hall...as an open forum in the heart of New York.”^®

Town Hall’s dedication to the creation of an open forum clearly reflects the original goals of the league’s 
founders. Its very first lecture, in 1884, addressed the duties of citizenship. Those that followed delved 
optimistically into the philosophy and details of government, addressing such topics as “The Citizen and the 
Public Purse,” “On Elections,” “The Peculiar Fascinations of the Study of Our Government,” “The Relation of 
the Citizen to the Criminal,” “The Dream and Reality of Social Equality, and “The Distribution of Wealth.” 
Indeed, Robert Erskine, who became the league’s first director, was initially hired in 1901 to give a series of 
lectures on political economy. Other league lectures addressed some of the major social issues of the day, 
including “The Economic Independence of Women,” “The American Trade Union and Its Critics,” “Race 
Problems,” “What America Owes to the Foreigner,” “How to Clear the Slums,” and “Human Nature Behind 
Prison Bars.” In 1914, members heard both sides of the league’s founding issue, with lectures entitled “Why I 
Believe in Women’s Suffrage” and “Why I am Opposed to Women’s Suffrage.”

With the construction of Town Hall, the league’s emphasis on education with an open forum continued, 
political education, social problems, and current events continued. Topics during the 1920s covered political, 
social, and current events with lectures such as “Russia Today and Tomorrow,” “The Problem of Main Street,” 
“The New Political Power of Women,” “Justice and Efficiency for Capital and Labor,” “The Outlook for World 
Peace,” “What is the American Way,” “What Does Democracy Mean,” “Is Our Freedom in Danger,” “Personal 
Liberty and the Modem State,” and “The Challenge of Self-Government.”

Town Hall assumed a prominent place in the life of the city at its inception, attracting leading scholars, artists, 
and politicians. Program speakers included women activists such as suffrage leader Carrie Chapman Catt and 
reformer Jane Addams, as well as intellectuals and literary figures like Henry James, Thomas Mann, Carl

New York Evening Post, 21 February 1920; quoted in Overstreet and Overstreet, Town Meeting Comes to Town, 74.
“ New York Evening Post, 28 January 1920; quoted in Overstreet and Overstreet, Town Meeting Comes to Town, 76.

“The Civic Forum for New York City,” American Architect 117 (January 1920); “The Town Hall, New York City,” np. 
Quoted in Overstreet and Overstreet, Town Meeting Comes to Town, 77.
Christian Science Monitor, 17 Februaiy 1922, quoted in Overstreet and Overstreet, Town Meeting Comes to Town, 79.



NPS Form 10-900
THE TOWN HALL
United States Department of the Interior, National Park Service

USDI/NPS NRHP Registration Form (Rev. 8-86) OMBNo. 1024-0018
Page 15

National Register of Historic Places Registration Form

Sandburg, and Edna Ferber. General John J. Pershing and Rear Admiral Bird addressed military topics, while 
African American leader Booker T. Washington spoke to racial issues, and Samuel Gompers addressed labor 
concerns. Counted among the prominent political speakers were Theodore Roosevelt, Calvin Coolidge, 
Woodrow Wilson, and Winston Churchill.

Although presentation of musical entertainment was originally deemed secondary to the building’s main 
purpose as a venue for the civil and democratic exchange of ideas. Town Hall was designed with a world class 
performance space. It is not certain if this was a conscious decision by the board or a suggestion of the 
architects; however, Robert Ely reported that the original seating plan was changed so that the seats could be 
arranged in a more democratic way, making them of equal value for everyone attending the performance.^^ The 
building’s sophisticated acoustical engineering also suggests an original intent to use the auditorium as a 
performance space. A 1921 letter from McKim, Mead and White to Robert Ely confirms that the architects 
designed the hall “for public meetings, lectures and the like [and] to be rented for concerts, moving pictures 
exhibitions and similar entertainments.”^®

Throughout its history. Town Hall has been a popular venue for musical performances of all types. The league 
began this initiative slowly, renting the auditorium for private recitals as a source of revenue. However, as the 
auditorium’s reputation for acoustical excellence spread, the demand grew, and from 1930 to 1931 Town Hall 
sponsored its first Endowment Series. Among the hundreds of notable artists who performed there are Richard 
Strauss, 1921; Pablo Casals, 1923; Paul Robeson, 1927; Andres Segovia, 1929; Sergei Rachmaninov, 1932; 
Feodor Chaliapin, 1932; Lily Pons, 1938; Isaac Stem, 1939; Bela Bartok, 1940; Billie Holliday, 1942; Sarah 
Vaughn and Lester Young, 1947; Leontyne Price, 1954; Thelonious Monk, 1959; Igor Stravinsky, 1959; and 
Charles Mingus, 1962. Those who made their debuts here include Lotte Lehmann, Elizabeth Schwarzkopf,
Joan Sutherland, and Marian Anderson. A 1945 jazz concert featuring Dizzy Gillespie, Charlie Parker, Don 
Byas, A1 Haig, Curley Russell, and Max Roach was an early and important public performance of bebop.
Today, Town Hall remains one of the most well known and active concert halls in the city.

In 1958, Town Hall merged with New York University (NYU), which managed the hall and leased the 
auditorium for a variety of purposes. During the university’s ownership, the upper floors of the building 
became the home of the NYU Club, which had been founded in 1951 by a group of aliunni. In 1973, NYU 
formed the Town Hall Foundation to operate the hall. In 1978, the building was acquired from the university 
and a new board of directors and management team was formed.^*

Development of Radio after World War I

The early twentieth century marked a series of major changes in American society. The various effects of 
immigration, industrialization, and urbanization, America’s involvement in World War I, and technical 
advances that facilitated transportation and communication all stimulated the development of a broader, more 
diverse, and more accessible cultural experience for many Americans. Among the many ways that citizens 
experienced and participated in this rapidly changing culture, the development of radio broadcasting was 
especially significant. The new media was revolutionary in its ability to reach an immense, scattered, and 
diverse audience. Many touted radio for its potential to democratize cultural exchange, while others hoped that 
it might serve to promote social consistency for an increasingly diverse population and aid in the assimilation of

Ely, A Beginning, 41.
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the growing immigrant population. Still others worried about the potential for a loss of cultural cohesion as 
unregulated access to the airways enabled broadcasters to target specific races, classes, religions, and political 
beliefs. The possibility that labor union leaders, jazz musicians, African Americans, and communists, among 
others, might gain unfettered use of the airwaves unleashed fears that “mainstream” cultural values might be 
lost or threatened. These various themes influenced the larger political, economic, and social struggle over who 
should control the content and accessibility of the new medium.

By 1921, nearly ten thousand licensed amateurs were competing for the limited available frequencies.^^ But as 
radio’s promise began to generate interest among providers and users, there was still no agreement about how 
the new media would be regulated and financed. Strict government control of radio during wartime led some to 
fear continued government censorship. Simultaneously, the proliferation of uncontrolled broadcasts prompted 
others to fret that a lack of government regulation would threaten a heretofore stable American identity. As 
early as 1922, David Sarnoff, a Russian-Jewish immigrant who held a job with American Marconi before it was 
purchased by General Electric Corporation had proposed the establishment of a high quality nationwide 
broadcast company.While Sarnoff imagined a national non-commercial network, it was not until after 
American Telephone and Telegraph (AT&T) demonstrated the feasibility and profitability of chain broadcasting 
that Radio Corporation of American (RCA) was motivated to create NBC, the first radio network. Sarnoff 
assumed management of the company, later becoming its president.

RCA promoted the new network as “seeking.. .to provide machinery, which will ensure a national distribution 
of national programs, and a wider distribution of programs of the highest quality.” Initially NBC saw itself as a 
public service provider that sold only enough time to support its non-commercial programming.^'* But despite 
its emphasis on quality, NBC was still a privately owned, profit-making company responsible to its 
stockholders.^^ At the end of its first year, NBC had forty-eight affiliates, and the following year the company 
divided itself into two networks: NBC Red, which presented more popular programming and generated more 
profit, and NBC Blue, which offered primarily cultural or educational programs. In 1927, the Columbia 
Broadcasting System (CBS) was established with sixteen affiliates. By 1929, the three networks presented 359 
hours of national programs a week.^^ A fourth network, the Mutual Broadcasting System, was established in 
1934 as a cooperative venture among four stations that shared all the expenses of programming and 
broadcasting. ’

During the 1920s and 30s, NBC and CBS pioneered the system of sustaining and sponsored programs. 
Sustaining programs were supported or produced by the networks, either by providing airtime and production 
assistance to nonprofit organizations or by producing programs themselves as a public service. The latter were 
touted as “quality” programming, with educational or cultural content. But despite the public service premise, 
sustaining broadcasts were often presented with the hope that they would be picked up by sponsors. Sponsored 
broadcasts were commercial broadcasts produced by paying sponsors that purchased airtime. By 1934, half of 
network time was sold for sponsored broadcasts.^* As advertising became the accepted economic foundation of
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broadcasting in the early 1930s, advertising agencies went beyond simply financing broadcasts to determining 
the actual content of the programs, and networks lost creative control over broadcasting.^^ By 1931, almost all 
sponsored programs were actually developed and produced bv advertising agencies, and by 1934 more than 50 
percent of revenue was generated from ten advertising firms.'*® By the mid-1930s, even the FCC had little 
control over advertisers, and it was clear that the companies paying the bill were in control of the content.'**

The Communications Act of 1934 largely reinforced the system developed by the Radio Act of 1927. Under 
the new act, the FRC was replaced with the FCC, which was charged with regulating radio, telegraph, cable and 
telephone. The weak requirement that the FCC study the issue of independent broadcasting represented the 
failure of those who mounted a significant challenge to commercial radio.'*^ When the promised hearings were 
held. Congress found that commercial broadcasters had ample time for educational and other nonprofit needs 
and were most eager to serve the public.'*^ It was in this era that the networks began to promote their public 
service broadcasting more actively, largely with a significant increase in sustaining broadcasts. The networks 
also donated free airtime and production support for groups such as the United States Department of 
Agriculture, the National Parent-Teacher Association, the Academy of Medicine, and the Federation of 
Women’s Clubs. They focused on mainstream groups, avoided radicals, and steered clear of controversial 
issues such as economic inequality or discrimination.'*'*

By the mid-1930s, educational stations had a significantly smaller presence on the airwaves. More than half of 
the two hundred educational stations licensed by the 1920s had ceased to exist. In contrast, commercial radio 
made major strides in this period. Perhaps most important, the marketplace model had been institutionalized as 
an “icon of American freedom and culture.”'*^ Though the heads of both major networks publically championed 
commercial radio as the protector of democracy, the success of radio as a commercial medium meant that 
serious public affairs and educational programs received increasingly short shrift. Speaking in 1936, NBC’s 
Samoff asserted that “we cannot have a controlled radio and retain a democracy.” A year later, CBS president 
William Paley declared that “he who attacks the fundamentals of the American [broadcasting] system attacks 
democracy itself”'*® In order to justify the democratic potential of the commercial system, the networks 
supported a few important education programs. ATMA was one of these.

Radio and Democracy

As early as the 1840s, the development of the telegraph was hailed as ushering in a new era of communication 
in America and offering a new opportunity to develop an enlightened citizenry. Proponents had great hopes that 
instant electronic communications could be used to inform and educate citizens of a far flung nation, thus 
helping to augment national unity at a time when the republic was still growing.'*^ With the emergence of 
popular radio in the first decades of the twentieth century, similar idealistic goals for enhancing access to 
information and promoting democracy were revived. Before World War I, the amateur network created by 
more than one thousand ham radio transmitters suggested that almost universal access to uncensored
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communication was possible, while after the war the surge in independent radio broadcasters brought a 
democratic cacophony of viewpoints before radio listeners. At the same time, the fallout from several decades 
of immigration reshaped the culture in the 1920s. Between 1927 and 1935, the percentage of American 
households with radios rose from 25 percent to 93 percent. As radio became more accessible to the general 
population, many recognized that the ability to reach citizens in their own homes could play a valuable role in 
creating and/or defining a national public; yet, goals varied, ranging from those who embraced an opportunity to 
foster cultural diversity to those who promoted more rigorous assimilation. For example, while some thought 
that the ability to listen to stations from different regions could affirm the nation’s distinctions and promote 
mutual understanding, others believed that radio had a special mission to raise the tone of American culture.'*® 
Nevertheless, there was general agreement that broadcasting could strengthen the social connections with 
American culture for those who were isolated and enable the electorate to be better informed. One writer 
expressed awe over an automobile trip during which he kept in touch with the news via radio: “...radio networks 
are supplying [people in remote parts of the country] with all of the news that comes into Times Square. You 
can think of them as lonely people listening to radios in waste places, or you can think of them as a populace 
and an electorate.”'*^ Numerous writers in the same era extolled the new medium’s potential to facilitate 
political discourse, and many expressed the common theme that “radio would...do nothing less than resurrect 
the values of the early Republic.”^®

Radio’s promise as an agent of democracy was rooted in the belief that the nation is best governed by an 
informecl citizenry able to engage in a free exchange of ideas, to debate them openly, and to arrive at decisions 
about solving mutual problems that are supported by the majority. However, in the first decades of the 
twentieth century, many worried that the country’s rapid expansion was creating a nation of individuals, rather 
than communities, one in which those in outlying areas or overcrowded cities had fewer opportunities to obtain 
information and interact as neighbors and were thus hampered from participating fully in the rights and duties 
of citizens. Among the most exciting prospects of early radio was its potential to bring information directly to 
Americans who were separated by geographic or social distances. Optimists believed that radio might provide a 
way for all Americans to gather instantly to consider critical problems. As one scholar put it, “the magnificent 
distances we boast of also estrange us. An idea holds us together - the idea that...[we] are all citizens of the 
same commonwealth. Radio will achieve the task of giving a reality to this idea.... Radio is destined to 
transform the United States...into a huge auditorium.” * The idea of creating “neighborhoods” via radio 
informed many of the most ambitious public affairs programming of the 1930s.

The Public Forum

Democracy also relies on an educated public, an appreciation for a wide range of values, and an awareness of an 
ever-changing world. In the 1930s and 40s in particular, increasingly disturbing news about the rise of 
totalitarianism in Europe and the long buildup to World War II led many to believe that the American people 
needed a refresher course in democratic values so that they would be able to help their government through the 
difficult decisions that lay ahead. One response to this was a renewed interest in public forums as a means of 
adult education. Advocates of the forum movement (which had its antecedent in the late nineteenth-century 
Chautauqua model) promoted a formalized system of public education intended to train adults for better 
citizenship. The League for Political Education itself had been established based on the forum model. The 
public forum contained a set format that involved a specific topic, a moderator, a formal lecture by an expert.
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questions from the floor, a general discussion, and a recap.^^ During the early 1930s, John Ward Studebaker, a 
school administrator from Ohio, brought national prominence to the forum movement. In 1932, Studebaker 
secured a grant from the Carnegie Corporation to develop a series of forums as an experiment in public 
education. Later, as U.S. commissioner of education (1934-1948), Studebaker established the Federal Forum 
Project (1936-1941) based on the same model. The Federal Forum Project sponsored thousands of forums all 
over the county, and by 1938 forums were drawing more than three million participants a year. Studebaker 
believed that the forums protected civil liberties by giving citizens the chance to exercise them.^^ His goal was 
to nurture democracy.^'' In Plain Talk, written in 1936, Studebaker argued that people had lost faith in their 
ability to deal with major social problems because they no longer understood them and that such “civic 
illiteracy endangers modem democracies.”^^ Another scholar suggested that public forums helped to increase 
the political literacy of the voter, providing an aptitude for interpreting the things that he or she must judge in 
everyday life.^^

For proponents of forums, who believed that education could give citizens the tools they needed to work 
democratically toward the public welfare, radio presented an opportunity to extend these benefits to a 
significantly larger audience. One enthusiast attested that “there were numerous indications that the public 
would accept public forum meetings and discussions by means of radio broadcasts.”^^ In fact, Studebaker, who 
also chaired the United States Radio Education Committee, reported that in 1937 his fomm centers presented 
nearly one thousand radio discussions.^* The Albuquerque Public Affairs Forum, for example, which held 
twelve public forums in 1938, also sponsored a live broadcast of ATMA followed by an open discussion from 
the Albuquerque High School.^® Thus, for those who despaired of an informed public, radio allowed 
information to be transmitted right into the American living room, thereby leveling hierarchies that were created 
by distance, isolation, poverty, disability, access to education, and other social and environmental factors.^® 
Advocates believed that radio could offer those in remote places the same kind of information that they would 
seek if they had access to large universities.®’ This was seen as a tremendous resource in such a rapidly 
powing population and changing society. One author who believed that radio could bring valuable information 
into each and every home praised as “a significant expression of the forum idea.”®^

Finally, participation in a democracy also presupposes a sharing of ideas, the ability to listen to different ideas, 
to gather in groups to debate, discuss, and reach consensus. Here, proponents of radio believed that the new 
medium had the potential to present listeners with a wide range of views and to promote the free exchange of 
ideas, both on the air and among listeners, who, it was believed, would listen in groups, repeating and rearguing 
the debates they heard. Advocates for radio romanticized the medium by casting it as a “town hall” for the 
modem age, an ethereal meeting place where citizens could gather to exchange ideas and make decisions for the 
common good. The latter reflects a renewed interest in the idea of the New England town meeting as the
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embodiment of deliberative democratic decision making. This view of the town hall dated back through to the 
nineteenth century and reflected a reverence for New England’s colonial era government structure, in which 
town members gathered in person, rather than through elected representatives, to discuss, debate, and decide 
local matters, as one of the purest expressions of the democratic ideal. Similar to the public forum, the town 
hall was also lauded as a school for democracy. Alexis de Tocqueville had observed that “Town Meetings are 
to liberty what primary schools are to science; they bring it within the people’s reach, they teach men how to 
use and enjoy it.”^^ Although the town hall idea had lost some credence during the Progressive Era, with its 
emphasis on professional management of government, the desire to empower citizens to counter threats 
presented by the specter of totalitarianism promoted a renewal of interest in the decentralized democracy 
represented by the town hall during the 1930s.^'' Among public discussion’s advocates, John Studebaker 
insisted that “democracy must have a channel whereby public questions may be discussed as frankly and as 
freely as they were in the old New England town hall meeting.”^^

The new town hall advocates focused on encouraging the exchange of viewpoints as a way to understand them 
and sort out their relative merits. In “Radio Builds Democracy,” George Denny decried the public’s tendency 
to read and listen only to those who shared their own views.^^ He later remarked that “it is only in orderly 
discussion that lies are unmasked” and asserted that when mass meetings replace town meetings danger arises. 
“Discussion as democracy” was a popular idea in the early twentieth century, and in a book of the same name, 
one scholar defined democracy as “governance through talk.”^* Although face-to-face communication was 
highly praised and encouraged, many worried that the country had grown too large for effective discussion 
among citizens. Here radio advocates believed that the new medium could significantly expand the average 
citizen’s exposure to a wide range of views. Shows such asATMA emphasized the breadth of topics and 
participants (many of whom were decision makers in government) and prioritized exchanges between guests 
that elucidated differences over similarities. Furthermore, audience participation held the potential for an even 
more generous exchange of views, as did the opportunity for the home audience to respond by mail. Radio 
offered everyone the opportunity to listen to, think about, and perhaps participate in lively discussions of current 
affairs with important leaders in government and industry, helping to approximate the perceived virtues of the 
New England town hall meetings.

Public Service Broadcasting

Public service broadcasting embraces many of the principles promoted by broadcasters, idealists and reformers 
since the earliest days of radio. The idea that radio should serve everyone equally, promote cultural diversity, 
represent all viewpoints, allow for an exchange of ideas, help to ensure an informed electorate, and provide 
cultural and educational enrichment pervades discussion of the media from its earliest history. Since it was 
formed in 1927, the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC), a non-commercial public monopoly service 
chartered by the British government and funded by a fee (or tax) charged to all users, has provided an almost 
universally admired model for public benefit broadcasting. Nevertheless, many Americans found the BBC 
model, which implies that a public trustee would be immune from political and commercial interests, an 
insufficient guarantee that radio would be free from government censorship. In 1941 Arthur Garfield Hays,
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general counsel for the American Civil Liberties Union, observed that “our traditions make us hesitate to give 
the government the power of monopolizing the radio. It is not the American way.”^^ In the following decades, 
the example of German takeover of radio in the 1930s was frequently cited as a cautionary tale. But without 
government support or protection in its formative decades, American radio broadcasting was marked by tension 
between public service and economic interests and increasing dominance by commercial broadcasters.
Although the FCC always required broadcasters to present a reasonable amount of sustaining programming, it 
was not until the Public Broadcasting Act of 1967 that the U.S. government mandated funding for public radio.

Nevertheless, dedication to purpose, high idealism, a concern for image and reputation, a general desire to curry 
favor with the government, and even commercial gain motivated both independent and network broadcasters to 
present programs that met some or all of the goals championed by advocates of public service radio. Before the 
advent of commercial broadcasting, corporate stations such as those owned by RCA were presenting public 
service programs, and even as sponsored programming solidified its place as the basis for radio broadcasting in 
the United States, networks continued to produce sustaining programs that promised education or 
enlightenment. While public service radio has always encompassed a wide range of programming, from 
classical music to the latest news, programs with an educational or civic component or those that sought to 
enhance participation in public affairs or advance democracy through the creative use of the new medium were 
a natural fit with the broadly conceived goal of radio as a new public forum.

President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s “Fireside Chats,” which began in 1933, have been hailed as a landmark in 
public service broadcasting because they demonstrated radio’s potential for achieving exactly the goals that 
idealists had imagined for the new media. Broadcast directly from the White House, the chats linked a diffuse 
public, provided information to everyone at the same time, and fostered an exchange of ideas about mutual 
problems. A large part of their success has been attributed to the president’s skilful presentation, which gave 
listeners the feeling that he was talking directly to them and inviting their response. Roosevelt used 
straightforward language and addressed the public as friends and neighbors. Calling the addresses “chats,” 
suggested both an intimacy and a two-way conversation. And the public responded appreciatively. Staggering 
amounts of mail followed the broadcasts, with writers, many of whom were from the middle and lower middle 
classes, responding as they might to the president himself One person replied warmly, saying “you are the first 
President to come into our homes, to make us feel that you are working for us; to let us know what you are 
doing.” Another writer admitted that “until last night, to me, the President of the United States was merely a 
legend.” The radio chat seemed to change all that. Now “you are real. I know your voice; what you are trying 
to do.”^° Studies showed that people tended to listen to the broadcasts in groups, continuing to explore the 
issues discussed after the broadcast.^* Roosevelt’s fireside chats verified the promise of radio and exemplified a 
style suitable for mass communication via electronic media.

In 1931, the University of Chicago Roundtable made its debut as a cooperative venture with a local radio 
station. Two years later, the show was picked up by NBC, where it was initially funded by grants and aired on 
the Red network. The highly regarded roundtable, one of the first nationwide radio discussion programs, was 
among the most successful and well known of NBC’s public affairs offerings. Each Sunday, three or four 
University of Chicago professors would gather for a discussion of one of the controversial issues of the day.
The roundtable was informal and unrehearsed, yet educational, with the university supplying bibliographies and 
discussion aids so that listeners could investigate the topics in more depth. The show was carried on as many as 
ninety stations and remained on the air until 1955.

Arthur Garfield Hays, “Civic Discussion Over the Air,” Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science, Vol. 23, 
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Between 1934 and 1956, American Forum of the Air, originally the Mutual Forum Hour, aired on the Mutual 
Broadcasting System. Hosted by Theodore Granik, this popular program has been hailed as the first public 
affairs panel discussion and featured many notable guests, including President Franklin D. Roosevelt, New 
York Mayor Fiorello LaGuardia, and Senators Harry Truman and Robert Taft. Topics discussed ranged from 
politics to matters of cultural concern. The format included opening remarks, a panel discussion, and questions 
from the audience. The World Is Yours was a half-hour broadcast produced by NBC with the Smithsonian 
Institution. Broadcast on NBC Red between 1936 and 1942, the show drew on the broad range of the 
museum’s collections. A host known as the “Oldtimer” guided the audience through each half-hour episode.

American School of the Air, CBS’s premier half-hoxir educational program, was introduced in 1930 and had an 
eighteen-year run. In the late 1930s, it was heard in more than one hundred thousand classrooms nationwide. 
American School, modeled after Ohio State University’s 1929 School of the Air, presented educational 
programming in a different discipline each day.’^ For example, Monday was devoted to industry and 
agriculture, while Tuesday was reserved for American music. Among many notable programs, musicologist 
Alan Lomax contributed a twenty-six week historical overview of American folk music in 1939.

Among CBS’s other offerings in this genre was American Labor and the Nation, a series of speeches sponsored 
by the American Federation of Labor in 1932. The Columbia Workshop (1936-1943, 1946-1947), another of 
CBS’s sustaining programs, was developed by Irving Reis. Reis was interested in experimental modes of 
narrative, and the show premiered many technological innovations while presenting dramatizations of plays, 
stories, etc. The People’s Platform, a CBS program, aired 1938-1952. Dr. Lyman Bryson, a former assistant to 
George Denny at Town Hall, professor of education at Teachers College, and chair of the Adult Education 
Board at CBS, developed and hosted the show. Bryson’s invited four or five people with different views to 
dinner, following which they would discuss controversial subjects. There were no prepared speeches and 
discussion was kept informal and spontaneous. Bryson encouraged candor by concealing the microphone, and 
one of the four guests was always an average citizen. Although there was no live audience, the program 
featured a spirited exchange of ideas.

Overall, this programming did not prove profitable for the networks. NBC Red, with its popular fare, was 
vastly preferred by advertisers, while NBC Blue, with its higher cultural content, became a refuge for the less 
popular but more respected educational and public affairs programs. The Blue network was valuable to NBC as 
a demonstration of the network’s commitment to high ideals, yet it remained an economic liability, and when 
NBC was forced to divest in 1943, it dumped the Blue network altogether.^^ Overall, public affairs 
broadcasting was said to be less popular than other shows; however, several shows, such as University of 
Chicago Round Table, ATMA, and the People’s Platform, succeeded in drawing respectable audiences.Even 
though several of these shows had long runs, network commitment to sustaining broadcasts decreased in the 
1940s.

America’s Town Meeting of the Air

ATMA was the initiative of George V. Dermy Jr. (1899-1959), who joined the staff of the League for Political 
Education in 1931 as assistant to Robert Erskine Ely. Denny served as moderator for ATMA for nearly its entire

The Ohio School of the Air (1929-1937) was an early effort to use radio in public education. Founded by Benjamin Darrow, the 
school offered a number of subjects to primary and secondary school students and was heard in as many as twenty-two states.

Erik Bamouw, A Tower in Babel: A History of Broadcasting in the United States, vol. I - to 1933 (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1966), 272. NBC Blue became the foundation of the American Broadcasting Company (ABC).

Public affairs programs usually generated between three and four thousand letters a week, sometimes as high as ten thousand. 
Letters about entertainment broadcasts generally brought in thirty to forty thousand letters a week.
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run (until 1952) and replaced Ely as director (later president) of the league (later Town Hall, Inc.) after the 
latter’s retirement in 1937. During his tenure as president, Denny embraced and advanced the ideals of the 
League for Political Education, asking “what...is more important and more urgent for the safety of American 
democracy than an honest system of political education?” ^ Denny, a native of North Carolina, brought 
valuable skills from his varied background as a student of commerce, actor, stage manager, and educator. In the 
latter capacity he served as director of the extension program at Columbia University and thus embraced some 
of the same optimistic views of public education as the public forum advocates. He respected and carried on 
the legacy of Josiah Holbrook’s early nineteenth century Lyceum Movement, the Chautauqua program, and 
other pioneering efforts in adult education, including the League for Political Education itself” Throughout his 
career, he continued to believe that “a substantial percentage of the American people are not., .close-minded” 
and welcomed efforts to expand their mental horizons.^* Denny came to the league with a mixture of optimism, 
idealism, and artistic ability that strongly informed the choices that he made about its direction and that directly 
inspired the development of ATMA.

The oft-repeated and perhaps apocryphal genesis ofATMA was Denny’s indirect encounter with a narrow
minded neighbor who had refused to listen to one of Roosevelt’s fireside chats simply because he disapproved 
of Roosevelt. It was said to be this experience in 1934 that crystallized Denny’s fears that Americans, 
hampered by ignorance, lack of education, practice or opportunity, or perhaps just isolated by remote locations 
or busy lives, were falling victims to the tyranny of the closed mind. Denny worried that without hearing and 
debating all sides of an issue, Americans would be more susceptible to the thoughtless “mass thinking” that 
Hitler was both encouraging and capitalizing on in Germany during the 1930s. Believing that the American 
public needed to be conscious of its power and responsibilities, Denny declared that “its members must be 
taught to listen to both sides of an argument and to reason together honestly and objectively.”^^ Whether real or 
not, Denny’s one-dimensional neighbor served as a metaphor for a nation of citizens who lacked empathy for 
others.

In the aftermath of this epiphany, Denny conceived the idea for an uncensored radio program “reviving our 
native tradition of a free and unfettered exchange of opposing views.”*® Denny’s own history of ATMA began 

with a fundamental statement of his belief that “free discussion of public issues has always been a basic 
function of democracy” and an allusion to the construction of a place for town meetings as the first act of the 
New England colonists.*' Denny clearly embraced both the historicist and practical implications of calling his 

proposed broadcast a “town meeting of the air.” During the 1930s, the town hall had once again become a 
powerful symbolic metaphor for American democracy. Denny also grasped the potential for modem 
technology to turn “every home into a potential tovra hall.”*^ Finally, like Roosevelt, Denny embodied the 
sense of showmanship and style needed to make it a success.

Denny pitched his idea to John Royal, NBC’s vice president for programming, and received approval for an 
initial series of six programs in the spring of 1934. Denny’s timing was fortuitous. With the recent surge of 
interest in the successful Federal Forum Project, Royal observed that NBC had been besieged with forum

Quoted in Orrin E. Dunlap Jr., “Open Forum Is Applauded, Freedom of Speech and Assembly for Discussion are Commended by 
Listeners in Tune With Town Hall of the Air,” New York Times, 30 June 1935.

David Goodman, “Programming in the Public Interest: America’s Town Meeting of the Air,” in Hilmes, NBC, 45.
’’’’ Denny, “Radio Builds Democracy,” 370-71.

Ibid., 375-76.
Deimy, quoted in Woolf, “The Umpire.”

“ Ibid.
Denny, “Radio Builds Democracy, 70.
Woolf, “The Umpire.”
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proposals. Denny’s proposal also coincided with debate over the Communications Act of 1934, a period in 
which the network was eager to demonstrate its commitment to public affairs broadcasting. NBC agreed to 
finance the program, and the first six shows were broadcast between May and June of 1935.

The first broadcast, which took place on 30 May 1935, proved to be a landmark in broadcast history. Denny 
wasted no time in initiating discussion of a controversial yet timely topic: “Which Way America: Fascism, 
Communism, Socialism or Democracy?” Speakers, who represented each of the stated four ideologies, were 
Lawrence Dennis, A. J. Muste, Norman Thomas, and Raymond Moley.*'* Lawrence Dennis was an American 
diplomat, consultant, and author who argued that capitalism was doomed and advocated fascism during the 
Great Depression. Norman Thomas was a pacifist and American Socialist Party leader who ran for president 
six times. Raymond Moley was a lawyer, political scientist, member of FDR’s “brain trust,” and staunch 
defender of capitalism. Each delivered a prepared ten-minute talk and took questions from the audience of 
1,500. Despite the fact that it aired on only eighteen stations with little advance publicity, the show received 
three thousand letters, only four of which were negative. Among the positive comments, one writer exclaimed 
that “last night you made radio history. My heartiest congratulations on the best radio program I have ever 
heard.” Several praised the “splendid” programming, while another rejoiced to have “an example of this 
freedom of speech which has never been so much talked about and so little practiced as today.” Yet another 
listener asserted that “if our country is to be rescued from the reactionaries on the one hand, and the radicals on 
the other, none can be of more service than your program....If the people knew of it you would have tens of 
thousands of listeners.*^ Denny later boasted that “nothing like it had occurred before in radio,” differentiating 
ATMA from other radio discussion programs and forums by the audience’s participation and their ability to 
question the speakers directly. 86

After the six trial programs, ATMA became a regular part of NBC’s evening schedule, airing on NBC Blue for 
eight years as a sustaining broadcast. The show was broadcast weekly and Denny produced between twenty- 
four and twenty-nine episodes per season. Responses averaged 1,103 letters a week in the first year, and by the 
late 1930s the show was receiving more than two thousand letters a week.*’ After inheriting along with
the rest of the Blue network, ABC solicited commercial support for the broadcast, and the 1944-45 season was 
sponsored by Reader’s Digest. Between 1947 and its demise in 1956, the show was aired as a “cooperative,” 
which meant that local sponsors shared its costs.** The show was televised for two brief periods, between 
October 1948 and June 1949 and for several months in the first half of 1952. Although Denny moderated the 
first TV run, the 1952 shows were moderated by John Daly. In the same year, Denny was replaced on the radio 
broadcasts as well. The show continued on radio for another four years, and the final broadcast occurred on 24 
June 1956.

George Denny was the central figure in planning and executing ATMA from its inception until its last few years 
and his involvement was crucial to the show’s success. He worked with Town Hall’s Radio Forum Division in 
selecting the speakers, who were always chosen from the top echelons of their fields, and the division director 
handled the logistics of the programs.*^ During the show, Denny introduced the speakers, moderated the

Goodman, “Programming in the Public Interest,” 45.
Though NBC promised that there would be no censorship, the network did indeed object to one of the proposed speakers, 

communist leader Earl Browder, and he was replaced with Muste, chair of the Workers Party of the United States. Goodman, 
“Programming in the Public Interest,” 49.

Overstreet and Overstreet, Town Meeting Comes to Town, 8-12.
Denny, “Radio Builds Democracy,” 373.
Goodman, “Programming in the Public Interest,” 49. Goodman notes that during the late 1930s and early 1940s the most popular 

broadcasts received more than four thousand letters per week.
** Ibid., 49-50.

Information about the Radio Forum Division from Max Wylie, ed.. Best Broadcasts of1938-39 (New York: Whittlesey House,
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debate, and read the questions from the audience.^® The format remained consistent, with four presenters 
speaking briefly from prepared scripts before taking questions from the audience. Speakers met the morning of 
the broadcast and had the option of spending the afternoon revising their remarks. They were instructed to 
stress their differences in their opening remarks, so that they could summarize the points on which they agreed 
at the end. Audience questions, which were limited to twenty-five words, had to be written and approved by a 
committee to eliminate “personal” remarks.^* The audience was crucial to the success of the program, and 

Denny allowed them a great deal of freedom. Described [by Denny] as “spectators-hecklers,” audience 
members could be heard cheering, hissing, and/or booing. The unpredictable nature of their reaction added 
drama, a sense of risk, and a certain intimacy, drawing the radio listeners into the moment. By 1936 it was 
possible for radio listeners to call in from throughout the country, which further enhanced the connection 
between the forum and its listening audience.The format for the live question period developed for ATMA 
has been called a “significant innovation in American broadcasting,” and it clearly reflected Denny’s larger 
intent to “dramatize the power of discussion.”^^

Part of ATMA's success can be attributed to Denny’s skills as a host and moderator. Presumably, his acting 
experience had given him a sense of performance that facilitated his handling of the live event in New York.
He also understood how to make the broadcast an engaging experience for the home listener. He was skillful in 
mediating between guests who were accustomed to deference and unruly audience members and straddling the 
line between education and entertainment. He maintained that “conventional classroom methods cannot be 
used on the air. When the words ‘talk’ or ‘education’ occur in the radio-program listings in the paper, they are 
assiduously avoided by most listeners.”®"^ He relied heavily on reinforcing the ideological associations with the 
New England town hall by using corny effects that were intended to create an historicist atmosphere for the 
home audience, such as ringing a loud bell to open the show and calling out “good evening neighbors, town 
meetin’ tonight.” These associations were further reinforced for members of the live audience, who were seated 
by ushers wearing colonial costumes.^^ And although Denny himself didn’t dress like a Puritan, a cartoon 
figure of a man resembling one was used for the show’s promotional brochure.

Mail was steady in volume and generally supportive. Listeners expressed a keen interest in learning as well as 
understanding and appreciating Denny’s goals for the program. For example, one writer appreciated 
“discussion of vital questions at an adult level.” Another called the show “the best thing that has happened to 
my mind in a longer time than I can remember,” and a third professed that “[tjhere has never been a time when 
it was more important for intelligent people to use every means at hand to strengthen democracy.”^^ Denny also 
reported receiving mail from all kinds of listening groups, including those formed in schools, colleges, 
churches, and social clubs. He described one group that listened in the back of a drugstore and others that 
gathered in the homes of friends and neighbors.^^ In 1936, researchers found that 50 percent of listeners usually 

continued discussion after the show, and 34 percent reported changing their opinion at least once after listening 
to a broadcast.®* In 1938, in response to numerous requests for assistance, Denny initiated the Town Hall

1939), 189.
^ In his duties as director of the league (and then Town Hall, Inc.), Denny also continued to help select lecturers for the league’s 
morning lectures and assist in the management of the concert department.

Goodman, “Programming in the Public Interest,” 48.
“ John Dunning, On the Air: The Encyclopedia of Old-Time Radio (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998), 31.
” Goodman, “Programming in the Public Interest,” 48.

Denny, “Radio Builds Democracy,” 376.
R. M. Ely, in Goodman, “Programming in the Public Interest,” 47.
The first two quoted in Overstreet and Overstreet, Town Meeting Comes to Town,2\2-\2>. The third quoted in Goodman, 

“Programming in the Public Interest,” 49.
Denny, “Radio Builds Democracy,” 373-74.
Research was by psychologist Hadley Cantrll of Princeton, in 1936. Reported in Goodman, “Programming in the Public Interest,” 

49.
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Advisory Service, organized by Chester D. Snell, which prepared materials for discussion groups. Among these 
materials were advance information about broadcasts, a bibliography, a discussion leader’s handbook, and a 
guide for discussion group members. By 1941, more than one thousand discussion groups had registered with 
Town Hall, and the American Association for Adult Education estimated that more than three thousand groups 
met regularly to listen to and discuss the program.^^ Denny’s handbook adhered closely to his intent that the 
show should provide information and spark discussion rather than solve problems, and he reminded leaders that 
“judgment should be reserved on many proposals.”*®® As Robert E. Ely phrased it, ATMA was not an attempt to
solve problems but to promote a better informed, broader consideration of them. 101

Although most broadcasts originated from Town Hall, Dermy toured WiihATMA several times. In 1938 he 
presented the show from a series of educational institutions: Harvard, Chautauqua Institution, Northwestern 
University, the University of Denver, and the University of California at Berkeley. And in 1949, the show took 
a world tour, broadcasting from London, Paris, Berlin, Vienna, Rome, Ankara, Tel Aviv, Cairo, Karachi, New 
Delhi, Manila, Tokyo, Honolulu, and Washington. The latter series focused on race relations in America and 
included representatives of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People and The National 
Council of Negro Women. The show’s reach expanded internationally in 1950, \A\qti ATMA was broadcast 
over Voice of America, an international broadcasting service funded by the United States government with the 
intention of bringing democracy to totalitarian countries.

Denny, ATMA, and NBC all won numerous accolades for the show. Among them were two awards for best 
radio performance from the Women’s National Radio Committee (before 1938) and an award for best 
educational program of the year from the Ohio Conference on Radio and Education (for the Willkie-Jackson 
discussion, 6 January 1938). The same broadcast was also honored as best public discussion in Max Wylie’s 
Best Broadcasts of1938-38. Wylie judged the broadcast, “How Can Government and Business Work 
Together,” with Robert Jackson and Wendell L. Willkie, as “one of the most effective public discussions ever 
broadcast in this country.”’®^ The Women’s Press Club of New York and the National Federation of Press 
Women awarded a certificate of merit for the “best unbiased discussion on economic, political and international 
problems” (before 1938), and the American Legion Auxiliary awarded a silver plaque for “the program most 
acceptable and worthwhile to the general family audience” (before 1938). The show won the prestigious 
Peabody Award for outstanding educational program twice, in 1943 and 1945, and took a first place in Network 
Public Issues Broadcasts from the Institute for Education by Radio at Ohio State University, 10* American 
Exhibition of Education Radio Programs, in 1946. The show was also cited twice by the National Council of 
Teachers of English, in 1946 and 1947, for its excellence.

In addition, throughout the 1930s and 40s, ATMA received repeated notice in various scholarly journals. Its 
published broadcast transcripts were noted more than fifteen times in the American Economic Review''s new 
books feature, which highlighted those relating to economic policy, business, and labor issues. ATMA 
broadcasts were also cited in bibliographies for articles published in the Annals of the American Academy of 
Political and Social Science, the Michigan Law Review, the Yale Law Review, the Virginia Law Review, the 
Public Opinion Quarterly, American Anthropologist, the American Political Science Review, and the Journals 
of Politics. During the same period, the show and/or its published transcripts were also recommended in 
numerous journals for educators, including the Phi Delta Kappan, College English, the English Journal, the 
Clearing House, Library Quarterly, the Peabody Journal of Education, the Journal of Negro Education,

^ Denny, “Radio Builds Democracy,” 374.
Goodman, “Programming in the Public Interest,” 52. 
Ely, A Beginning, 46.
Wylie, Best Broadcasts of1938-39, 190.
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History of Education Quarterly, Review of Educational Research, the School Review, the Elementary School 
Journal, and others.

Programs 103

Although ATMA presented a great many diverse programs over its twenty-two year history, the overall content 
of the show’s broadcasts can be generally divided into three periods. The show’s earliest years (1934-1939), 
which coincided with the Great Depression, were marked by the greatest diversity and the greatest willingness 
to explore new ideas. During these years, the show came closest to achieving its goal of promoting free, 
fearless, and open discussion, giving time to advocates of alternative political, social, economic systems, and 
allowing discussion of fundamental social and political questions. Among those who spoke were Earl Browder 
and Clarence Hathaway, representatives of the American Communist Party, and Olivia Rossetti Agresti, who 
defended fascism. Shows from this era that address important political and social issues include: “Personal 
Liberty and the Modem State” (1935); “The Supreme Court and the Constitution” (1936); “What Does 
Democracy Mean?” (1938); “Can Democracies Avoid Dictatorship?”(1937); “Which Way Capitalism- 
Competition or Cooperatives?”; “Can We Solve the Crime Problem?”; “The State and Civil Liberties”; “Does 
Our Tax System Need to Be Revised?” (1937); and “Do We Have a Free Press?” (1939).

The latter (“Do We Have a Free Press?”) was a landmark program in which Harold Ickes, secretary of the 
interior, faced Frank E. Gannett, a well-known newspaper publisher. While Gannett described members of the 
press in heroic language and championed them as courageous, Ickes accused Gannett of specific conflicts of 
interest.'®'* In citing examples that the press was beholden to advertisers, Ickes referred to the results of a 1933 
study by Dr. Raymond Pearl of Johns Hopkins University. Dr. Pearl, who was also on the program, is believed 
to have been one of the first scientists to link smoking to a shorter life span. The results of his study had been 
made widely available to every paper in America through the wire services. Ickes claimed that nearly all of the 
major urban papers had suppressed it, a decision that he attributed to pressure from tobacco advertisers.'®^ The 
following year, Ickes followed up the debate with a book on the subject {America’s House of Lords, An Inquiry 
into Freedom of the Press), asserting that publishers were men of wealth and power working against the 
interests of the common man.'®® The ATMA broadcast itself, with an audience of millions, may have been 
among the first public mentions of the potentially deadly effects of tobacco.'®^ This program has been cited as 
one of. ATMA's stellar offerings and was rebroadcast in 1953 as part of ATMA’s twentieth-anniversary 
celebration.

Guests from this era, one of great uncertainty for the United States, also examined the serious economic and 
social problems the county faced and debated proposed new government policies and the philosophies behind 
them. In 1935, ATMA asked: “Has the New Deal Promoted or Retarded Business Recovery?” The question 
was discussed by Merwin K. Hart of the New York State Economic Council and future Supreme Court Justice 
Hugo L. Black. Another 1935 program addressed the question: “Will the Demands of Organized Labor 
Promote Recovery?” This two-part series featured Sidney Hillman, president of the Amalgamated Clothing

The section on programs was drawn in part from the analysis by David Goodman, “Programming in the Public Interest,” 49-60. 
“The Press: Suppression of News,” Time, 23 January 1939, http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,760627,00.html 

(16 November 2010).
105 ujgjj jjjg Shame the Devil: The Story of In Fact - Part Two,” adapted from George Seldes, Never Tire of Broadcasting
(n.p.: Lyle Stuart, 1968) http://www.brasscheck.com/seldes/infact2.html (17 November 2010). Note: Seldes apparently undertook a 
library search and found that no large urban newspaper other than the Washington Post had published the story. Pearl disagreed. 
Seldes discussed the controversy in several articles of In fact.
106 ujjjg Press: Debate Continued,” Time, 23 January 1939, http://www.time.com/time/printout/0,8816,762759,00.html (17 November 
2010).

“Tell the Truth and Shame the Devil.”
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Workers Union, and James A. Emory, general counsel of the National Council of America Manufacturers. 
Hillman has been called one of the greatest labor leaders in American history, while his opponent was once 
quoted as saying that labor unions were “more tyrannical than George III.”*®* In 1935, Labor Secretary Frances 

Perkins debated journalist George E. Sokolsky over the merits of the newly passed Social Security Act (“Should 
We Plan for Social Security?”). Sokolsky, a strong supporter of the National Association of Manufacturers, 
argued that the New Deal promoted a collectivist agenda. During the ATMA debate, he told Perkins that liberty 
was not to be “sacrificed for bread alone.” Sokolsky felt that the federal government had overstepped its 
jurisdictional bounds and had used the federally subsidized insurance as a bounty to coerce state governments 
into going along with it. He called the 10 percent tax retained by the federal government a “service charge for 
coercion.”'®^

In a 1936 program, “Will Unionization Promote Industrial Recovery,” Matthew Woll, vice president of the 
American Federation of Labor, appeared opposite Ralph Robey, assistant professor of banking at Columbia 
University and author of Roosevelt vs. Recovery. In 1937, ATMA addressed the controversial topic of health 
care reform (“What System of Medical Care Should We Have?”). In this show. Dr Arthur C. Christie spoke for 
the AMA, arguing against “the evils of health insurance or state medicine,” while Dr. Gilbert Hague spoke in 
favor of socialized medicine. Three years later, ATMA returned to the topic (“Does America Need Compulsory 
Health Insurance?” 1940). This time Dr. Terry Townsend took the AMA’s position against compulsory health 
insurance, while Charles Edward Winslow, a professor of public health at Yale University, strongly endorsed it. 
Howard claimed that “compulsory health insurance is the mark of decadent medicine everywhere it exists.” 
Winslow declared (to applause) that “while we stand still and quarrel about details...men and women and 
children suffer and die for the lack of the resources of modem medical science.And in 1938, former New 
Deal supporter Wendell Willkie and Robert H. Jackson, a prominent advocate for Roosevelt’s programs, had a 
spirited debate on the merits of the New Deal that was later selected as the “best public discussion” of 1938 
(Max Wylie’s Best Broadcasts of1938-38). At the end of the \930s, ATMA also ventured tentatively into the 
question of racial equality. A 1939 program featuring Earnest A. Hooton, a physical anthropologist at Harvard 
and Ashley Montagu, a professor of anatomy, asked “Should We Ignore Racial Differences?” In the same year, 
Mary McLeod Bethune, vice president of the NAACP and an important influence on civil rights policy during 
Franklin D. Roosevelt’s administration, appeared on a program entitled “What Does American Democracy 
Mean to Me?” Bethune, the daughter of slaves, spoke eloquently of envisioning “mutual respect and 
understanding between [the] races.”*"

As the situation in Europe deteriorated and the nation edged closer to war and then entered the fighting itself 
(1940-1945), broadcasts were dominated by discussions of international relations. The prelude to war actually 
began in the late 1930s, with programs such as “Can America Remain Neutral?” (1937), “How Should 
Democracies Deal With the Dictatorships?” (1938), and “What are the Real Issues in the War?”(1939). Guests 
for these broadcasts included a variety of journalists, foreign correspondents, and military intelligence experts. 
By the 1940-41 season, twenty-seven of twenty-nine broadcasts were about some aspect of this topic. Many of 
these broadcasts examined the ways in which a democratic nation should respond to a war of aggression outside 
its shores. Specific topics included: “What Are We Preparing to Defend?” (1940); “Is This Our War?”; “How 
Should We Meet Totalitarian Aggression in the Americas?”(1940); “Is A Hitler Defeat Essential to the United

“Assails the Unions, J. A. Emory, at Manufacturers’ Diimer, Charges them with Tyranny,” New York Times, 29 January 1909.
“Should We Plan for Social Security?” America's Town Meeting of the Air, 19 December 1935. Social Security Online, 

http://www.ssa.gov/history/1935radiodebate.html (17 November 2010).
John McDonough, “Echoes of 1930s in Health Care Debate: NPR,” 28 August 2009, http://www.npr.org/templates/story/ 

story.php?storyId=l 12345150 (12 November 2010).
“Mary McLeod Bethune (1875-1955), ‘What Does American Democracy Mean to Me’,” America’s Town Meeting of the Air, 23 

November 1939, American Radio Works, “Say it Plain,” http://americanradioworks.publicradio.org/features/sayitplain/ 
mmbethune.html (12 November 2010).
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States?”(1941); “Must America and Japan Clash?”; “Should the President’s National Defense Program Be 
Adopted?” (1940); and “Must We Fight Japan?” In 1941 ATMA spotlighted the heated debate about American 
intervention twice. In April, in a program entitled “Should Our Ships Convey Arms to Britain?,” Ernest W. 
Gibson, national chair of the Committee to Defend America by Aiding the Allies, spoke in favor of the 
convoys, while Sen. C. Wayland Brooks, a decorated World War I veteran, argued passionately against them. 
Only a month late, in May 1941, the similarly titled “Should Our Ships Convoy Materials to England?” featured 
Reinhold Niebuhr, chair of the Union for Democratic Action, who supported the aid, and John Flynn, a founder 
of the America First Committee, who opposed it. In June 2010 a recording of the latter broadcast was chosen 
for inclusion in the National Recording Registry at the Library of Congress.

The debates and the audience reactions during this period were marked by a gradual increase in tension, and 
Denny himself began to fear that “the audience would get completely out of control.”*'^ The most divisive 
conflicts arose between isolationists and interventionists, a disparity that no doubt reflected the divided 
sentiments of the country. People on both sides of the issue were less willing to listen to views that contradicted 
their own and, perhaps even worse, were quick to challenge the patriotism of members of the opposition. It 
may have been the emergence of a serious threat to democracy that made it difficult to maintain objective 
views, which in turn compromised y4TM4’s ideals for free thinking and open debate. In addition, as some 
listeners gave in to fear and suspicion, their correspondence shamelessly erupted into stereotyping and racism, 
such as the letter from “twelve listeners” from Brooklyn, who wrote that “those noisy Jews, who packed the 
Town Hall Meeting of the Air tonight, spoiled the program for the listening audience.... [T]he Jews, by their 
actions, convince the radio listeners that.. .Hitler is 100% right.”’Letters such as these contrasted sharply and 
shockingly with the open embrace of diversity that greeted the show’s earliest broadcasts.

The horrors of war, which were perhaps worse than even imagined beforehand, presented a challenge to the 
champions of open debate, who now questioned whether freedom, even of discussion, was too dangerous. Even 
Dermy seemed to rethink his priorities, realizing that one was just as free to be evil as to be good.""^ He and 
other idealists wondered whether, with such evil at loose in the world, unity was more important than 
“tolerance, reason and justice.””^ Some commentators even questioned whether open forums with live 
questions should continue during the war.”^ After one broadcast in 1941, Chester S. Williams, director of the 

Federal Forum Project, wrote to Denny that “the live audience encouraged participants to speak ‘according to 
crowd psychology’ and that forums of this kind served the cause of totalitarianism rather than democracy. 
Williams blamed open forums for creating ‘that disgusted state of mind which is ready to embrace a dictator 
rather than carry on with a confusion of tongues’ and concluded that ‘this kind of thing can wreck American 
democracy’.”"’^

In the immediate aftermath of the v/ar,ATMA presented several programs that focused on issues of international 
importance. Among them was the debate that preceded the Nuremberg war crimes trials, which presented 
society with the question of how to deal with crimes that were so horrible as to be outside the legal system. 
During ATMA's show of February 10,1944, “How Should the Axis War Criminals be Tried?,” panelists Emil 
Ludwig, Samuel Grafton, and Louis Nizer brought the issue before Americans nearly two years before the trials 
began (in November 1945). And in 1945, a panel consisting of Undersecretary Joseph C. Grew, Sen. Tom 
Connelly of Texas, Harold E. Stassen, chair of the Council for Democracy; Raymond Swing; William Shirer;

' Quoted in Goodman, “Programming in the Public Interest,” 51. 
Ibid., 53.

114 Denny raised this issue in a 1943 speech, quoted in Goodman, “Programming in the Public Interest,” 54-55. 
Goodman, “Programming in the Public Interest,” 54.
Ibid., 51.
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and H. V. Kaltenbom discussed the founding of the United Nations. Some of the participants expressed hope 
that the new organization would serve as a major catalyst to world order and peace.

Although Denny struggled to retain his belief in openness and tolerance, he emerged from the war as a fierce 
opponent of communism and, ultimately, a less tolerant thinker. Whereas he had once held an unwavering faith 
in a “public sphere of discussion,” by the mid- 1940s he began to despair that “openness and tolerance...were no 
longer enough in a world of evil....that discussion must be anchored in some innate moral sense.”*** Between 
1946 and Denny’s replacement as host in 1952, the show’s focus turned to the Cold War and the increasingly 
heated debate about the Communist threat. The notorious anti-communist Sen. Joseph R. McCarthy appeared 
on the program three times. In a 1947 show (“Should the Communist Party Be Outlawed in the United 
States?”), the then little-known McCarthy made one of his first public statements about communism, explaining 
why he thought the party should be banned; in 1948, McCarthy stated that the U.S. was losing the war against 
communism, linking this to a possible Russian takeover; and in 1950, at his most outspoken, he said that 
American policy was being made by “stooges and dupes of the Kremlin.” In another show in this era, “Who 
Are the Troublemakers in Our Democracy?” (1952), panelists Arnold Foster of the Anti-Defamation League; 
Merle Miller, a writer and war correspondent; and Victor Riesel, a columnist for the New York Mirror, debated 
whether the true troublemakers were members of the Communist Party, the zealots who demonized them, 
perhaps based on racial or religious bigotry, or those who favored the suspension of American civil rights in 
order to stop the Communists.’*^ As David Goodman has pointed out, the need to debate the meaning of 
democracy, within the context of the Cold War, was viewed as less important than the need to spread 
democracy around the world. In response to the threat of communism, democracy was now generally 
understood to be an existing achievement, rather than a work in progress. Denny’s thinking in this era
paralleled the trajectory of U.S. foreign policy. 120

To its credit, however, ATMA continued to address controversial issues, even when fear and/or intolerance 
tainted the discussion. In an article called “TV and the Popularization of Fear,” J. Fred MacDonald compared 
ATMA favorably with other media shows of the era and noted some of ATMA’s important Cold War programs 
such as “How is Peace with Russia Possible?” (1948); “Can Modem Capitalism Meet the Needs of Modem 
Man?” (1949); and “How Do We Fare in the Cold War?” (1952).*^*

Also among ATMA's postwar highlights were a number of shows that courageously and honestly addressed 
racial issues. These include: “Are We a Unified People?”; “Let’s Face the Race Question” (1944); “Are We 
Solving America’s Race Problem?” (1945); “Should the Government Guarantee Job Equality for All Races?” 
(1947); “What Can We do to Improve Race and Religious Relationships in America?” (1947); “Should the 
President’s Civil Rights Program Be Adopted?” (1948)”; and “What Should We Do About Race Segregation?” 
(1948).

These programs returned to some of the same spirit of open and honest debate that inspired the show in the 
1930s. One scholar, Barbara Savage, has argued that radio and non-governmental officials led the way in 
addressing racial problems in the United States. Two ATMA programs in particular stand out for their unusually 
candid discussions. In 1944, “Let’s Face the Race Question” featured renowned African American poet 
Langston Hughes; Carey McWilliams, a white progressive; John Temple Graves, a white southerner; and James 
Shepard, a conservative black president of the North Carolina College for Negroes. During this show, Hughes

Ibid., 54-55.
' “Who Are the Troublemakers in Our Democracy,” America's Town Meeting of the A ir, 27 May 1952, recorded broadcast, 
texasgypsy.wordpress.com/..../amerlcans-town-meeting-of-the-air-1935-1952/ (16 November 2010).

Goodman, “Programming in the Public Interest,” 58.
J. Fred McDonald, “TV and the Popularization of Fear,” http://jfredmacdonadl.com/trml ltvfear.htm (23 November 2010).
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blamed segregation for undermining the “morale of Negro soldiers.” He also spoke bluntly about its causes, 
asserting in part that it concealed a profound fear of intermarriage, and called for a comprehensive federal civil 
rights program. His comments were considerably more daring than radio audiences were used to hearing, a fact 
that Graves reinforced by praying (during the broadcast itself) that “nothing tonight will increase the sum total 
of race hate in America.” Nevertheless, the show was enormously popular, received a high volume of positive 
letters, and was praised by both blacks and whites for its fair and open discussion of a sensitive issue.

The following year, in “Are We Solving America’s Race Problem?” (1945), well-known African American 
novelist Richard Wright and Elmer Carter, a black former editor of the National Urban League’s Opportunity, 
took opposing views as to whether the race problem was being solved. They were joined by Irving Ives, a New 
York State assemblyman and Jerry Voorhis, a liberal black congressman from California. Wright delivered an 
attack on racism that was far more direct and aggressive even than that of Hughes. Savage noted that Wright’s 
command of language overpowered the other speakers, as well as the moderator, allowing him to dominate the 
show. He called upon blacks to protest segregation actively, referring to it as a moral duty, and again raised the 
taboo subject of intermarriage. This show shocked listeners, who were highly critical of Wright’s comments 
and especially of his remarks about intermarriage, the discussion of which they described as revolting, 
disgraceful, deplorable, and appalling. This show has been called one ofATMA's most “controversial and 
tumultuous broadcasts,” and it generated an enormous volume of mail, most of it revealing the anxiety of a 
white population fearful that their long-held conceptions about the relative places of blacks and whites in 
society might be tested. It also demonstrated the rising importance of racial issues in the American 
consciousness. But although many whites took offense at Wright’s remarks, members of the African American 
community were pleased. The African American members of the 477'*’ Bombardment Group (the Tuskegee 
Airmen) contacted Wright directly, writing “from all of us, thanks a million.. ..We do not ask for democracy, 
we demand it.”'^'^ Savage observed that African Americans took advantage of opportunities to appear on 
political discussion shows such as ATMA to introduce arguments that other political commentators were not yet 
courageous enough to make. However, she concluded, despite the speakers’ blunt appeals and the eloquence of 
their arguments for an end to segregation, this goal was not even “rhetorically acceptable” to most whites in 
1945.’^^ Nevertheless, frank discussions of racial problems on radio “illustrated radio’s enormous potential as a 

medium for cultural and political education,” helped to “expand the concept of Americanness,” and prepared 
the way for the Civil Rights movement.

Some scholars attribute the demise of ATMA to the development of the Cold War, when divergent opinions 
were considered unpatriotic. J. Fred MacDonald described as “the product of an earlier era in
broadcasting when divergent thought was tolerated as necessary to public debate.” MacDonald credited ATMA 
with continuing its tradition of presenting all sides of controversial issues during its two brief runs on television 
(1948-49; 1952), while other TV shows aimed for a narrow ideological consensus that reflected the “simplified 
emotionalism of the anti-Communist era.” MacDonald concluded ihsiXATMA's divergence from the norm 
engendered its rapid and final disappearance from the television.'^’ Likewise, Stephen J. Whitfield also 

contrasted Depression era radio (such as ATMA), which offered a “less constricted political perspective” with 
Cold War era television, where official views were “rarely and insufficiently challenged.” Whitfield credited

Barbara Savage, “Radio and the Political Discourse of Racial Equality,” in The Radio Reader: Essays in the Cultural History of 
Radio, ed. Michele Hilmes and Jason Loviglio (New York: Routledge, 2002), 231-32.
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ATMA with bringing its distinctive format to TV, but he noted that the program was dropped in 1952 because 
“the availability of a forum for left-wing opinion might generate urmecessary friction, might even appear 
vaguely unpatriotic when unity against Communism was sought.”*^® Thus, although George Deimy’s high 

principles were tested and perhaps even tainted by World War II, the show remained a standard bearer for free 
speech and ideological independence throughout Denny’s association with it.

Comparative Analysis and Critical Assessment

Contemporary critics and subsequent scholars have been consistent in identifying the most influential 
educational and public service shows from period cl930-cl950. Nearly all of the books and articles consulted 
for this nomination have cited the American School of the Air (1930), the University of Chicago Round Table 
(1931), The American Forum of the Air (1934), America’s Town Meeting of the Air (1935), and/or The 
People’s Platform (1938) on their lists of exemplary programs. Among these, the half-hour American School of 
the Air is most often commended for its early date and contribution to public education. The University of 
Chicago Round Table, ATMA, The American Forum of the Air and The People’s Platform are all cited for their 
efforts to bring substantive issues of national importance before the American people, the high caliber of their 
guests, and their innovative formats. Neither The People’s Platform nor University of Chicago Round Table 
had live audiences; however, the Chicago program was among the first national radio discussion programs and 
a pioneer in preparing handouts for further study. Meanwhile, the “diimer table” format made The People’s 
Platform lively and entertaining. In addition, the latter show always included an “average citizen,” which made 
it less predictable and established a more personal coimection with the audience. The American Forum of the 
Air, which did take questions from an audience, is said to have been the first public panel discussion; however, 
neither the American Forum nor the Chicago Round Table was broadcast during prime time. In this regard, 
ATMA, an evening show broadcast Thursday at 9:30 p.m., enjoyed a higher profile and had the potential for a 
much larger audience.

Among all of these shows, ATMA excelled in its use of a live audience. Because audience members became 
“on-air participants in the debate,” ATMA succeeded in “bringing the voices of everyday people onto the 
national airwaves arguing important topics of the day.”*^^ In Max Wylie’s assessment of ATMA" s 6 January 
1938 show as among the best broadcasts of 1938-39, he noted that “because they know they are to have the 
privilege of questioning the guest speakers [audience members] have a feeling of direct personal participation in 
the program.”*^® As one reporter noted, “questions for the audience are generally regarded as the high point of 
the discussion hour, and not only the punch but the program’s meaning would be lost if the audience were 
curbed.”*^'

From the show’s inception, critics acknowledged that Denny had tapped into a deeply felt need among 
Americans. After the show’s first broadcast in 1935, the New York Times observecl that “what the listener 
apparently likes about Town Hall is that freedom of speech is the guiding principle...Town Hall [is] a ‘safety
valve’ for interesting debate and discussion.” Academics also quickly realized the show’s educational 
potential. By 1939 radio, as a medium of communication, had received support from the New York State Board 
of Regents, and educators recommended as “a stimulating demonstration of the democratic process.”*^^ 
Teachers also praised ATMA and its contemporaries for their exploration of important issues, noting that “[the]
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objective of English teachers is that of developing a purposeful interest in current social problems....Radio 
experiences, too, can result in giving us social understandings. We can encourage students to listen to such 
programs as the University of Chicago Round Table, The People’s Platform, America’s Town Meeting of the 
Air [and] we can organize our own classes into ‘town meetings’ around significant social problems.”*^"* The 

show remained highly regarded by educators, as “thousands of teachers have, in the past six years, made use of 
‘America’s Tovm Meeting of the Air’ in their classes....‘America’s Town Meeting of the Air’ represents such a 
significant contribution to the strengthening and improvement of American democracy that no school can afford 
to fail to introduce its students to the program.”*^^

The show continued to be highly regarded by critics, including one who called it a “national institution.”*^^ 
Another noted that “millions of Americans ^mdATMA stimulating, interesting, and informative.”*^^ And a third 
saluted the show’s intentions, stating that “Denny is certain that a democratic government will want the people 
to get all the information they need on subjects that are not military history.. .and sees the nation’s thirst for 
unbiased and well-rounded information, plus an instinctive sense of fairness, as a deep rooted American
trait.” The show’s testament to free speech remained strong even during the 1940s, as the smn of its ideals
were tested. One period critic noted that “Town Meeting owes it success to the fact that Americans enjoy free 
speech.. .George Denny [has] applied modem science to an institution older than the nation and turned every
home into a potential town hall.”*^^ More than a decade later, after Dermy’s death, Tovm Hall was hailed as his
greatest achievement. His obituary recalled that “in its heyday, America’s Town Meeting of the Air was 
estimated to have more than ten million listeners through more than 170 radio stations” and noted that the 
programs “pioneered in audience participation.”*"*® A more contemporary critic called “the most famous 
civic education program of the 1930s” and argued that its attempt to recreate the tradition of self-government 
became “symbolic of the ways in which democracy might fight back against totalitarianism.”*"**

In the introduction to his article “Programming in the Public Interest,” radio historian David Goodman provided 
a succinct assessment of the significance of ATMA:

ATMA was the jewel in the crown of NBC’s public service programming, an oft-cited piece of evidence 
that the network was responsible and civic minded and already carrying out the public service work of a 
national broadcaster....[Radio] stimulated new hopes for American democracy, the prospect of 
historically novel levels of democratic awareness and activism in citizens. The history of ATMA 
reminds us of the civic ambition of the golden age of network radio. *"*^

Goodman concluded the article by praising ATMA as:

one of NBC’s more significant public service programs. It was for NBC in its heyday a great success 
story - a program that both presented and provoked national debate. It provided a practical
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demonstration of a new kind of radio public sphere, one that was both constrained and enabled by the 
network’s commercial basis.

Michele Hilmes, expert and the author of several books on the history of radio and television, has written an 
assessment ofATMA’s significance. Hilmes observed that ATMA’s programming was “more inclusive and 
adventurous” than that of similar programs and that it made an effort “to portray and debate all aspects of 
American life through the contentious years of the Depression, New Deal, and the interventionist debates 
preceding World War II.” She also noted that ATA£4 directly inspired other public affairs programs, such as 
The People's Platform and Freedom Forum, a BBC production that significantly influenced public affairs 
programming in Britain.

According to Hilmes, “the Town Hall venue itself was key to the show’s appeal and success.” In this ATMA is 
truly exceptional. No other radio show became so closely identified with its broadcast location. Vor ATMA, the 
association between venue and program went far deeper than simply the site of the broadcast. ATMA was the 
culmination of a thirty-year commitment to public education that began when six women founded the League 
for Political Education in 1894 and continued with the construction and use of Town Hall in the 1920s and early 
1930s. ATMA carried the goals of the league into the modem age of electronic communication, extending the 
opportunity for Americans to become better citizens from Manhattan to the entire country. Remarkably, Town 
Hall’s original program was not overshadowed by the radio broadcast; rather, the organization continued to host 
public lectures, educational forums, and classes concurrently with the development and success of ATMA.

Town Hall is significant not just as the location for a significant event, but as a physical embodiment of the 
event itself Although the building was constmcted before ATMA was conceived, the ideals embodied in its 
original design and program are inextricably linked to those of the radio show. The intent of Town Hall’s 
builders to erect a “town hall” in the heart of a metropolis prefigured George Denny’s intent to establish a 
virtual town hall for an immense country. The producers of ATMA went out of their way to reinforce the 
show’s association with the building’s symbolism, heralding each broadcast with an announcement that it came 
from “historic Town Hall in New York City.”''^^ The space from which the program originated, an intimate 
auditorium designed to provide each attendee a seat of equal value, excellent sight lines, and superb acoustics, 
also enhanced the goals of ATMA's creators to bring everyone into the discussion. After nearly a century of 
use, the space in which the Town Hall lectures were given and ATMA's meetings were held retains virtually 
complete integrity, thus preserving an outstanding association with the important events that took place there.
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Evaluation of significance of America’s Town Meeting of the Air 
For National Historic Landmark designation of New York’s Town Hall

Michele Hilmes
University of Wisconsin-Madison
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1 concur fully with the materials compiled by the Town Hall group regarding 
the national significance of the site as the home of one of the most important and 
influential radio programs of the 1930s, 40s, and beyond. Though it was preceded 
on the air the University of Chicago Round Table, a half-hour discussion program that 
debuted on the NBC network in 1933, that show aired on Sunday afternoons and 
featured three faculty members from the University giving prepared statements on 
a specific issue, often joined by prestigious guests in its later years, with no 
participation from the audience. American Forum of the Air, broadcast on the 
Mutual network starting in 1934 at various times (usually early evening) and 
various lengths, did include a studio audience but only as a source of questions, with 
limiteiiparticipation.

America's Town Meeting of the Air (1935-1956) is distinct from these two in 
several ways. First, ATMA was an hour-length program from the beginning, aired on 
the NBC Blue network during network weekday prime-time, usually on Thursday 
nights at 9:30. This gave it a much broader audience and higher profile than the 
others. Second, it was originated by George V. Denny of The League for Political 
Education. This well-established civic group had a forty-year record of encouraging 
public debate in New York City at its Town Hall headquarters, before venturing onto 
the air. This tradition led directly to its truly distinguishing characteristic: the 
active participation of the Town Hall audience, not only as a source of questions but 
as on-air participants in the debate, bringing the voices of everyday people onto the 
national airwaves arguing important topics of the day. A lively style of debate was 
encouraged among the guest speakers, as well. When Max Wylie compiled his book 
Best Broadcasts of1938-39, nominating ATMA as "Best Public Discussion" program, 
he cited this aspect: "The audiences are keyed up and partisan, and because they 
know they are to have the privilege of questioning the guest speakers at the 
conclusion of their formal statements, they have a feeling of direct personal 
participation in the program" (190).

Thus the Town Hall venue itself was key to the show's appeal and success, as 
the place in which the audience gathered and most of the programs took place. As 
Wylie stated it, through its radio program the Town Hall "lengthened its shadow till 
it stretched to the Pacific Coast" (189); it became famous around the country and 

-jeven abroad. The topics chosen ranged more freely than othej shows. The Chicago 
Round Table tended towards less contentious, more academic topics, while the 
Forum’s host, Ted Granick, banned spokesmen from the Communist party on his 
show. ATMA was more inclusive and adventurous, making an effort to portray and 

Rebate all aspects of American life through the contentious years of the Depression, 
New Deal, and the interventionist debates preceding World War II. The war years 
brought the show an even higher profile.



America's Town Meeting of the Air inspired other public affairs programs.
The innovative People’s Platform on CBS (1938-1952) was produced and directed by 
Leon Levine, who had learned his craft onATMA. In 1939 the British Broadcasting 
Corporation approached NBC with the idea that a similar program might be tried 
there; the BBC had never before attempted unscripted public discussion on the air. 
They requested any information on planning and production ofATMA that NBC was 
willing to share, eventually resulting in Freedom Forum on the BBC North American 
Service, a program occasionally hosted by Edward R. Murrow. It had a great 
influence on British public affairs discussion programs after the war.

The program itself emphasized its setting in the Town Hall, opening with the 
sound of a town crier's bell and cry "Town meeting tonight!" and an announcement 
that the program came from "historic Town Hall in New York City," followed by 
Denny's greeting, "Good evening, neighbors!" As one scholar puts it, "The live 
audience - in Town Hall usually about 1500 people - contributed a great deal to the 
atmosphere and sound of the show. Listeners at home were aware of the reactions 
of the live audience and would comment in letters on what they heard and surmised 
about it" (Goodman 48). Thus not only the program itself, but its Town Hall setting, 
resonates to this day in national memory. No other public affairs radio program can 
claim that distinction.

Sources:
Goodman, David. "Programming in the Public Interest: America's Town Meeting of 
the Air.” In NBC: America's Network, ed. Michele Hilmes (University of California 
Press, 2007) 44-60.
Wylie, Max. Best Broadcasts of1938-39. NY: McGraw Hill, 1939.
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The Town Hall building is associated with ‘events that have made a 
significant contribution to, and are identified with, or that outstandingly represent, the 
broad national patterns of United States history and from which an understanding and 
appreciation of those patterns may be gained’ - most prominently because of its use 
for the broadcast of the important national radio program ‘America’s Town Meeting 
of the Air’, but also more broadly because of its conception and construction as a 
center for public conversation. As a national radio program, listened to by millions 
across the country, ATMA played an exceptionally important part in American 
national life for a period of twenty years from the first broadcast in 1934. The Town 
Hall building was an integral part of the show, which always began with the reminder 
that it originated from ‘historic Town Hall in New York city’. The building itself thus 
remains important in ‘illustrating or interpreting the heritage of the United States in 
history ... and culture’, in this case in particular the earlier history of the broadcast 
era.

The Town Hall building deserves to take its place alongside New York’s 
Cooper Union and City Hall as an important site of public discussion and, because of 
the network radio program, of national public discussion. The way that the 
‘democratic principles of The League were evident in the design of the auditorium’ 
should be pointed out. The New York Town Hall was built as a public discussion site 
by a League committed to enhancing and improving American democracy, not as an 
administrative building with mixed public functions like an English town hall (or 
locally New York City Hall - and no doubt the choice of‘Town Hall’ as a name 
deliberately invoked older and smaller community centers). Even the location of the 
building, between the cultural and financial institutions of Fifth Avenue and the 
entertainment district of Broadway and Times Square, seems symbolically important. 
ATMA had to be entertaining and serious at the same time. Town Hall had a wealthy 
and respectable clientele, but an aim of engaging the whole population in civic 
discussion. Its location and aims could be contrasted interestingly with eg Cooper 
Union further downtown.

‘America’s Town Meeting of the Air’ illustrates and exemplifies an important 
phase of the history of broadcasting in the United States, and of American democracy 
at a time in the mid-twentieth century when democracy itself was to an unusual 
degree up for discussion and debate. ATMA was dedicated, the announcer explained 
in one 1936 broadcast, ‘like the town meeting of old’, to ‘free speech, honest debate 
and the frank consideration of our common problems’. The first program famously 
asked ‘Which Way, America - Fascism, Communism, Socialism, or Democracy?’ - 
and in putting a fascist, communist, socialist and democrat to air exhibited a breadth 
of political vision unthinkable on commercial radio or TV in the US only 20 years 
later. ATMA aimed - and to a large extent succeeded - in dramatising the values of 
tolerance and fairness it always espoused. Later developments, such as the FCC’s 
1949 Fairness Doctrine, represent other important steps on the path of attempting to 
harness the new mass media in the United States not as instruments of propaganda but 
as a means of making the population more tolerant and open-minded. Town Hall’s 
director George V. Denny’s oft-repeated views on that issue can be used to illustrate 
the role he envisaged for the radio program, and the place of the building in 
generating multi-perspective discussion of national issues in front of a live audience.

Broadcast on NBC, the oldest radio network in the US, ATMA was 
unarguably the best known and most celebrated forum program. Reports of its
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broadcasts made the newspapers as news stories; recommendations of upcoming 
broadcasts were prominent in newspaper radio columns. There were certainly other 
network radio forum programs in this era. But in my view the existence of the other 
forum programs adds to rather than detracts from the significance of ATMA. The 

y forum programs were a very distinctive and important part of the public life of the 
radio era. The fact that each network needed one, that each had its own distinctive 
features, that each was until the 1940s free from commercial sponsorship, tells us 
something about the importance of radio’s civic function in the decades after the 1934 
Communications Act.

The University of Chicago Round Table was NBC’s first forum program; it 
was an important show, which pioneered the public affairs discussion format. UCRT 
was quite a different kind of show from ATMA. Broadcast from 1933 to 1955, it' 
featured studio discussion from university teachers, who would argue among 
themselves. The good performers on the show were invited back many times - the 
model worked best with a smaller stable cast of speakers who were known to each 
other and could argue in a way that was both accessible and entertaining to an outside 
audience. An important later variant on this model was Lyman Bryson’s People’s 
Platform, which ran from 1938 until 1952 on CBS, and offered listeners the dinner 
conversation of invited guests. Bryson had worked with George Denny on ATMA in 
its early years. He brought some of the same philosophy to the People’s Platform. But 
instead of just professors, PP mixed speakers. One or two of the guests were always 
prominent public spokespersons for an issue or cause, but the other two were usually 
chosen from everyday life - ordinary people (identified by occupation, such as taxi 
driver, housewife, plumber) who would discuss and argue with the experts. Bryson’s 
recipe for selecting guests was: one big name, one person who knows something 
about the topic, a woman, and then ‘somebody from the street. He had to be a cab 
driver or a shoe clerk or a small bookkeeper or somebody.’' These forums were 
important, but they were studio-based programs.

It was the live audience present in the Town Hall that differentiated ATMA 
from the People’s Platform or the Chicago Round Table. It was the live audience gave 
ATMA its edge and excitement. The Town Hall building is significant as the venue 
for the broadcasts and the site of that audience interaction for which the show wfs 
famous. Listeners at home were aware of the reactions of the live audience and would 
comment in letters on what they heard and surmised about it. Denny as moderator 
allowed the audience to be heard. Publicity for the program made much of the 
rowdiness this produced - ‘spectator-hecklers’ is how Movie-Radio Guide described 
the audience.^ George Denny, observed one admiring magazine article,_^didn’linvent 
heckling, but he is the first man to organize it and sell it as headline entertainment’.^ 
ATMA had a wider mix of topics and speakers than some of the other radio forums - 
it ranged across not Just political but also social, economic and cultural issues. 

Listener mail - in those days the most cited measure of a program’s impact - was

' “Reminiscences of Lyman Bryson”, typescript of oral history interview with Frank 
Ernest Hill, 1951, Ora; History Research Unit, Columbia University, in Lyman 
Bryson papers. Library of Congress, Box 40, p. 121. Sometimes there was more than 
one woman - but the formula clearly rested upon the assumption that normally the 
expert, the big name and the man on the street would not be women.

^ ‘America’s Town Meetng of the Air’, Movie-Radio Guide 13-19 December 1941, 
oM
^ Frederick L. Collins, ‘He Makes Democracy Think!’, Liberty 9 December 1939, p.44
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very high for a non-entertainment program. In 1941 it was reported that the program 
was receiving 165, 000 letters a year.'^ ATMA was then an important show in part 
because of the audience reaction it provoked.

The other live audience national radio forum program was Theodore Granik’s 
‘American Forum of the Air’, broadcast on the Mutual network from 1937 to 1949 (it 

"was preceded by the Mutual Forum Hour from 1934). AFA had opening statements, 
panel discussion and audience questions. The show was broadcast from various hotels 
in Washington DC, or from the Department of the Interior’s studio auditorium. Its 
guests were in the main members of Congress and spokespeople for nalionah- 
Washington-based organizations. A newspaper reported in 1945 that Granik, a 
lawyer, ‘knows just about everybody - legislators; government officials, high and 
low; newspapermen, diplomats, military leaders’.^ Congressmen ‘have made up the 
greater part of the guest list’, Granik told the New York Times, ‘mainly because their 
opinions were of greater importance on the topics selected’. The transcripts were read 
into the Congressional Record so that, Granik explained, further discussion of the 
radio topics could take place on the floor of the houses.^ Inevitably, being on the 
smaller Mutual network, the show had a smaller audience than the forums on NBC 
and CBS. The somewhat narrower, Washington-insider political focus, also made 
AFA a different kind of show from ATMA, and one perhaps less likely to generate 
national newspaper comment and reporting - although transcripts of the show were 
appearing in the Congressional Record, because of the number of members of 
Congress appearing.

For all of these reasons then. Town Hall illustrates important aspects of the 
history of the broadcasting era in the US, and of the history of democracy and public 
discussion. The Town Hall building is in my view enjinently deserving of National 
Historic Landmark status.

David Goodman 
University of Melbourne

* Lincoln Sunday Journal and Star 16 March 1941, p. D8 
^ St Petersburg Times 19 August 1945, p. 37
® R. W. Stewart, ‘Where Free Speech Prevails’, New York Times 15 September 1940,
p. 142
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The City of New York 
Office of the Mayor 

New York, N.Y. 10007

July 30, 1982

Mr. Larry Zucker 
Administrative Director 
Town Hall Foundation, Inc.
123 West 43rd Street 
New York, N.Y. 10036

Dear Mr. Zucker:

I am delighted to learn of the Kresge Foundation's grant 
of $100,000 to Town Hall for your capital improvement 
program. As one of the City's first concert halls. Town 
Hall has an important place in New York City's cultural , 
tradition. Your efforts to restore the Hall to its original 
splendor not only promises to bring back the top quality 
performances that made it famous, but also complements the 
•City's program for the redevelopment of the 42nd Street 
area. Your undertaking is most timely.

Town Hall is an important provider of space for small and 
middle range performance companies which delight audiences 
of all age groups and many cultural heritages. Your goal 
of making inexpensive space available for educational and 
cultural programs — as well as grand performances — is 
important to the City.

I cim pleased that the Department of Cultural Affairs and 
the City's Public Development Corporation are lending their 
assistance. I wish you well in your undertaking.

:i

Since^l

Edwafa i. Koch 
MAYOR
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Music: Songs 

Of Kern
By JOHN S. WILSON

■■ “CENTENARY GALA" thatwV filled Town Hall on Sunday 
afternoon celebrated bodfi 

fli HH the 100th anniversary of the 
birth of the composer Jerome Kern 
and the reopening of the West d3d 
Street auditorium, which bad been 
closed for a $1.5 million refurbishing 
and restoration.

Ihe gala, produced by the New Am
sterdam Theater Company, whose 
concert productions of vlntaige Amer
ican musicals have been ret^ar ten
ants of Town Hall in recent years, 
covered Kern’s career from 190S, r^ 
resented by “Bow'd You Like to 
Spoon With Me” from the musical 
“The Earl and the Girl," to his last 
song, "Nobody Else But Me," com
posed for the 1M6 film "Show Boat.”

•
Thirty-two Kern songs were sung 

and danced to by a cast of 24 that in
cluded Larry Kert, Kaw Ballard, 
Llliane Montevecchl, Paula Laurence 
and Roderick Cook. And another 
seven or eight tunes were played In 
introductory medleys by the orches
tra conducted Michael Battlstelll.

Amid such musical quantity there 
was room for familiar fcem songs — 
"Ihe Last Time I Saw Paris," "All 
The Things You Are," "The Folks 
Who Uve On The Hill," "Smoke Gets 
In Your Eyes" and "They Didn't Be
lieve Me”—as well as an oppwtiinlty 
to hear rarely performed soogs. Some 
were from his eariy Princess Theater 
shows but there were later ones, too: 
“The Things I Want" from the 1937 
film, “Him Wide and Handsome," 
“In the H«ut of the Dark” from 
"Very' Warm For May" and a 
comedy song from the 1939 musical, "Sweet Ad^” — "My Hosband’s 
First Wife" deUvered with rising 
venom by Miss Laurence.

There was one particularly 
memorable segment in a medley 
from “Show Boat” when Alteoulse De 
Vaughn, a tall woman with a com
manding presence ai>d a rich voice, 
raised the membera of the audience 
to their feet singing "Can’t Help 
Lovin’ Dat Man.” only to be followed 
by.Karla Bums, a shc^ round, head
long cannonball who beat them right 
bau Into their seats with her power
ful belting of “Hey, FeUer,”

Handel and Banners Salute 
Town Hall’s Restoration
Awind quintet played Handel's 
M “Water Music” on West 43d 
Strwt yesterday as baimers flew, 
lights jittered and an enthusiastic 
audience filled Town Hall to cele
brate its restoration.

It took $1.5 million to clean, paint 
and.put new red plush on the 63-year- 
old seats in the building, between the 
Avenue of the Americas and Broad
way, Refurbishing of the hall, which 
began life a meeting place for suf
fragists and later became a place for 
lectures and musical recitals, has 
beeh going on for the past year.

The celebration began with a Je
rome Kem gala, for the' composer’s 
centenary. Then, a reception and din
ner honored ^tty Carlisle Hart, 
chairman of the State Council on the 
Arts. Marvin Leffler, pi^ident of 
Town HaU’s board of trustees, gave 
Mrs. Hart the Friend of the Arts 
award for her career as a performer 
and, currently, as a friend of the arts.

When the trustees came in five 
years ago, the hall was about to be 
closed. “We hope to give new people 
the opportunity to perform,” hfr. Lef
fler said, “and omvide a place for an 
audience that can't spend 540 or 550 a 
seat.”

<■
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Kern gala 

opens new” 

rovirn Hall
NEW YORK’S fall music activities reached full 
atride recently as a refurbished Town Hall reo
pened with a Jerome Kem gala and the American 
Symphony and the Opera Orchestra of New York 
gave impressive season openers at Carnegie HalL
There were new seats, 

a new marquee, a new 
curtain and a new spirit 
at historic Town Hall 
Sunday afternoon when 
the New Amsterdam 
Theater Company pre
sented a three-hour Je
rome Kem centenary 
program.

It was an affable, fes
tive, breathless tribute 
delivered with consider
able gusto and affection.

Among the heroes of 
the occasion (in addi
tion to the many among 
the performers) were 
Michael BattlsteUL who 
took over the conducting 
chores with only three 
days notice and did 
creditably. Tommy 
Krasker, who coached 
and rehearsed the sing
ers and Larry Moore 
and Russell Warner, 
whose orchestrations 
were in the spirit of the 
Frank Saddler and Ro
bert Russell Bennett 
originals.

Some day, perhaps, 
with more money and 
support from the musi
cal theater world. New 
Amsterdam could
evolve into something 
like Eve Queler’s mag
nificent Opera Orches
tra of New York, which 
each year presents 
three rare scores in c»n- 
cert at Carnegie HalL

Glinka’s A Life for the 
Czar (or Ivan Susanin, 
as it Is also known) 
opened the season Sun-

By ROBERT 
KIMBALL

day night. Miss Queler 
conducted superbly. 
MartU Talvela, the 
great Finnish basso, 
was top-lined in the title 
role. He headed a won
derful quartet — young 
Czech soprano Jirina 
Markova, tenor Chris 
Merritt, and contralto 
Ortrun WenkeL 

While Glinka's A Life 
for the Czar is not uni
formly entrancing and 
is somewhat undercut 
by the new libretto 
grafted onto it by Soviet 
fiat after the Bolshevik 
Revolution, it is 
nonetheless a fascinat
ing piece, a true beg^ln- 
nlng of Russian national 
opera and a great pleas
ure to hear performed 
so superbly.

In starting this season 
with Charles Ives’ 
Fourth Symphony, the 
ASO consciously went 
back to its origins when 
20 years ago Leopold 
Stokowski led the or
chestra in the world pre
miere of Ives’ fantastic 
1916 musical kallde- 
scope of America 

Jose Slerebrier, who 
had assisted Stokowski 
on that special occasion 
in 1965, took charge this 
time and deserves many 
kudos for his skillful 
handling of the diverse, 
overlapping sounds-
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Town Han Foundation’s Marvin Leffler, seated, and Lawrence Zucker survey the |
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If hall, which reopens today.

GOODMAN / A renewed Town Hall opens
By Peter Goodman
nr T IS ALL of 90 feet from the rear wall of
H the balcony to the rear of the stage at 
-•■ Town Hall — the distance from a pitch
er’s mound to home plate.

’Hiat may be one of the reasons that, in its 63 
years of existence, Town Hall has been known for 
the warmth and intimacy of its acoustics. For this 
relatively shallow but wide apace holds 1,600 
seats, more than any of Manhattan's other concert 
halls except Carnegie and Avery Fisher. If a a hall 
that was design^ for lectures; it was built by the 
League for Political Education to advance the 
cause of women’s suffrage, and those who spoke 
there included Woodrow Wilson and Ihomaa 
Mann. But it became famous primarily as a music 
hall, for its performances by musicians ranging 
from Andres Segovia to Joan Sutherland.

Town Hall was once the city's No. 2 concert 
hall, after Carnegie. Its distinguished history is 
why Marvin LeSler and Lawrence Zucker are 
looking forward to the ceremonies today marking 
the reopening of Town Hall aAa- a *1.6 ndilm. 
seMwsMtai teteudeil to restore the hall to Ma 

'■Oiigfual apmarauae. Leffler is the president of 
the Town Hall Foundation arrd Zucker is t^te ex
ecutive director, and this marks the capstone of 
their efforts to refurbish the building, a Mrffiiti, 
Mead and White landmark on West 43id Street 
just off Times Square.

Until 1978, whm New Terfc UMvetaity, wUefa >
nwnod the hiiildinf i* tr,
hall had been airfforlngthro^h a leng, slew data 
jdantioo. The opening of Li^ln Crater in the 
early 1960s and the decay of the ‘Hmes Square 
area combined to eat away at the luster of a Town 
Hall performance.

The ^wth of lancoln Center had forced even 
Camepe Hall to undertake a rescue program 
when it looked aa if that venerable hall was going 
to be torn down. Town Hall slowly grew di^er 
and emptier.

But once it took over, the foundation began to 
turn things around. The hall itself now operates in 
the black, Leffler said (its current snnnal budget 
is about *600,(KX)), and the foundation was able to 
raise the money needed for the restoration.

Over the past 2V4 months, during which Town 
Hall has been closed, iu aaatahave been rebnitt 
#nd racovecnd, the walls and oeHing painted, tbe 
lighting madanaaed. The stage has been sanded 
and polished, the facade has boon w^mL The

MMing is as close as pesribie to Ha orfghml.

"Our motto is. Town Hall the way it was and 
the way it will be,’" Leffler said last week after a 
tour of the ball.

During the renovation, executive director 
Zucker recalled, passersby would often stick their 
heads in the doors to watch. Tt was remarkable 
bow many people would say they had gone here 
vdien they were 8 or 10 years old," he said. "Peo
ple over and over talked of their debuts here.” 

The building was given landmark status in 
IMO, wfedch-meansthat sAalait aaagr be masaed, 
lit aaay not ha efragggriL The designation has' 
'meant, for example, that aaata warn rastorad 
iraiiwr than sapia^ wiHi saw ones.

l‘‘L'AMBMbUOHNG requires the pres- 
arvatisai ef appearance and acous
tics,” Leffler said. And since the 

chain -r- rsomy and soft, covered with plush bur
gundy cloth —contribute to the special soimd of 
^ caom, they bad to remain the seme.
' "We had them tested, put them in an acoustic 
chamber, measured the fiber content," be contin
ued. The coverings themselves were a little bit of 
guesswork: The seatcovers had been repaired so 
often that no one knew what was original and 
what was new, Leffler said.

Concern for preservation went so for that the 
rear wall, made of cement marked off in rectan- 
glea so that it looks like stone, was coated with a 
preservative wash rather than painted, which 
^mi^t have affected the acoustka, he.explained.

Now the hall ^ows wairmly. The ^d-leaf edg
ing on the balcony gleama si^y in & li^t from 
the chandeliers; the seats look rich and rei From 
the stage, the auditorium looks inviting, neither 
{ditteringly austere nor immense and intimidating.

The 43rd Street location, which once had been 
a drawback, is once again an advantage, Leffler 
said: "We are in the hottest part of tovm right 
now. There are new hotels going up, and eventu
ally Times Square is going to be refrirbiehed. And 
ifa a convenient place'to get to."

Today’s events begin at 4 p.m. with "An After
noon of Jerome Kern," a celebration of the song
writer’s 100th birthday produced by the New 
Amsterdam Theater Company, an ensemble 
baaed at Town Hall. Later there will be a dinner 
awards ceremony honoring entertainer Kitty

Carlisle HaH, chairman of the New York State 
Council on the Arts.

f^F^OWN HALL’S season includes subscrip-
■ tion series by the St. Luke’s Chamber 

-H- Ensemble a^ Orchestra, the theater 
company, the Deasoff Choirs and the Philhar- 
monia Virtuosi. There also is the second year of 
the Peoples’ Symphony series, a long-rurming, 
low-coet set of concerts that once had been based 
at Town Hall, but moved away for 12 years as the 
area deteriorated.

These series all are independently produced. 
Town Hall itself produces a Select Debut series, 
debut performaiKns by promising young musi
cians. Leffler said he hopes that eventually Town 
Hall will return to its eminence as a mqjor ball 
for debuts and for rentals.

Town Hall charges a rent of $3,000, including 
ushers and other house servicea Lincoln Crater’s 
Alice ’TuUy Hall costs $3,800, and Carnegie Hall 
has a sliding scale of tom $2,400 to $4,150, de
pending on day and time.

T hope that Town Hall can be what it was 
in the past in service to the community," 
Leffler said, "espe^ly for those who can’t af
ford high-priced tickets.” He anticipated that 
tickets for moat events would cost b^era $10 
and $16. "And for enlerging artists, it could 
give people an o]q>ottunity who can't get into 
the more expensive halls or who don't want 
the amaller halls. I don’t put us in craqietition 
with anyone,” he said. "This adds a pl^ peo
ple will want to come to."

The foundation also herpes to regain its former 
prominence in other fields, in addftion to music. 
Braides lectures — speakers of the past also in
cluded Winston Churchill and Booker T. Wash
ington — it was for a long time host to the Town 
Meeting of tha Air” radio aarias broadcast over 
the NBC Blue Network.

Last spring, during the presidential primary 
campaign, a msjor debate among the seven 
Democratic contendere was held at Town Hall.

Leffler said he hopes to resume such discus
sions and lectures, liwo sets of radio and televi
sion negotiatioiu are under way.

Whatever the outcome of those talks, the hall 
itself is being reintroduced to New York’s musi
cal and cultural life. Town Hall’s acoustics are 
famous; now the question is whether it can make 
a new place for itself, /u

a u
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Town Han in the process of renoratloii earlier tUi year, lef^ and flnlshlng touches being Mhnlnlstered this week.

New Future for Restored Town Hall
By BERNARD HOLLAND

Town Hall holds a gala today to 
celdnate a restoratlcm completed. 
The 63-year-old instituticm has its 
giM Tiling oeW iatw^y as prosniaed, 
and, with it, a place to bouse an artis
tic future: Now the people who lun Town Hall have to ngi^ out what 
that future is and how it will be man
aged.

Marvin Leffler, the president of the 
Town Hall Foundation, and Lawrence 
Zucker^ the house’s director, believe 
they have just such an accroach, one 
that^wlU again fill this historic old 
house with artists and audiences.

Town Hall —which opened In 1921, 
flourished for three decades and then 
Went into a tallspin with the rest of the 
limes Square area — recently raised 
Uj million and some high hopes for 
& future. Refurbishing has been 
‘j^olng on this past year. The work has 
bm careful^ controlled accordlM 
tn the bun’s landmark status, 
farbkis major Changes in faistorK 
buildings. Everything is clean and 
painted, with a new electrical sys
tem, seat coverings and a brand new 
curtain. Today’s events include an 
’'Afternoon of Jerome Kern” and a 
banquet, afterwards.

This season’s bookings have been 
tentative — with about 60 to 70 per- 
<^t occupancy for dates stretching 
between now through the spring. “We 

^hoped the reconshuctlen wtnild be 
finished on time — and it was,’’ Mr. 
Leffler said a few days ago. “But we 
couldn’t be totally sure.’’

Joint Piesentatloos Planned
What has emerged, however, is a 

plan — and a phuosophy — of “co- 
presenting" to go along with the hall’s 
normal rentals to performers and

speakers. In these co-presentatfons, 
which will be arranged often In series 
of events rather than as separate 
ones. Town Hall and various artistic 
enterprises found worthy by the hall 
will merge their resources.

“A musical grotp can’t always 
take all the financial risks of present
ing thensselves here,’’ said Mr. Lbf- 
fler. “We probably couldn’t take all 
the risk either, but we can go to them 
and My, ‘we’ll let you have the house 
for a small rental charge, if you will 
take the money you would have given 
us and spend it on promoting the con
certs.’ Then we share the box-office 
receipts.’’

Variations on this plan run through 
four differrot series at Town Hall this 
year. They feature the St. Luke’s 
Chamber Ensemble and the Orches
tra of St. Luke’s, the New Amsterdam 
Theater Company—which does con
cert versions of American musicals 
—the Dessoff Choirs and the Philhar- 
monia Virtuosi. In the case of the lat
ter, a grant from General Foods, plus 
a low rental fee asked by Town Hall, 
allowed the orchestra to spend money 
on some expensive adverting. 
result, said Mr. Leffler, bias been 800 
n^ suljsqlptions for the five-concert 
seiri^' listeiCT gets an inexpen
sive concert ticket and, according to 
Town Hall, everyone gains. Mr. Lef- 
fier calls it subsldidng from both 
ends. “We can take worthwhile 
gronps aiKl approach foundations to
gether,” he said.

A similar arrangement has been 
arrived at for today’s gala. For the af
ternoon tribute io Jerome Kern, the 
New Amsterdam Theater Company 
provides the show and pays no rental. 
Town Hall takes back tickets fra- its 
sustaining members, and the rest of 
the Income serves to benefit the per
forming group.

Debut and Alumni Concerts
Town Hall seats 1,500 and rents for 

between *2,500 and *3,000. "Work by 
the stagehands costs extra,” said Mr. 
Zucker, “programs and other tninor 
services only a few dollars mote.” 
Alice Tully Hall at Lincoln Center, in comparison, seats 1,100 and char^ 
*2,500, Mys a Lincoln Center spd^ 
man. (Ticket stdes, poster space and 
programs are included at TuHy; 
ushers, stage bands and rdieaisal 
time are extra.)

Mr. Leffler, a manufacturer who 
donates his services to the house, 
stresses.that Towp Hall la not a pri
vate business and that “no ope is in
terested in making money.”
. Town Hall,will also continue its 

debut series for beginning artists and 
is looking for funding to eiq>and it. 
Also hoped for is a series of “alumni 
reunions,” concerts by performers 
who made important appearances in the hall many years a^ and will re
turn to commemorate them. Ruth 
Slenczynska — who played her 1931 
debut (a sensational one) in Town 
Hall at the age of 4—is, fern example, 
coming back on Nov. 13. The Peoples Synqdi^ Concerts, which used to 
perform at Town Hall but left in the 
1970’s, have also returned.

In its first years. Town Hall was 
largely a place for speakers and was 
the home of ‘Town Meetings of the 
Air,” a popular radio program for 21 
years. Town Hall wants to get hack 
more into the business of providing a 
forum for opinkos, and is even thinlt- 
ing about a new variation of the old 
‘Town Meetings” programs.

Mr. Leffler points to Town Hall’s 
ability to weather seedy conditions 
over tee past few years as the best ad
vertisement for its future. “If we 
could survive under the worst condi- tioRS,” he said, “we ought to do w^ 
under tee best.”
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NEW YORK STATE PARKS AND RECREATION
DIVISION FOR HISTORIC PRESERVATION 

This is to certify that

^wn cfCaCL
^A/ew \for£^J^y^ ^orU CotmP\f

in recognition^ its

BfiswrCcaf a^n^^rcfi'CtrecPuraf
significance and to encourage its preservation 

was listed on the

NATIONAL REGISTER OF HISTORIC PLACES
by the

UNITED STATES DEPARTMENT OF THE INTERIOR
upon nomination by the State Historic Preservation Officer 

under provisions of the National Historic Preservation
Act of i966.
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60^ ANNIVERSARY 1980-81 Town Hall Contributors*

$25,000 or more
Ambassador Ruth Lewis Farkas

$20,000 or more

R.C.A. Corporation

$15,000 or more

Josephine Lawrence Hopkins Foundation

$10,000 or more

Heckscher Foundation For Children 
The J.M. Kaplan Fund, Inc.
National Endowment for the Arts 
National Endowment for the Humanities

$5,000 or more

Grace Foundation 
Manufacturers Hanover Trust Co. 
Shubert Foundation

$2,500 or more
The Agnew Foundation 
Consolidated Edison 
Shirley and Marvin Leffler 
Henry and Lucy Moses Fund, Inc.
The New York Times Company Foundation

$2,000 or more

Samuel |. Raiff 
Saks Fifth Avenue

$1,500 or more
Michael Foundation, Inc. 
Ogilvy and Mather, Inc. 
Toby and David Schaps

$1,000 or more

AMAX Foundation 
Arthur Andersen & Co.
Grace and Jules Backman 
Gertrude and Meyer Bender 
Lise Besthoff
Clarice and Irving Chaykin 
Elizabeth and Charles Digangi 
Nathan and Vera T. Ende 
Mr. and Mrs. Mark Finkelstein 
Sandy and Alfred H. Horowitz 
George Jacobs 
Saul and Beatrice Jeffee 
Mr. and Mrs. George Katz 
Carmen Webster Kelly 
Charlotte and Stanley Kriegel 
Mr. and Mrs. Michael J, Kugler 
Nancy Ellen Leffler 
Marjorie and John Leonard 
Elaine and Stanley Lesser 
Lever Brothers, Inc.
Mrs. Robert London
Joe and Emily Lowe Foundation, Inc.

Mr. and Mrs. Bernard Mittman 
Claire and Seymour Miller 
The Honorable Thomas S. Murphy 
Mobil Foundation, Inc.
Steart R. Mott
Lucille and Bernard Needle
New York University Alumnae Club
The New Yorker Magazine, Inc.
Mr. and Mrs. Albert Parker 
Judy and Herbert Paul 
Philip Morris, Inc.
Nathan R. Rogers
Patricia Brodie Romanoff
Judith and Alfred Rosenberg
Michael Rosenberg
Mr. and Mrs. Imre Rosenthal
Dr. Maurice and Jean Saklad
Mr. and Mrs. Stanley Schechter
S.H. and Helen Scheuer Family Foundation
Muriel Siebert
Lloyd and Clarissa Singer
Swig, Weiler, and Arnow Management Company, Inc.
Frieda and Edith Tausner
Judy and Seth Tobias
Mr. and Mrs, Robert F. Wright

i

1
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$500 or more
Marlene and Maryin Barasch 
Mr. and Mrs. Phillip Calabrese 
Mr. and Mrs. Eugene J.T. Flanagan 
Ros-Herb Foundation 
Fermoselle Productions

$250 or more
A.T. Brod
American Zionist Youth Foundation 
Airline Delivery Service 
Mr. and Mrs. Raymond Buchbinder 
Barbara B. Epstein
Kaufman, Tuchman, Schwartz, & Gelles 
Walter Kaye Assoc.
Mr. and Mrs. J.Russell McShane 
Mrs. Winthrop Munyon 
National Theater of Performing Artists 
New York Shakespeare Festival 
Kool Jazz Festival, New York 
P.A.R.T. Foundation 
Dr. Bernard J. Pisani 
Theatrical Protective Union No. One 
Universal Jazz Coalition

$100 or more

John Abernathy
Mr. and Mrs. Simon Alexander
Mr. and Mrs. B. Robert Anderson
George O. Arkin
The Barrington Foundation, Inc.
Bernard Bellush
Mr. and Mrs. Marvin Berke
Martha Bruner
Sonia Caine
Jean Claude Calvez
Mr. and Mrs. Marvin J. Cohen
Maxwell and Rhoda Cohen
Benjamin Cooper
Jacques Coe
Seymour B. Durst
Marilyn Falk
Mr. and Mrs. Sidney Feit

'K:*'
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(list continued on next page) 
'list still in formation



CHARLES E. SCHUMER
NEW YORK

lamod States ^oiatt
WASHINGTON, DC 20510

COMMITTEES:

BANKING
FINANCE

JUDICIARY
RULES

June 6,2008

Mr. Paul Loether
Chief, National Historic Landmarks Program 
National Park Service 
1201 Eye Street, N.W.
8* Floor, Suite 2280 
Washington, DC 20005

RECEIVED 2260

JUN 1 0 2008
REGISTER OF HISTORIC PLA 
NATIONAL PARK SERVICE

Dear Mr. Loether,

It is my pleasure to support the application of The Town Hall to be given National 
Historic Landmark status.

The Town Hall is one of the great cultural institutions of New York. A center for 
outstanding arts performance for nearly 90 years, the auditorium has hosted many of the 
world’s finest performers in its outstanding acoustical settings. The Town Hall has also 
been one of the preeminent settings in this country for the exchange of ideas, providing 
the backdrop for debates, lectures, and forums with leaders of government, industry, and 
the arts. The McKim, Mead & White-designed building is a beautiful part of the 
streetscape and its fa?ade is one of the most recognizable in New York.

While the historical and design significance of The Town Hall has long been 
recognized by its visitors and New Yorkers for decades, in 1978 the City of New York 
formally acknowledged its legacy when it was granted landmark status by the New York 
City Landmarks Preservation Commission. Subsequently in 1980, the New York 
Landmarks Preservation Foundation included it on the National Register of Historic 
Places.

The rich history of The Town Hall is tightly woven into the fabric of American 
life, and deserves recognition as a National Historic Landmark. I hope you will look 
favorably on their application.

Cities E. Schumer 
United States Senator

Please Respond To The Following Office:
□ Albany;

Leo O'Brien Building 
Room 420 

Albany, NY 12207 (518)431-4070

Federal Office Building 
15 Henry Street 

Room B6
Binghamton, NY 13901 (607)772-8109

Q Buffalo:

111 West Huron 
Room 620 

Buffalo, NY 14202 
(716) 846-4111

U Hudson Valuy:
P.O. Box a 

Red Hook, NY 12571 (914)285-9741 
(845) 569-0923

0

G Long Islano:

Two Greenway Plaza 
145 Pine Lawn Road 

Room 300N 
Melville, NY 11747 (631)753-0978

G New York City:

757 Third Avenue 
Suite 1702 

New York, NY 10017 
(212) 486-4430 

TDD: (212) 486-7661

http://schumer.senate.gov

G Rochester:

100 State Street 
Room 3040

G Syracuse:

100 South Cunton 
Room 841

G WA

Rochester, NY 14614 Syracuse, NY 13261(716)263-5866
(315) 423-5471

313 Hart Senate Office Building 
Washington, DC 20510 (202)224-6542 

TDD: (202) 224-0420
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''JUN 3 « 2DD8

Ms. Donnalynn Scillieri Levine 
Development Associate 
The Town Hall Foundation, Inc.
123 West 43^** Street 
New York, New York 10036

Dear Ms. Levine:

Mr. Paul Loether has referred your letter of May 1,2008, regarding your intention to submit 
The Town Hall for National Historic Landmark consideration to me. Information in your 
letter and in the Hall’s National Register of Historic Places Nomination Form (1980) has 
convinced us that The Town Hall should be evaluated for National Historic Landmark 
consideration.

To be considered a National Historic Landmark, a property must possess exceptional value in 
interpreting or illustrating the heritage of the United States and must also possess a high 
degree of integrity. While your letter conveys the Hall’s importance in both the arts and in 
social, political, and cultural issues, we are specifically interested in one aspect of its history. 
We believe the Hall may possess exceptional value at the national level for the role it played 
in America’s Town Meetings of the Air, the radio show which was started in 1935 to provide 
a national forum for the discussion of public questions.

Please contact Susan Salvatore of our staff to assist you with the documentation you will 
need to provide for the evaluation process. You may reach Ms. Salvatore at 
susan_salvatore@contractor.nps.gov. or 202-354-2256.

We look forward to working with you on this evaluation and greatly appreciate your interest 
in the National Historic Landmark program.

With regards,

Alexandra M. Lord
Alexandra M. Lord,
Branch Chief
National Historic Landmarks Program

bcc: 2285
2201
Basic File Retained In 2280

FNP:SSalvatore:OP:06-24-08:S://nr-nhl/Town Hall Letter.doc
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The Town Hall Foundation, Inc.

- 123 West 43rd Street 
New York, NY 10036 

Tel (212) 997-1003 
Fax (212) 997-1929 

info@the-townhall-nyc.org 
www.the-townhall-nyc.org

Board of Trustees Officers
Marvin Leffler, President 

Robert F. Wright, Executive Vice-President 
Douglas Durst, Vice-President 

Alfred H. Horowitz, Vice-President 
Honorable Michael Presser, Secretary 

Tom Wirtshafter, Treasurer 
Steven A. Sanders, Assistant Treasurer

Board of Trustees
Marvin Barasch 

Salil Donde 
Douglas Durst 

Eugene J.T. Flanagan 
April Hattori 

Geoffrey Hess 
Alfred H. Horowitz 

Bruce S. Leffler 
Marvin Leffler 

Elise Marie Lelon 
David Lesser 

Claire G. Miller 
Justin D. Miller 

Honorable Milton Mollen 
Honorable Michael Presser 

Diana Ronan Quasha 
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Richard P. Rubinstein 
Steven A. Sanders 
Malcolm Thomson 

Tom Wirtshafter 
Ira T. Wender 

Robert F. Wright

Life Trustees
Leona Chanin 

Stanley H, Kaplan 
Richard H, Low 

Jerome R. McDougal

Executive & Artistic Director
Lawrence C. Zucker

Director of Development
Mary Chen

Development Associate
Donna Levine

Director of Marketing
Ellen Ann Kafkalas

Director of Subscriptions & 
Membership

Helen A. Morris

Manager of Special Projects
Kyra Popiel

Educational Arts Coordinator
Peter Nicholas Trump

Director of Film Membership & 
Children’s Events Coordinator

Elizabeth Del Castillo

Advisory Council
Claire G. Miller, Chair 

Phyllis Barasch 
Nancy Berman 

Dianne Davis 
Judy Tobias Davis 

Vera T. Ende 
Celeste Holm 

Sandy Horowitz 
I. Stanley Kriegel 

Evelyn Lear 
Martin E. Segal

Arts In Education Advisory Council
Dr. Charlotte K. Frank, Chair 

Stanley H, Kaplan 
Bel Kaufman 

Dr. Jerrold Ross

A National Historic site, located in 
the heart of New York City's theatre 

district. The Town Hall is a non
profit organization serving the 

community since 1921 with music, 
dance, film, lectures and drama.

May 1, 2008

RECEIVED 2280

MAY - 2 2008
REGISTER OF HISTORIC PLACES 
NATIONAL PARK SERVICE

Mr. Paul Loether
Chief of The National Historic Landmarks Program 
National Park Service
1201 Eye Street, N.W., 8* Floor, Suite 2280 
Washington, D.C. 20005

Dear Mr. Loether:

This letter conveys our intent to apply for National Historic 
Landmark status. The Town Hall was granted landmark status by the City 
Landmarks Preservation Commission on November 29, 1978 and was 
placed on the National Register of Historic Places by the New York 
Landmarks Preservation Foundation on April 23, 1980. We would be 
honored to be re-classified and recognized as a National Historic 
Landmark.

The Town Hall has played an integral role in the cultural history 
of New York City and the Nation since it was built by the League for 
Political Education, a suffragist organization in 1921, after the 19* 
Amendment was ratified. Also, included with the new building was the 
Economic Club of New York, a group formed to “aid in the creation and 
expression of an enlightened public opinion on the important economic 
and social issues of the day,” and the Civic Forum, an association to 
“promote a finer national life and a better understanding of other peoples 
of other countries.” ' The Hall originally served as a forum for a free 
exchange of ideas and in no time the legendary acoustics revealed 
themselves. For the past 87 years. The Town HaU has delighted audiences 
with performances in music, song, dance, theatre, spoken word, and has 
hosted lectures and debates of national and international significance.

Please note our rich history and the important role that The Town 
Hall has played not only in the arts but in social, educational and political 
issues since the turn of the last century. Many great people have graced 
The Town Hall and many momentous historical events have occurred on 
our stage.

Our history begins in 1894, twenty-seven years before The Town 
Hall was built. Eleanor Butler Sanders (1849-1905) had led five well-to- 
do women to testify at the New York State Constitutional Convention. 
The suffragist movement was rebuffed by both state and federal 
legislatures. At a meeting that followed the rejections, the very astute 
women knew that their domestic roles prevented them from gaining the

“Times Square to Have a Million-Dollar Town Hall,” The New York Times. 27-4-1919.



knowledge and experience necessary to vote as responsible citizens. The physician Mary Putnam 
Jacobi (d.l906) suggested they “form a committee pledged to organize a league to educate our 
selves.” The unanimous decision included Catherine A.B. Abbe (president of the City History Club, 
d. 1920), Adele Fielde (missionary and lexicographer, d. 1916), Lee Woods Haggin (historian, d. 
1934), and Lucia G. Runkle (journalist, d. 1927). The influential women proceeded to form the 
League for Political Education located on West 44* Street. Mayor William Russell Grace was 
instrumental in the League’s development and ultimately the founding of The Town Hall. In 
addition to women’s issues, the league’s lectures focused on reform in New York City politics, labor, 
racism, poverty, child labor, crime and immigration.

In 1912, Anna Blakslee Bliss (d. 1935) gave a major contribution to expand the League’s site 
that was purchased in 1914. The Trustees of The League for PoHtical Education formed and 
incorporated an organization called The Societies Realty Company for the purpose of buying the 
land and erecting the building. With the end of World War I, earnest fundraising began and the 
renowned architects McKim, Mead & White were commissioned. The design of The Town Hall 
(Georgian Revival) reflects the democratic principles of the founders. The building has no separate 
box seats, and all seats have an unobstmcted view, so the expression “not a bad seat in the house” 
was coined.^

To pay the mortgage, the Economic Club of New York and the Civic Forum along with the 
League for Political Education paid rent to The Societies Realty Company.^ The Hall was available 
for anyone to rent for public meetings (two afternoons and two evenings a week) in the “interest of 
the general welfare, provided no admission was charged and the meeting was open to aU for a 
nominal fee of $25 - $50. With all this in place, it was time to welcome the public.

The Town Hall finally opened on Wednesday, January 12, 1921, featuring a week of 
prominent speakers. The premiere evening was hosted by Henry W. Taft who effectively presented 
the “Origin and Possibilities of The Town Hall.” Mr. Taft was joined by General John J. Pershing 
(in support of general disarmament and an appeal for European relief, Mrs. Corinne Roosevelt 
Robinson, Bishop Arthur S. Lloyd, Mrs. Ben Ali Haggin, John Graham Brooks, Mrs. Carrie 
Chapman Catt and R. Fvdton Cutting with 1,600 in attendance.'* The rest of the week had lectures 
by Henry Morgenthau on “Adult Education in New York City,” Alton B. Parker on “The People 
and Their Government,” Professor Samuel McCune Lindsay on “Cooperation in Community life 
and Work,” Otto H. Kahn on “Popular Appreciation of Literature and Art,” George W. 
Wickersham on “Working Together for Justice and Efficiency in Industry.”^ Also, the Historic 
Committee honored Mr. W. R. Grace as “one of the men and women who have served New York 
conspicuously...” Most exciting about the opening of The Town Hall was the congratulatory 
messages from President Woodrow Wilson, President-elect Warren G. Harding and Vice-president 
elect Calvin CooUdge.*

A month after the opening, our superb acoustics were accidentally discovered on February 
12,1921 during a recital by Spanish violinist Joan Manen. Later that year, Austrian composer 
Richard Strauss gave the Hall it’s christening as an ideal space for musical performances. The Hall 
was inspired to create The Town Hall Endowment Series featuring many great artists such as Sergei

^ “Program of the Opening Ceremonies ofThe Town Hall,” The Town Hall, 12.1.1921 - 18.1.1921.
^ Ibid.
“ “Town Hall; Pershing Raps War,” The New York Times. 13.1.1921.
* “Open Town Hall Jan 12 Prominent Speakers Will Attend Week’s Evening Meetings,” The New York Times. 10.1.1921. 
‘ “Wilson and Harding Praise Town Hall,” The New York Times. 16.1.1921.



Rachmaninoff, Andres Segovia and the Budapest String Quartet, Dame Joan Sutherland, Leonard 
Bernstein.

As the performances thrived in their success, so did the controversy surrounding free speech 
at the Hall, but not without resistance. Advocate Margaret Sanger and suffragist Mary Winsor were 
arrested and carried off the stage on November 13,1921, while trying to speak about birth control. 
Monsignor Joseph P. Dineen met Police Captain Thomas Donohue of the West Forty-seventh 
Station xmder the orders of Archbishop Patrick J. Hayes to have the women stopped.’ On August 
23,1929, the American Civil liberties Union held the second anniversary remembrance of the 
execution of Sacco and Vanzetti when officials in Boston denied the use of Faneuil HaU or any other 
auditorium for the event.® Marian Anderson, contralto, made her New York debut here on 
December 30,1935, after being denied an operatic career because of discrimination against African- 
Americans. Ms. Anderson had performed for four years throughout Europe before The Town Hall 
and went on to become the first African-American to perform at New York’s Metropolitan Opera 
House.

The Economic Club of New York and the Civic Forum also brought many great leaders and 
innovators to The Town Hall. The Economic Club created and hosted “Four Dinner Meetings” a 
year for the discussion of pubhc questions by eminent speakers from different points of view. The 
attendance ranged from eight hundred to two thousand men and guests. The members were 
generally officers of banks, trust companies, insurance companies, business corporations, industrial 
organizations, and their guests were mainly women. Some of the speakers were WiUiam H. Taft, 
Woodrow Wilson, Herbert Hoover, Right Honourable Winston Churchill, and Andrew Carnegie. 
The Civic Forum presented eight Medals of Honor for great human achievement at the HaU to 
George W. Goethals, Alexander Graham BeU, Thomas A. Edison, Herbert Hoover, Charles W. 
Ehot, Jean A. A. J. Jusserand, EUhu Root, Richard E. Byrd, Robert E. Peary, Keir Hardie and John J. 
Pershing.®

In 1935, George V. Denny, Jr., the Associate Director of the HaU, conceived the idea and 
estabUshed the HaU as a national and then international symbol of the free exchange of ideas. The 
radio series America's Town Meetings on the Air was launched on The National Broadcasting 
Company’s Blue Network on Memorial Day. The first Town Meeting featured Lawrence Dennis, 
A.J. Muste, Norman Thomas and Raymond Moley debating “Which Way America? Fascism, 
Communism, Sociahsm or Democracy?” One of most “vehement encounters” pitted former 
Secretary of the Interior, Harold I. Ickes against Frank Gannett, publisher on the question, “Do We 
Have a Free Press?” Over the years, many speakers came to The Town HaU such as, Langston 
Hughes, Joseph Me Carthy, Hubert Humphrey. As the show progressed, the one radio station and 
500,000 Usteners grew to 170 radio stations and 10 mUlion listeners.’® The Town Meetings toured 
the United States and three continents. Some 700 groups formed across the United States to listen 
to The Town HaU broadcasts and discuss them in their communities, similar to the original concept 
of the “town haU” from our founding fathers." America's Town Meetings on the Air won numerous 
awards including the George Peabody Institute award in 1950 and in 1954.

“Birth Control Raid Made by Police on Archbishop’s Order,” The New York Times. 15.11.1921. 
* “Sacco Memorial Here,” The New York Times. 20.8.1929.
® Ely, Robert Erskine, A Beginning, (privately printed by The Town HallO, New York, 1944.

“George V. Denny.” The New York Times. 12.11.1959.
" “Town Meetings,” Time. New York, 17.1.1938,



The Town Meetings were not the only subject of interest at the Hall. Other political events 
took place, including First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt defending the New Deal, Buckminster Fuller, 
Richard Nixon, Theodore Roosevelt, Margaret Chase Smith, William Howard Taft, Booker T. 
Washington, and Woodrow Wilson. The successful. Travelogues series was dedicated to speakers 
sharing the exotic places they had visited around the globe. Various viewpoints on the arts were 
shared by Oscar Hammerstein II, Anais Nin, Carl Sandburg, and Orson Welles. Jane Addams, the 
first woman to receive the Noble Peace Prize; Thomas Mann, recipient of the 1929 Nobel Prize 
Laureate; Edna St. Millay the first woman to be awarded the Pulitzer Prize for Poetry graced our 
stage. Additional topics were explored by Eve Curie, Alistair Cooke and Jacque-Yves Cousteau.

In the late 70’s, the majestic Town Hall fell on hard times and nearly closed its doors but 
under the leadership and guidance of its current president, Marvin Leffler (Trustee Associate of New 
York University) and with the generosity of prominent contributors, the Hall was turned around. 
The Town HaU attained National Historic Landmark Status in 1978 and was completely refurbished. 
It is the fourth largest concert haU and one of the most respected cultural institutions in New York 
City today.

On Sunday, October 14, 1984 The Town Hall reopened its doors after a $1.5 refurbishing 
and restoration with Governor Carey, Mayor Koch and City Council President Carol Bellamy in 
attendance.'^ The gala for Hall’s rebirth was complimented by the celebration of Jerome Kern’s 
anniversary of his 100* birthday. Conducted by Michael BattisteUi, thirty-two songs were performed 
by twenty-four Broadway veterans including Larry Kert, Kaye BaUard, Liliane Montevecchi, Paula 
Laurence and Roderick Cook. Following the performance, a dinner reception was held honoring 
Kitty Carlisle Hart, chairman of the State Council on the Arts.

The Town HaU continues on, 87 years later, as grand and as majestic as ever. The mission is 
to present quality artistic performances for diverse audiences at affordable prices; to provide 
educational performances for youth at the HaU as weU as outreach programs in schools and 
underserved communities throughout New York City; and to preserve The Town HaU’s historic and 
acousticaUy perfect auditorium for future generations. It is and has always been “The People’s 
HaU.”

On behalf of the staff and Board of Trustees, I thank you for yoior time and consideration of 
our request to become a National Historic Landmark.

RespectfuUyj

jcilflerrLe^ 
it Associate

It does not matter who you are, what you are, or from where you come, you are welcomed here. 
Whether man or woman, of whatever race or creed or party, whether New Yorker or from the 
North, South, East or West or from across the seas — you are welcome. The Town Hall is for 

people — all kinds. It aims to he a “House by the side of the road. ” 1921

Paul Goldberger, “Town Hall Celebrates the Staging of Its Comeback, The New York Times. 20.10.1980.
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JUL - 1 2008
The Honorable Charles E. Schumer 
United States Senate 
Washington, D.C. 20510

Dear Senator Schumer:

Mr. Paul Loether has referred your letter of June 6, 2008, regarding your support of National 
Historic Landmark consideration for The Town Hall to me. Last month we received a letter from 
Ms. Doimalynn Scillieri Levine of The Town Hall Foundation stating the organization’s intent to 
submit The Town Hall for National Historic Landmark consideration. We wrote Ms. Scillieri of 
our interest in evaluating the building for the role it played in hosting America’s Town Meetings of 
the Air, a radio show started in 1935 to provide a national forum for the discussion of public 
questions. In our letter, we suggested that she contact our staff regarding the information we need 
to conduct the evaluation.

If the information we receive indicates that The Town Hall warrants further consideration, we will 
send our formal notification entitled, “Notice of a Study to Determine Potential for Designation as 
a National Historic Landmark” to you. If we determine that The Town Hall meets National 
Historic Landmark criteria, we will schedule the nomination for review by the National Park 
System Advisory Board and will send you a copy of the nomination as part of a formal 60-day 
review period. If you so desire, you may then resubmit your letter of support.

Thank you for your support of the National Historic Landmark program. 

Sincerely,

Alexandra M. Lord
Alexandra M. Lord, Ph.D.
Branch Chief
National Historic Landmarks Program

bcc: 2285
2201
7256 Office of Congressional & Legislative Affairs 
Basic File Retained In 2280

FNP;SSalvatore:OP:06-30-08:S://nr-nhl/Town Hall letter(2).doc
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A National Historic site, located in 
the heart of New York City's theatre 

district. The Town Hall is a non
profit organization serving the 

community since 1921 with music, 
dance, film, lectures and drama.

September 15, 2008

Ms. Susan Salvatore 
National Park Service 
National Historic Landmarks Program 
120II Street NW (2280)
Washington, D.C. 20005

Dear Susan:

Enclosed please find a Twenty-Year Cavalcade cassette 
tape of The Town Hall's America's Town Meeting of the Air. 
Note that it was compiled for The Town Hall's 75th 
anniversary^ which was celebrated in 1996. As you'll hear, 
the range of topics discussed run the gamut from 
utility rates in the United States and Canada, World War II, 
the incipient stages of the Cold War, to race relations in 
the United States. The illustrious roster of speakers 
includes Adlai Stevenson, Joseph McCarthy and Richard 
Nixon, among others. In contrast to the written page, this 
tape offers a taste of George Denny’s style—tmmpet 
fanfare and all!—and of the show’s general tone. I believe 
you will enjoy listening to this wonderful compilation, and 
that it will further illuminate the importance oi America's 
Town Meeting of the Air.

Thank you again, Susan, for your valuable input last 
week. I’m in the process of doing additional research in 
the areas you recommended. I’m also looking forward to 
continued communication with you in the upcoming 
months.

Kind regards.

Hilda Cabrera 
Development Associate

Enclosure
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November 19, 2008

Ms. Susan Salvatore 
National Park Service 
National Historic Landmarks Program 
1201 I Street NW (2280)
Washington, D.C. 20005

Dear Susan:

Pursuant to our telephone conversation of November 6, 
enclosed please find a copy of the program from the 
opening ceremonies of The Town Hall. Also enclosed is a 
summary of historical events from 1921-1967. As you’ll 
see, both the accomplishments of the participants and the 
nature of the activities were of the highest caliber.

I look forward to working with you in the upcoming 
weeks as the submission date for our proposal draws near.

Kind regards,

Hilda Cabrera 
Development Associate

enclosures
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Wednesday, January 12th, to Tuesday, January 18th, 1921 - .

The League for Poutigal Education

GUESTS OF HONOR AND SPEAKERS .
' ■!*««»* List ' .''^

Genejsial John J. Pershing 
Governor Nathan L. Miller 
Ex-Governor Alfred E. Smith 
Hebbert Hoover
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TOWN HALL ■■ The League for Political Education

Opens January 12, 1921 '
Reprints of Opening Week Events from New York Times submitted.

SUMMARY OF HISTORICAL EVENTS

1921- ; '
Opening, major events include Linchqpns, dinners, fund 
raising events of a political nature--major speeches by 
local politicians on the nature of political forums/ 
accused of being radical Taft and Ely (board members) 
publicly deny this.

*0f possible interest to Cocktail Party ideai 
Margaret Sanger first announced a series of lectures on 
Birth Control at Town tell also annoiuices plans to start 
the first Birth Control Clinic...She and her colleague E. 
Winsor are arrested at;Town Hall when they attempt the lecture 
series for "disorderly conduct" and this Is followed by a 
series of editorials and religous suppression attempts.

.\h

■

Speech by Depew on U.S. Presidents 
want to excerpt)

(can try to find if you

1922-
Major activity includes plans to sat up endowment fund, plans 
to dedicate seats, plapues , etc. Speech on India situation, 
dedication of Dickinson chair,

♦Speech by Harriet Mills "Women running for office" (should I find?) 
terriman pleads endowment, celebration thereof, Luncheon to 
celebrate given by Lady Astor^—luncheon meeting editorial also. 
Various announcements and spooches urging U.S. political actions 
(nothing exciting enough for your purposes.)
Youth meeting in April, survey of use finds that Town Hall la 

a "public forum" many appeals for $$ anonymous gift by woman 
announced by Taft., Chosen as Jubilee site.

■ i

1923
Jubilee for New York Gl;ty site.. .rented as Temple for religious 
services, pi-ospectus of'lecturers announced (details available) 
Address by Zangwlll on Town Hall
1924-1929

' ^1- •

Funds raised, mortgage burned, X-mas party for employees, 
♦Speech by Samuel Desmond on "value"
SHOW__The Sidelights of,New York—The historical pagaent
Concert of Opera Airs ^ students—no specific pieces named in 

^jrogram—just "Works by Handel, Bach, Beethoven and others",
program does, however, specify a performance of 

RICHARD STRAUSS* To.los’of the Blue Danube waltz 
could get waltz couple with tape for this?
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1930-

Court order .allovrs Dance Program on Sunday (usually reserved for 
sacred performances) plans to enlarge,<extension of holdings,
5-story addition, 12-story annex, *program announcement of 
"continuing education" series of lectures
♦ballet----HANSEL and GRETEL" given for Children
IDEA_^you could get two ballot students(young) to do a

portion of the ballot when the spot is, on them,,,you might 
precede this with an announcement that it took a court order’ 
to allow this performance, '

1931-

10th anniversary year—editorial ty ereon and celebration thereof 
(details available)

♦♦ Geraldine Farrar. Metropolitan Opera star gives benefit 
recital for Endowment fund with Valentin,Pavlovsky 
program: Schumann's "Dedication"

"Believe Me If All Those Endearing Young Charms" '
(An old English melody)

"The Isle" by Sergei Rachmaninoff (He was present for this) 

♦* Roland Hayes, Negro Spirituals and other works

'^3

program: MOZART Air from "Cosi fan Tutte"'
SCHUBERT German Lelder 
WOLF two Gorman Leiders
w/pianist Porcival Parham 
Negro Spirituals: "GO DOWN, MOSES"

"THE CRUCUFIXION"
(can get music for all of these)

NYC History pagaont held in April
♦* Lily Pons, Metropolitan Opera Star program fothcomlng 

also Endowment concert program details, if available
1932

meetings,elections of board and various committe members, 
special meeting with theatrical people in which they 
remark upon what the theater neodsj--(with some digging, I 
could find their suggestions)
♦ for the party, you might read excerpts from those suggestions 
followed by ways in which they wore carried out or by little 
performances indicating what one of these prominent theatre 
peoijle wore famous for.,, .Dinner given, medal of honor to 
Booth Tarklngton, araoung others (can get his acceptance speech)^
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1933-
Suit filed, fined for non-sacred Sunday Jwrformance (details 
coming from legal and artistic sources)
**FRITZ KREISLER poi-formance for endowment fund 
March 1933„ with Carl Lamson on piano

program s 

composer work

BEETHOVEN
MOZART

"Kroutzer” Sonata 
Concerto l^n G Major

**Lawrence Tibhett, baritone Negro Spirituals

HAGNER
GRUENBERG
HANDEL
BRAHMS
Schubert
Mussorgsky
Coleridge-Taylor

"Song to the Evening Star" from Tannhauser 
"It's a-me 0 Lord!' from Eraporer Jones

works

3'
193^-

**YEHUDI MENUHIN benefit recital February 22

BEETHOVEN
BACH
CORELLI

C Minor Sonata 
Sonata in C Major 
Folia

**DOWIfflS/GIESKING Lecture/Recital Series

■ ■ "

BACH

SCARLATTI
Mozart

BEETHOVEN •

Partita ^2 in G Minor 
Prelude In E Major
Prelude and fugue in C# major f/Book I of HTC 
Fugue from Book II of Well-Tempered Clavier 
5 So1natas(of '500 vrrltten)
Theme and Variations from 
The Sonata in A Major 
Fantasia in C Minor 
Sonata in F Minor Opus 2 ^1 

*• Sonata in C^ Minor Opus 2? ffZ

other eventsi J.G. Thomas Concert series—less prominent artists^ 
but still a good source if you want other works Involved (lot 
mo know)
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1935
Slenczynaki plays (can get program) Milsteln/Bauor play 
rcsearoh still in progress as to program. Music committee 
formed, plan§ for endowment other rocltaj.'plans made.

1936
Artists for endowment announced, Subscription price doubles, 
bookings nearly complete, plax^ue of H.W. Taft dedicated. 
Annual report end editorials on the subject available

1937
Books played, announcement of endowments, plans made for a 
BACH Festival, Ditcon plate dedicated, 5”Story addition planned, 

1938-TOHN meetings of the AIR—forums of a serious nature cart get 
subjects discussed, luncheons, discussions and decisions as 
to the future nature of programs—musical cycles favored.
Concert of less prominent artlsts-can get program if you need it

1938
Several prominent Town Hall of The Air spoakdrs, Kerensky, 
Mann, Young Artists Award given

1939-40
Comments on musical events, debates, series planned,, decision 
to promote Caroling at X-mastlmo,
Activities report available
Broadcast—Bertrand Rihssell, J,L. Fly, concert series planned

19^1
Concert Series program1

BACH
BEETHOVEN, 
LISZT . 
RAVEL 
MOMPOU 
SCHUBERT

f

Toceata and Fugue in D Major 
Sonata Opus III
St, Frencis of Paula Walking Upon the Waters
Alborodo del Gracloso
Fetes Lolntalnes (N.Y.Premier)
Impromptu in G Major

also I

AARON COPELAND VITEBSK, a study on a Jewish melody 
((n his honor) ha performed the encore 
Ralph Berkowltz, pianist

V. Gottlieb , cello 
E. Shapiro violin

4
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Series, continued

EMMMUEL FEUEHMANN/ALBERT HIRSH '• . '
cycle of Beethivenjs works for Cello/Key'board

Variations on "a theme from HANDEL*s Judas,Maccabaeus 
Sonatain G minor Opus 5 #2
Sonata in A Major Opus 69 * '
Sonata in C major Opus 102 UZ •

Series of Lectures planned opened by Mrs, FDR can get exfcerpts 
**for party— • ' v
Music forAm planned, Dr, J. Huxloy andSLOTTB LEHHAN 
honored at Town Hall dinner, performance to be planned,
1942-67

V.

tf v:y.

.'i

I:'.; '■

' Fund concert of less prominent artists, can get program ftotes 
Forum series planned, can get info
Several concerts and recitals planned Including lecture given 

*#by F.H, La Guardia and an evening honoring George Washington 
♦■“Carver, manager changes, dinner for All Kahn

Town Hall sponsors Eastern Nations to visit U.S, Funds decline 
new affiliation with N.Y.U, objections as to their operations, 
Several awards dinners, E, SIMON conducts w/ R. Puyana, 
still working on program in celebration of Debussy's birthday 
Town Hall meeting rally f^r Oswdld/Kennedy information 
Oswald's mother shows, near riot, G, Maurice jjresonts 
singers awards, several avant-garde and contemporary American 
chamber ensembles perform and find a home at Town Hall

'V ^ -a?'.
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Thia a rough history of Town Hall there la plenty of 
information available as to the concert series hut there ' 
id loss detailed program information available as many 
of the concerts held there were for the benofir of the 
Endowment Fund and therefore are not as eusceptiblo t& 
the critical attentions or scrupulous.chronicling that 
performances of a more lucrative natjlre (to the artist, 
that is)
As indicated there is more information available and 
the leads you gave mo before are still being checked oujrt,

If you could possibly give mo the years that some of the more 
prominent performances took place I could prpbably dig 
up reviews as weftl as interviews with the artists aa to 
their own reactions to performing at Town Hall, This 
might be a nice touch to your idea.

I hope this gives you some indication aa to what you 
can accomplish and enough encouragement to proceed with 
your brainstorm. . I am asking you to hlghligh any 
area you feel deserves more strict attention and any 
other information you mAy need as to how to carry these 
ideas through.

The details of the lecture series must be done in 
another branch of the library, but they are reproducable 
in any case.

Please give Kevin the Town Hall file if you are there,, 
and don't need it (on the floor by your desk) All 
other details to follow.

Good Luck at your luncheon.

I.
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David A. Paterson
Governor

New York State Office of Parks, 
Recreation and Historic Preservation

Carol Ash
Commissioner

Historic Preservation Field Services Bureau • Peebles Island, PO Box 189, Waterford, New York 12188-0189
518-237-8643
www.nysparks.com

19 November 2010

Susan Salvatore 
National Park Service 
National Historic Landmarks Program 
12011 Street NW (2280)
Washington, DC 20005

RE: Town Hall
New York County, New York

Dear Susan:

I am enclosing the maps and photos for the proposed Town Hall National Historic 
Landmark nomination. The package includes the USGS quad and property map, color 
photos in tiff format and corresponding cd, and a group of supplementary materials, 
including historic photographs, floor plans, and advertising materials.

Please let me know if there if anything else that you think would enhance the nomination. 
I will send an electronic version of the final draft within the week as we discussed.

Sincerely:

Kathleen LaFrank
Program Analyst
Division for Historic Preservation

cc: Hilda Cabrera

■^1
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FIRST NOTICE MAILING ^ /im ^
The Town Hall Foundation 
123 West 43^^* Street 
New York, NY 10036

Ms. Carol Ash, SHPO
Parks, Recreation & Historic Preservation
Agency Building #1
Empire State Plaza
Albany, NY 12238

Mayor Michael R. Bloomberg 
City Hall
New York, NY 10007

Kristen E. Gillibrand
478 Russell Senate Office Building
Washington, DC 20510

Charles E. Schumer
313 Hart Senate Office Building
Washington, DC 20510

Carolyn B. Maloney 
2332 Rayburn HOB 
Washington, DC 20515-3214
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r.
United States Department of the Interior

NATIONAL PARK SERVICE 
1849 C Street, N.W. 

Washington, D.C. 20240

Notice of a Study to Determine Potential for Designation
as a

National Historic Landmark
0 9 20U

The National Park Service is pleased to announce that a study is being conducted on the 
following property to determine its potential for designation as a National Historic Landmark:

The Town Hall 
New York, New York

National Historic Landmarks are nationally significant places that illustrate important themes, 
persons, or events in American history. The National Historic Landmarks Program recognizes 
properties of exceptional national significance in the nation’s history, architecture, archeology, 
engineering and culture. Once reviewed by the National Park System Advisory Board and 
designated by the Secretary of the Interior, each landmark may request an official bronze plaque 
from the National Park Service that recognizes this high distinction.

When the study is completed and scheduled for review by the National Park System Advisory 
Board, you will receive a copy of the nomination and have 60 days to comment in writing, if you 
so desire. After the 60-day period, the nomination and any comments received will be submitted 
to the National Park System Advisory Board.

For your information, we have enclosed a brochure that describes the National Historic 
Landmarks Program and a fact sheet that describes the effects of designation.

For further information on the National Historic Landmarks Program, including the designation 
process and questions on this specific study please contact: Ms. Patricia Henry, Historian, 
National Park Service, National Historic Landmarks Program, 1849 C Street NW (2280), 
Washington, DC 20240, or call 202/354-2216.

Additional information on the National Historic Landmarks Program is available at: 
www.nps.gov/history/nhl.

y'^%’ ■
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The Town Hall Foundation 
123 West 43rd Street 
New York, NY 10036

Ms. Catherine Turton 
Architectural Historian 
National Park Service, NERO 
200 Chestnut Street 
Philadelphia, PA 19106

Ms. Carol Ash, SHPO
Parks, Recreation & Historic Preservation
Agency Building # 1
Empire State Plaza
Albany, NY 12238

1i
The Honorable Michael R. Bloomberg,
Mayor
City Hall
New York, NY 10007

The Honorable Jerrold Nadler 
Member, United States House of 
Representatives
2334 Rayburn House Office Building 
Washington, DC 20515

The Honorable Kristen E. Gillibrand 
United States Senator 
478 Russell Senate Office Building 
Washington, DC 20510

The Honorable Charles E. Schumer 
United States Senator 
313 Hart Senate Office Building 
Washington, DC 20510

■4f



H34(2280)
mar 2 5 2011

Mr. Marvin Leffler, President
Board of Directors, The Town Hall Foundation
123 West 43rd Street
New York, New York 10036

Dear Mr. Leffler:

The National Park Service has completed the study of The Town Hall, in New York City, New 
York, for the purpose of nominating it for designation as a National Historic Landmark. We 
enclose a copy of the nomination.

The Landmarks Committee of the National Park System Advisory Board will consider the 
nomination during its next meeting, at the time and place indicated on one of the enclosures.
This enclosure also specifies how you may comment on the proposed nomination if you so 
choose. The Landmarks Committee will report on this nomination to the Advisory Board, which 
in turn will make a recommendation concerning this nomination to the Secretary of the Interior, 
based upon the criteria of the National Historic Landmarks Program.

If you wish to comment on the nomination, please do so within 60 days of the date of this letter. 
After the 60-day period, we will submit the nomination and all comments we have received to 
the Landmarks Committee.

To assist you in considering this matter, we have enclosed a copy of the regulations governing 
the National Historic Landmarks Program. They describe the criteria for designation (§65.4) and 
include other information on the Program. We are also enclosing a fact sheet that outlines the 
effects of designation.

Sincerely,

J. Paul LcwiMr
J. Paul Loether, Chief 
National Register of Historic Places 

and National Historic Landmarks Program

Enclosures
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Property Studied for 

National Historic Landmark Designation

THE TOWN HALL
NEW YORK CITY, NEW YORK

The Landmarks Committee of the National Park System Advisory Board will evaluate this property at a 
meeting to be held on May 24-26, 2011 beginning at 1:00 p.m. on Tuesday, May 24, and continuing at 
9:00 a.m. on Wednesday, May 25 and Thursday, May 26, in the 2"** Floor Board Room, National Trust for 
Historic Preservation, 1785 Massachusetts Avenue NW, Washington, DC. The Landmarks Committee 
evaluates the studies of historic properties being nominated for National Historic Landmark designation 
in order to advise the full National Park System Advisory Board. At a subsequent meeting the National 
Park System Advisory Board will consider those properties that the Committee finds meet the criteria of 
the National Historic Landmarks Program.

Owners of private properties nominated for NHL designation have an opportunity to concur with or 
object to designation, in accordance with the National Historic Preservation Act and 36 CFR 65. Any 
owner or partial owner of private property who chooses to object to designation must submit a notarized 
statement certifying that the party is the sole or partial owner of the private property and objects to the 
designation. Each owner or partial owner of private property has one vote, regardless of the portion of the 
property that the party owns. If a majority of private property owners object, a property will not be 
designated. Letters objecting to or supporting nominations may be sent to Mr. J. Paul Loether, Chief, 
National Register of Historic Places and National Historic Landmarks Program, at the National Park 
Service, 1849 C Street N.W. (2280), Washington, DC, 20240.

Should you wish to obtain information about these meetings, or about the National Historic Landmarks 
Program, please contact Historian Patty Henry at the National Park Service, at the address given above; 
by telephone at (202) 354-2216; or by e-mail at <patty_henry@nps.gov>.



IDENTICAL LETTERS SENT TO:

Owner:

f HEO:

Mr. Marvin Leffler, President
Board of Directors, The Town Hall Foundation
123 West 43rd Street
New York, NY 10036

The Honorable Michael R. Bloomberg 
Mayor of the City of New York 
City Hall
New York, NY 10007

bcc; Northeast Regional Office, Catherine Turton



Patty Henry/WASO/NPS 
03/25/2011 06:46 PM

To ruth.pierpont@oprhp.state.ny.us

cc Kathleen.LaFrank@oprhp.state.ny.us, 
mark.peckham@oprhp.state.ny.us 

bcc

Subject From Paul Loether - NHL nominations notification

Ms. Ruth L. Pierpont, Director 
Division of Historic Preservation

Dear Ms. Pierpont:
•

The National Park Service has completed the studies of Gardner Earl Memorial Chapel and 
Crematorium in Troy, New York; Montauk Point Lighthouse in Suffolk County, New York; USS 
SLATER in Albany, New York; The Town Hall in New York City, New York; and the West Point 
Foundry Archeological Site in Cold Spring, New York; for the purpose of nominating them for 
designation as National Historic Landmarks. You may find the nominations online at 
http://www.nps.gov/nhl/Spring2Ql lNoms.html.

The Landmarks Committee of the National Park System Advisory Board will consider these 
nominations during its next meeting, at the time and place indicated on one of the enclosures.
This enclosure also specifies how you may comment on the proposed nominations if you so 
choose. The Landmarks Committee will report on these nominations to the Advisory Board, 
which in turn will make a recommendation concerning these nominations to the Secretary of the 
Interior, based upon the criteria of the National Historic Landmarks Program.

If you wish to comment on the nominations, please do so within 60 days of the date of this letter. 
After the 60-day period, we will submit the nominations and all comments we have received to 
the Landmarks Committee.

To assist you in considering this matter, you may also find the regulations governing the National 
Historic Landmarks Program online at the address above. They describe the criteria for 
designation (§65.4) and include other information on the Program. There is also a fact sheet that 
outlines the effects of designation at the same address.

Sincerely,

J. Paul Loether, Chief 
National Register of Historic Places 

and National Historic Landmarks Program

Meeting information page.docx

Patty Henry



National Park Service
National Historic Landmarks Program-WASO 
202-354-2216
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Properties Studied for 

National Historic Landmark Designation

GARDNER EARL MEMORIAL CHAPEL AND CREMATORIUM
TROY, NEW YORK

MONTAUK POINT LIGHTHOUSE
SUFFOLK COUNTY, NEW YORK

THE TOWN HALL
NEW YORK CITY, NEW YORK

USS SLATER
ALBANY, NEW YORK

WEST POINT FOUNDRY ARCHEOLOGICAL SITE
COLD SPRING, NEW YORK

The Landmarks Committee of the National Park System Advisory Board will evaluate these properties at 
a meeting to be held on May 24-26, 2011 beginning at 1:00 p.m. on Tuesday, May 24, and continuing at 
9:00 a.m. on Wednesday, May 25 and Thursday, May 26, in the 2"‘‘ Floor Board Room, National Trust for 
Historic Preservation, 1785 Massachusetts Avenue NW, Washington, DC. The Landmarks Committee 
evaluates the studies of historic properties being nominated for National Historic Landmark designation 
in order to advise the full National Park System Advisory Board. At a subsequent meeting the National 
Park System Advisory Board will consider those properties that the Committee finds meet the criteria of 
the National Historic Landmarks Program.

Owners of private properties nominated for NHL designation have an opportunity to concur with or 
object to designation, in accordance with the National Historic Preservation Act and 36 CFR 65. Any 
owner or partial owner of private property who chooses to object to designation must submit a notarized 
statement certifying that the party is the sole or partial owner of the private property and objects to the 
designation. Each owner or partial owner of private property has one vote, regardless of the portion of the 
property that the party owns. If a majority of private property owners object, a property will not be 
designated. Letters objecting to or supporting nominations may be sent to Mr. J. Paul Loether, Chief, 
National Register of Historic Places and National Historic Landmarks Program, at the National Park 
Service, 1849 C Street N.W. (2280), Washington, DC, 20240.

Should you wish to obtain information about these meetings, or about the National Historic Landmarks 
Program, please contact Historian Patty Henry at the National Park Service, at the address given above; 
by telephone at (202) 354-2216; or by e-mail at <patty_henry@nps.gov>.
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C NEW YORK STATE 1

New York State Office of Parks, 
Recreation and Historic Preservation
Historic Preservation Field Services Bureau 
P.O. Box 189, Waterford, Nevy York 12188-0189 
518-237-8643 Fax; 518-233-9049

J. Paul Loether 
Chief
National Register of Historic Places and 
National Historic Landmarks Programs 
National Park Service 
1849 C Street, NW (2280)
Washington, DC 20240

Andrew M. Cuomo 
Governor

Rose Harvey 
Commissioner

March 29, 2011

RECiir -'V sa Xiju

APR - 8 2011

Re: NHL nominations:
Earl Mem. Chapel and Crematorium, Troy, NY 
Montauk Lighthouse, Montauk, NY 
The Town Hall, New York, NY 
Destroyer Escort USS Slater, Albany, NY 
West Point Foundry Site, Cold Spring, NY

Dear Mr. Loether:

Thank you for placing five New York State properties on the Landmarks Committee’s May agenda for 
consideration as National Historic Landmarks. The New York State Historic Preservation Office strongly 
supports the designation of all five historic properties. Our office has been directly involved in 
encouraging these nominations and in most instances assisting the sponsors in preparing or editing the 
necessary documentation. Each of the proposed nominations is significant in the history of our nation and 
will make important contributions to the NHL program. Designation of these highly regarded buildings 
and sites will serve to broaden the public’s appreciation for our diverse history while encouraging 
preservation. Please let me know if I or my staff can be of any further assistance to you in the designation 
process.

Sincerely,

Mark Peckham 
Director
Historic Preservation 
Field Services Bureau

■ S:. f;.
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An Equal Opportunity Employer/Affirmative Action Agency
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KIRSTEN E. GILLIBRAND
NEWVOHK

SENATOR

SENATE OFFICE BUIL0M6 
SUITE 478

WASHINGTON. DC 20S10>320S 202-224-4491

COMMITTEES:
ARMED SERVICES

ENVIRONMENT AND PUBLIC WORKS AGRICULTURE

SPECIAL COMMITTEE ON AGING

flnitcd States Senate
WASHINGTON, DC 20510-3205

May 24.2011

Mr. J. Paxil Loether, Chief
National Register of Historic Places and National Historic Landmarks Program 
National Park Service 
1849 C Street N.W.
Washington. DC 20240

Dear Mr. Loether,

I am writing today to express my support for the nomination of The Town Hall in New 
York City for designation as a National Historic Landmark.

Located in midtown Manhattan, the Town Hall was specifically built to foster public 
education and democracy, and America’s Town Meeting of the Air (ATMA) was broadcast from this site 
from 1935 until 1956. This program was one of the most important and widely listened to civic 
education programs in our nation’s history. The Town Hall, in no small part, contributed to the 
success of this program by drawing on its own longstanding association with public education and 
American’s deep symbolic associations with the New England town meeting.

The development of radio broadcasting was immensely important to the cultural history of 
the United States, andATMA’s popularity helped fuel the rise of this form of communication. 
Throughout its twenty-two-year history, ATMA addressed a wide range of controversial topics, 
including civil liberties, war, communism, and racism, and aimed to promote a broader and more 
informed consideration of these issues.

No other radio show in our nation’s history has become so closely identified with its 
broadcast location as ATMA has been with the Town Hall. As you review this nomination for 
potential designation, I urge you to consider the favorable findings of the National Park Service 
commissioned study regarding the merits for designation. National Historic Landmark designation 
would provide greatly needed resources for the further preservation of this site, which is significant 
not just as the location for ATMA, but as the physical embodiment of the values and tolerance 
ATMA promoted.

Sincerely,

Kirsten E. Gillibrand 
United States Senator

PRMTEO ON KCVCLEO PAPER

. . .............. *
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United States Department of the Interior

NATIONAL PARK SERVICE 
1849 C Street, N.W. 

Washington, D.C 20240

H34(2280)

Memorandvim
JAN 1 8 2D12

To: Secretary
Through: Acting Assistant Secretary for Fish and Wildlife and ParklF

JFrom:

Subject:

Director^\cwodCi

Designation of Thirteen Properties as National Historic Landmarks: Director's 
Recommendation and Request for Secretarial Action

At its meeting on December 1,2011, the National Park System Advisory Board recommended 
designation of the following properties as National Historic Landmarks:

1. MONT AUK POINT LIGHTHOUSE, Suffolk County, NY 
(Criterion 1)

2. BRADDOCK CARNEGIE LIBRARY, Braddock, PA 
(Criterion 1)

3. THE TOWN HALL, New York City, NY 
(Criterion 1)

4. FORT APACHE AND THEODORE ROOSEVELT SCHOOL, Fort Apache, AZ 
(Criterion 1)

5. DEER MEDICINE ROCKS, Rosebud County, MT 
(Criterion 1)

6. AKIMA PINSIWA AWIIKI (CHIEF JEAN-BAPTISTE DE RICHARDVILLE 
HOUSE), Fort Wayne, IN
(Criteria 1 and 2)

7. ST. PETER’S PARISH CHURCH, New Kent County, VA 
(Criterion 4)
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8. EYRE HALL, Northampton County, VA 
(Criterion 4)

9. GARDNER EARL MEMORIAL CHAPEL AND CREMATORIUM, Troy, NY 
(Criterion 4)

10. MEADOW BROOK HALL, Rochester, MI 
(Criterion 4)

11. FLORIDA SOUTHERN COLLEGE HISTORIC DISTRICT, Lakeland, FL 
(Criterion 4)

12. USS SLATER, Albany, NY 
(Criteria 1 and 4)

13. CARRIZO PLAIN ARCHEOLOGICAL DISTRICT, San Luis Obispo County, CA 
(Criteria 5 and 6)

In accordance with National Historic Landmarks Program regulations, the Board reviewed the 
studies nominating these properties for Landmark status and found that these properties meet 
National Historic Landmarks Program criteria. The Board, therefore, voted to recommend that 
these properties be designated as National Historic Landmarks. The Certificate of Action by the 
National Park System Advisory Board is attached for your review.

Also, at its meeting on December 1,2011, the National Park System Advisory Board 
recommended approval of additional documentation and a boundary clarification for the 
following National Historic Landmark:

1. FORT BENTON HISTORIC DISTRICT, Fort Benton, MT (Criterion 1)

In accordance with National Historic Landmarks Program regulations, the Board reviewed the 
additional documentation and boundary clarification study for this Landmark and fmmd that the 
additional documentation and boundary clarification meet National Historic Landmarks Program 
criteria. The Board, therefore, voted to recommend that the additional documentation and 
boundary clarification for this National Historic Landmark be approved. The Certificate of 
Action by the National Park System Advisory Board is attached for your review.

Per the National Historic Landmark Program regulations, I hereby certify that the procedural 
requirements set forth in 36 CFR Part 65.5 have been met.

u
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I recommend that you approve the Board’s December 1,2011, recommendations, and designate 
as National Historic Landmarks the properties listed above, and approve the additional 
documentation said boundgia^ clarification for the National Historic Landmark listed above.

APPROVE:

DISAPPROVE:

DATE: MAR-O-rm
Attachments
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H34(2280)
JAN - 4 2013

Mr. Marvin Leffler, President
Board of Directors, The Town Hall Foundation
123 West 43rd Street
New York, New York 10036

Dear Mr. Leffler:

I am pleased to confirm that the Secretary of the Interior, on March 02, 2012, designated The 
Town Hall in New York, New York, a National Historic Landmark, in recognition of the 
property’s national significance in the history of the United States.

The Historic Sites Act of 1935 authorizes the Secretary of the Interior to identify and recognize 
nationally significant places that best represent the American experience. Landmark designation 
recognizes and encourages the preservation of places that have exceptional value for 
commemorating or illustrating the history of the United States, for the inspiration and benefit of 
all Americans.

The Secretary of the Interior designates National Historic Landmarks only after careful study by 
the National Park Service, extensive opportunities for public involvement, and review and 
recommendation by the National Park System Advisory Board, in accordance with National 
Historic Landmark criteria set forth in 36 CFR Part 65. National Historic Landmarks are listed 
in the National Register of Historic Places, making them eligible for the safeguards and benefits 
provided by the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966 and other federal laws protecting 
historic properties.

We are delighted to enroll The Town Hall in New York, New York, as a National Historic 
Landmark - a designation that reflects the recognition of this property as an irreplaceable part of 
our nation’s heritage.

Sincerely,

J. Paul Loether, Chief 
National Register of Historic Places 

and National Historic Landmarks Program



IDENTICAL LETTER SENT TO:

Owner: Mr. Marvin Leffler, President
Board of Directors, The Town Hall Foundation
123 West 43rd Street
New York, New York 10036

HEO: The Honorable Michael Bloomberg 
Mayor of the City of New York 
City Hall
New York, New York 10007

k

r. ^
m' .

SHPO: Ms. Rose Harvey, SHPO
Commissioner Office of Parks, Recreation and Historic Preservation 
Empire State Plaza 
Albany, New York 12238

bcc: Northeast Regional Office, B. Bolger
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FEB -1 2013
H34(2280)

The Honorable Carolyn B. Maloney 
U. S. House of Representatives 
Washington, DC 20515

Dear Ms. Maloney:

I am pleased to confirm that the Secretary of the Interior, on March 02,2012, designated The 
Town Hall in New York, New York, a National Historic Landmark, in recognition of the 
property’s national significance in the history of the United States.

The Historic Sites Act of 1935 authorizes the Secretary of the Interior to identify and recognize 
nationally significant places that best represent the American experience. Landmark designation 
recognizes and encourages the preservation of places that have exceptional value for 
commemorating or illustrating the history of the United States, for the inspiration and benefit of 
all Americans.

The Secretary of the Interior designates National Historic Landmarks only after careful study by 
the National Park Service, extensive opportunities for public involvement, and review and 
recommendation by the National Park System Advisory Board, in accordance with National 
Historic Landmark criteria set forth in 36 CFR Part 65. National Historic Landmarks are listed 
in the National Register of Historic Places, making them eligible for the safeguards and benefits 
provided by the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966 and other federal laws protecting 
historic properties.

We are delighted to enroll The Town Hall in New York, New York, as a National Historic 
Landmark - a designation that reflects the recognition of this property as an irreplaceable part of 
our nation’s heritage.

Sincerely,

/a^JON C. SMITH

Stephanie Toothman, Ph.D.
Associate Director, Cultural Resources, Partnerships and Science
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IDENTICAL LETTER SENT TO:

The Honorable Carolyn B. Maloney 
U.S. House of Representatives 
Washington, DC 20515

The Honorable Kirsten E. Gillibrand 
United States Senate 
Washington, DC 20510

The Honorable Charles E. Schumer 
United States Senate 
Washington, DC 20510

bcc: Northeast Regional Office, B. Bolger
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TIMES SQUARE TO HAVE A MILLION-DOLLAR TOWN HALL
Handsome Stmctm’e to be Erected on Forty-third Street Just East of Broadway, With 

[Auditorium Seating 1,800—^WiU House League for Political Education and
New Club for Men and Women

Times Square la to have a rallllon-dol- 
lar town meetlnc hall, (round tor which 
will be broken early In May.

The structure Is to be erected for the 
League for Political Education, the Eco
nomic Club, and the Civic Forum by the 
Societies Realty Company, Inc., as a 
kind of uptown Cooper Union, on the 
theory that efficient democratic govern
ment and healthy democratic life require 
a suitable meeting place for the public 
discussion of subjects related to the com
mon welfare.

IVltli this Idea In mind, the officers of 
tho League for Political Education, 
which will celebrate the twenty-fifth an
niversary of Ita organisation next No
vember, began to look about town eev- 

I eral years ago for a site on which to 
' erect a home of Its own, as Its growing 
■ membership and prestige demanded. The 
; .-sorvlces of several of New York City’s 
' real estate experts, among them being 
Joseph P.,r>ay. Alfred E. Marling, Will
iam B. Wlllcox, Robert E. Simon, and 
Walter Stabler, were secured.

After an exliaustlve search and nu
merous meetings, this committee finally 
recommended as the best and most de
sirable site 113 to 123 West Forty-third

> J

iitiiiii 1'll 111
' I

oM three-story and basement dwellings, 
has a frontage of 125 feet Just east of' 
Broadway and a depth of 100 feet. It 
Is opposite the Elks Club Building and 
tl-.o new Henry Miller Theatre, and was, 
recommended for the reason that It was 
not only In the heart of the fastest- 
growing civic and commercial centre ot ] 
tho city, but midway between the two' 
great railroad terminals of the city, 
and of easy access from any point In 
Greater New York,

Tho property was held at a high fig
ure, but finally a price of (425,000 was 
agreed upon, and a New York corpora
tion waa formed, composed of F. A. 
I'anderllp. President: Robert Ersklne 
Ely. Mrs. A. A. AriUerson, E. H. Outer- 
bridge, and William H. Wlllcox. to pur
chase tho land and erect tho building.

Plans for tho new structure, which Is 
to cost about (500,000, hove been pre
pared by McKIm, Mead & White, and 
it Is expected that the building will be 
ready for occupancy by January. Rus
sell B. Smith engineers have been re
tained as consulting and supervising 
engineers. ■

Tho principal feature of the building

will bo the auditorium, which will oc
cupy the first four floors and have a 
scaling capacity of about 1,800, -

On tho fifth floor will be the offices of 
the League for Political Education, the 
Economic Club, and the Civic Forum; 
library and reading room: and the sixth 
floor and roof will be used by a new 
club for men and women with very low 
dues and complete club service.

Robert Ersklne Ely, First Vice Presi
dent ot the Societies Realty Company, 
Inc., said yesterday; " Tho practical on- 
thuslasnl with which tho project jias 
been pushed during the last year Is the 
best answer to tho question, ' Is New 
York City too big to have a real sense 
of city pride? ■

" I speak with conviction when 1 say 
that I* believe there Is a finer public 
spirit In New York at this time than In 
any city on earth.

•• Hardly a year goes by now without 
the building of some monumenital struc
ture for the furtherance ot a noble ideal. 
Une sees tljls in tho rearing of cathe
drals, arm hospitals, to say nothing of 
beautiful railway terminals and palatial 
hotels.

•' This new building will be the perma
nent home ot the Economic Club, tho

League for Political Education, and the 
Civic Forum. The tlieory of the pro
jectors Is that efficient democratic gov
ernment and healthy democratic life re
quire a suitable meeting place for tho 
public discussion ot subjects related to 
the common welfare. -f

" We figure the total Investment af 
about (1,000,000. Tho sum of (176,000 
has been paid on the purchase price. 
Until tho mortgage Indebtedness Is en
tirely paid off. the League for Political 
Education, the Economic Club, the Civic 
Forum, and the new club will pay rent 
to tho Societies Realty Company. The 
estimated net revenue will be from 
$25,000 to (30,000 annually.”

The League for Political Education 
was founded in November. 1894, by Elea
nor Butler Sanders, (Mrs. Henry M. 
Sanders,) with whom were associated 
five other notable women. Its object Is 
to promote good citizenship, social Jus
tice. and general Intelligence through 
education and expression of public opin
ion chiefly by means ot lectures and ad
dresses.

From the end of October to the mid
dle' of April the league has Icbtures four 
or five mornings a week, at present on 
Mondays, vTuesdays, and Saturdays In

Carnegie Hall, and on Thuradayi and 
Fridays In Aeolian Hall. These lecturee 
are attended mainly by women.

At present the league has neariy 4,000 
membere. Seven hundred publlo school 
teachers paying annual dues of $3 are 
an Important element in the member
ship. For- some years the league baa 
been enUrely self-supporting. Its Income 
from membership dues approximating 
(40,000 annually. A. Barton Hepburn Is 
Chairman of tho Board o^Trustees; the 
other members being JacSb- H. Schlff, 
John Bates Clark, Mra Robert Abbe, 
Mra Henry A. Alexander. Clara 
Spence, Laura V. Day, Mra Ben All 
Haggin. Mary B. Cleveland, Henry M. 
Sanders, Robert O. Mead. John Martin, 
and Robert Ersklne Ely.

The Economic CTub of New York waa 
organized In Juna 1007, at the sugges
tion of J. W. Beataon, founder end Sec
retary of the Economic Club of Boston. 
The club’s object la to ” aid In tho crea
tion and expression of an enlightened 
publlo opinion on the Important eco
nomic and social questions of the day.” 
It endeavors to attain this object by 

. having four dinners a year for tho dls- 
I cusston of public questions.

The Civic Forum, like the EconofilK 
Club, was founded in the Spring of 1907. 
It grew out of the Peace Congress held 
fn Now York In'April of that year. Ita 
aim Is to promote a finer naUonal life 
and a bettor understehdlng of the peo
ples of other countriea The Forum has 
from three to six meetings a year.

Among the members of tho League for 
PolIUcal Education are Mrs. J. Plerpont 
Morgan, Mra Andrew Carnegie. Mrp. 
Charles B. Alexander, Mra Douglas 
Robinson. Mrs. William K. Dick, Mra 
Simon Guggenheim, Mrs. Henry A. Al
exander. Mrs. William H. Bllsa Mrs. A. 
A. Anderson, Mrs. Schuyler N. Warren, 
Jacob H. Schlff, A. Barton Hepburn, 
John Bates Clark, Mrs. P. A. Valentine. 
Miss Clara B. Spenca Mrs. Robert Abbo, 
Miss Charlotte S. Baker, Mrs. Ben All 
Haggin, Mra Warner M. Leeds, Mrs. 
Harry K. Knapp, Mrs. Henry Morgan- 
thau, Mrs. Ogden Armour, Mra. Ralph 
L. Shalnwald, Mrs. Theodore Peters,

den Armour, Mrs. Ralph 
... Mrs. Theodore Peters,
Mrs. Daniel Guggenheim, Mrs. Theodore 
Roosevelt. Jr.. Mrs. J. B. Orcenhut, Mrs. 
Acosta Nichols. Mrs. Frederick Nathan, 
Mrs. William A. Perry, Mrs- Charles 
Oppenhelm, Mrs. Warner M. 'Van Nor- 
den, Mrs. Chester A. Braman, Mrs. B. 
J. de Coppet. and Mra F. J. Van Beu- 
ren.

Cbf?«flvJ]oifc£tinrs
PuMshod: Apiil 27, 1919 
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yiclnJty.%'rtio. wtowi

..SPlEtfe »tiiig Place fot Bisapaion.'
.BATTiBoityx

jitC# pSiCS ‘OQAyCPCCa

Uly U to *N« o*™iioniiii yiiio s.YM igor uinne™ J„, „it .of' BrOadWiy'.', IU public u «ur..<^loniiUy more; TThon th. but ifirty-tWd ■■
I dlicuuCon m)nd» of Iho day are Keard oncoonOhild ,

(]UssUonPi ,&nd. t"‘ ' **

Sli-eel,;it wjll be _lb

ms^iof-edunllonal, rollUpu,, and 
eanliatlona tuneUonIn*. IV *ota" to' be. 
morb and mort dlftbulblto- tU,d..what 
you yburult .jf^nV The, bureau .iri|| Wro, 
althor.tho ,loat New Yorker-or.Jhe.be- 
Wldered itfaiirer fuH Inlormatlon aa a. 
friendly aerylce to the co.mmunl.ly, ,
--mt—- «rll1.l- ,hY-. llhr--0 ’-nirhT™ l«i»ty found-by tSi theatrlial w,rt4. -There will-In time ,be', llbrai^

• in'.Town Ball;

hiV’Iifl»al‘'irirjiwM^aJ'i turilty for dUonaalon.. The*;.dlWuMl6n; , . • . g

^beit^Jany law-abldlnr pijrkon-may-volce have provotl of; Intenio Int'croet - . Badon»ll»a.W riaaaed. • 'r'T-- • T'T’,a«v ^thdr’
«!bla->jdiilon.onlaffaire of the day. clubla avowed ob)oet. la to ald.-.ln the Tha.,bulldlna.. .wUl bo alx- itorled-,ln i^^h aw^ Ihi HbwS«
J-rroih the day-* the Pllirlm-Fathero erentlon and axpreaalori of an enlUtht- hol»ht. with, .arr.angertentf.whloll .will " .lb*-‘W**,
♦JldjbePdrlfana onWitrd lb tho RavolS. cried public opinion. permit the addition of foub e;ctra..itortea. '.‘n ^ „f Wbuildlni will
.«0B. and. the creation of the Conatl- Tho new. bulldlni: will bo hold ai . The audllorinm will be on tho flrat floor An Interatlni part of the bidldln* will

: '«ho«, - «a;p«rt «trylct

ah« 
scl-

•iQf d^roet

.hold «a a Tho.audllorlum wlll.be on tho flrat floor . *■?.f
tuHon. each oOnmmntiy had Iti moot- truat for the publla In Ita auditorium a*d will bo i)nllko.‘any other In the city., o”
liii^houii^ lU -T«ir

the. 'of peaon. .may meet for frae, dl.cua- Thoy.' wJU ba no *d«.; a plaff.rn< ""fS■, ''r.'o'thd elU- AtWM.niet .to-.talk thing* w:cr. At theoo of peraons .mnjr nteet tor free Oiicua- inOiTO wiM oa po aMmo. »« • ':,aii^ 4^ ik. «e.ur .nai
m«un*e..,nuotloha dieting thb live. -a-on. ond no rcnlil. wlU_^b,._chygod. worrie"n Iho hove holped.^ln.tho'p.at::th.
and fortuhoa of . the-atliena ao far. aa Tho aole oliarpe will bo Mr lli^t-anff Will bi oltoopllonal.- .Tlie audijorluin-will - - -j' i-V ..i,.ri’.;.-a* .t.h

acaJdat -axletlni lawa proposal^ «n 
ckrtaril;. new Oiioa, ■ Ujo fltncw. of oft-cr 
bolderki or proapodUvo.ofCIce hcldoi-a; 
cama ..iip ror' (reO dlaciiaalou. Thu'To.« ij
HaUv waa ‘the pJavo vhoi’e the people 
M'«"«f1)ol« could'|«4rn wKat wdm going 
oa la '^^r. totrha.'ahd pul their Qiv'n 
car .imp. Uio public popl.: The Townf

tgrlum wHl. «ul .1,700 j«o.plc.. lyllh S)n on lh«;:.top .floor'club .ana r^if roomi, oppSiSn
.•tundee*. A lAiTur place Ilian ttUa .hoib .lounge* and. dining rooma. InP.fn^*i hS!w g%at a%art In llie life cf the b^y 
been proved bad for Uio apodal, purpoaca hoiue on tha'rdol will, be the kitchen politic (ha new Town Hall le deetined to
of Ihla.hnll. ......... ana loryamo ouariere.

wr.0 .paaiy. wi» >puiptiu yuyt.. *iim Awwipf Peaplo may ray that COOpCh JDnloBrj»r«- which 1ft of. couree Xho. meet’Importajnt thla'-Influenco ore lo 
■ Hair i^u'4*.Important' In the civic life; vldoa euch ‘................. ...................... *-----------------

.of•■•»!■(! daya.aa tha church,
-In-aa article In tho July Century Glenn 

IY.hjc eonUn.nlea on the. dlaappckmnco of jSbllo-. mceUria. ■ond-.dUduaalona fri 
tho-.American politic, of today. The 
hUg<lna.a and complexity of pollUcal 

. mrichlriBT have srSdn^ly cauaed it to 
be rni\ not by tiie poople meeting In freft dWiilori ovir ■cont.mplit.d change.- or

»-<■ In' ■fh"- *«na-
profcMlonal group,, {n the bulk, the 
average .vpter has nevci' had i chance to 

“r “> anmiplnldn-
unUl-aetval electioneering lUrta. He la 
abie,' InCthe paper*, to read .irhat other 
mftn 'UUhk and aay on Ulo varlou* meo*. 
nr..: arid mrin on whom h. I. io'vote, 
bttl.-he hae-llm. to do with the forma- 
UVa ptocoeaba. know, none-of that glvo-
and-tatce-tKol mad. the ild tdwri mriot- 
lriV.ilo: '<;rilriabl.-ana «> edrioatlW aa In-

I a mcotlrig placo. but tho ua'e'- thing. In the Inillding, tylll haYo'only.oria forturiatd.
• .awr-K'','^ •»•••bo groat • and

I.UUUoa: In rc6ar|1 to thla Mr. Frank 
baa the following rciharkeito make:

*' If jUiere. ever wea a time (n American 
hlaUu^ when the.noftd for 'aetclnb' up the * 

^Inaty^U^eata and/method* 'for common 
4l8Ct^ip9 of cbniinon lotcfeata tvos lm* 
peikUve, It la ImpcreUve. nor' In thla 
t)znevoC',nuxr when- rerklcae revolution . 
oAd ftupld' roactlon'nVo alike coquetting; 
with: ^a public ' mind. * *' *' But • the [ 
majprjdl^ouity'wlth ua-la that we lack I 
tli«'mkehincry knd’ bare loaf tho habit 
of Iccramurilty dlecuaarbh. • • • the avdr-1 
ago' Axhin^can muat llaten to dlaeuaeJon | 
laaa'aM^partlclpace more. We need an 
O^nu a fonim, a folk^oot, 
fleeting.’* ■
‘.TVkllf that la exactly what Kew Tork 
will get when tho building now In proc- 
w of coneOueUon I* complete. TTc
have three notable orgnnizaliona to 
thank, for this addition (O oqr ciiic 
Ufa. /Thoae are Uio Leitgue for PollUcal 
Sjlduca,1^ont the .Clylo Porp'm and Uie 
Bconomlo Club of Xew Ifoiic. Tbeae 
threa organluUon* have Jong been cn*
^•d In Informing, rather than In form* 
Ing,' the public mind. HaCuroUy they 
have been Mtraei^ toward .ei^h other 
by thla atmllarlty of aim. For some 
Ume the aame oCflco force hoa boon used 
by all-three.' But they wanted on audl* 
torlusrof choir otm, a home. Hew Vorit 
b^'hone to dffor them. Thoae axiaUng 
win itih'er'too email or too large for 
their purpoaoa. It remained to build.

t^th 'Chb. detennlnnUon to build n 
bouae'that should; moot Ihclr nood came 
a broadv outlook pn the city's needs. 
New Toricere. amasing a» this etatemeni 
nnay ae^ ore keoil Yor^educkUon and 
•iw oltva to demands of today for the 
brat Informed minds and the eleoreat 
Jddgmoots that eon ba obtained. The 
inoeUngs of tho thrto organizations are 
keenly appreelatod. Tha men wlio are 
asked-'t'9 spook from- their platforms 
aro oagor to dq. so, no matter how fa
mous. how busy, how bordonod with 
oUior InvUoUons.

Good Spraker*' Aseurrd.
The r.a.g« f., rontlol EdiKatlon 

1^ In e^atence twenty-tlve ycara.
™*

Boto alder of .everr atory-I don't want 
w ^ more funlllar with my own than 
Wth Ibe other fellow.. lu iriemberahlp 
la open to alt men and women'on pay- 
meat of memberahlp duea, and alt |ti 
loeturea u« tree to membara. Thai. 
iKtuna are hold. In die morning, and 
ara not therotora avaUabla for the uaual 
boey peraon. But hare the Clvlo Forum 
atapa tn. appealing to those whose evo- 
Blnga'only .re free. The civio Forum 
WM toondod aa a. result of tho colling of 

Tork InIWT by CamogJo. one of tho
fpundori being Henry Clews. TBa pnr- 
gv»™ of Uio league It arranged for the 
Spring preceding the Fall opening, but 
that of tha csylc Forum la dcvelopod 
from week to week, according oa ovnriu 
develop. It haa never been turned down

“> •»»'' ‘■‘to™ It.

Mr tbo coming year, omong them Major 
^ ^.rd Wood. Granvm, Barkor. 
Swuel Oompora. Uaoterllnok. Margaret 
Baland, Wllllani H. Tafv Jam., M. 
Bj^ and CarUrGlaak Charla. auoblln 
^ *vo a aorlo. of loetnroa on •• Tho 
voapol of American Democracy: '* S. JC
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CDRHERSTOSE UII) 
FOR PDBUC FORUM

Bishop Burch, Rabbi Wlss, 
Father Bourke, and F. A. 
Vanderlip Among Speakers.

GET $150,000 AT LUNCHEON

Upion or IotmL t}io othor la tho ro- 
llelon of Amortoa. And Anorlea lo a

-uS Sid

tntroducod tho BMakora at Um Hippo*

Mart thaa #»«■.•• ho Iheufht. •• wo 
tl? «*"•"» to undaratand that wo havo 
C« *P flrt ourttivaa to dtmoeraey If

'* Now York'o Town Matting Hall" 
Called Move for "Frotdom BMt< 

treated by Law."

The corporatotia of tho Clvle Audito* Rnhtn ?ndo^e^'johtitoi^ 
rtoo^ to b« known alto aa ’*«ow Tork'a . *ri»t eorntrotono 
Taw* WmUng Hall,*’ wat tahl hr UouU 
CoL Theodore Rooteveit under the au* 
apiett of the Lrtaaua for PollUeal Cdu* 
eaUen, at lU-133 Tt'aat Fortr-ttalrd 
Stnat. roattrday noon. ApproorlaU tx- 
orelMa prtctdod thia eortmonr at tb«
RlppodronM In the morninff. where the 
■iBBlfleance of the new audltertum aa a 
place for tree and op«a diaeueaten of all 
elTlo probleew of Importance wee lnUr< 
preted br epcekera. Including Blehop 
Charlea S. Burch. Rabbi Stephen S.
Wtoe. Frank A. Vanderltp. Borough i 
Frceldeat- Henrr H. Curran, and the:
Rev. John J. Bonrice. rapreoentlng Arch* 
bUhop Karaa. At a luaeheoa at the 
Aator following the laying of the comcr- 
etono. VUO'.DOa waa raised toward the 
$1,300,000 building fund for the audlto- rtuni.,

Blabep Bundi eaM that never before 
bad Americans needed more to heed 
votess' Uwx make elear dlaUneUen be
tween freedom of spaoeh and the abuac 
of that freedom which deacende late U* 
eeaee to give utterance of opiolons aub*
TeraWe of law and order.'* This civic forum, u I understand 
it.” said Blahop Burch. *' le nrlmaflly 
for tho utterance by cxperti of the bai 
opinions on all aoclal, economic, 
oue. artistic and other aubjocie 

1 of us i and SSI

ars

»from "Governor 
Smith and Liyman Abbot, who were pro- 
^nted from speaking at the meeting. 
The proRram had anneunesd an erlrtnal 

written for the oceuslon by H^nry 
van Dyke, but In Its piaeo another. ”To 
New Twic Awakening.” woe read by 
Rnben Underwood Johnson.

The cornerstone was to ha\*e been laid 
by Mrs. Theodors Roosevelt. Jr., who le 
e gvMd niece of the league’s founder. 
Mre. Ifwry H, Bandera Illness In Mrs. 
f^sevslt’s family kept her at home, aad 
^e atom was laid In hrr stead by her 
husband. Ajsembl>-msn Theodore Roose- 
'>11. A number of Jtra Sanders’s rsla* 

arsiMod In thn ceraihony.The building will be dcdicolad next 
Bummer. The Audltertum. which win 
provide a town meeting place for New 
Tnrk. win nent about l.TAn persona, end 
will bo hold frea from political control 
hr the Ltague for Polltkel Education. 
The sixth fitwr and roof of the structure 
will be oecupied by a club npen |« men 
end women on sQual terms and moderate

‘Xl'oea who eentrlbuud more than 
$1,000 to the fund raised at the luncheon 

Mrs. William H. Bllso, $38,000; 
Mrs. A. A. Andsrson. dl.'. ooo: Mrs. 
Simon Ouggenhslm. $fl,ono: nve anonor-

Oreenhut. and Mv. and Mrs. Harry A. 
Knapp. $3,000 each: Mra W. M. Martin, 
eijwio. Those who gave $1,000 were:

-harles F ‘

rellgi-
___ which

concern every one of us; end secondly, 
It Is a place where men end women may 

-' please Cod. thall come, toooms, and. please Cod. thall eon 
express thslr own poliUcal opl. 
They may be critical of Iho Goverm 

)t like the Oovernmenl 
i fulfill Ihsli

ime. . . liiions. ioverniusnt;

ore. F. J. 
Dlx. Mfw.Charles Poden. Frank A' Vanderlip. Mre. 

T. R. Brown. Mra amrlcs Sttwarl

Mrs. ’Theodore Wood. Mrs. K. B. Mc- 
Cllntock. and Miss Laura V. Day.

they may net like the 
which they are trying to fulfill their,of* 
flees es Amerioan clUsens, Vsr)' Often 
)mu and 1 Qnd fault with what the 
Oovomraent may be iloing. but If you 
are not loyal to what that Government 
aaay be doing you axe not true Amsr* 
JoaB ClUsens. ft Is up to us to yield 
obodlaaeo and allegiance to tho utmost, 
enrssslng our eriucism when wc fsel 
urftielsm Is due. of course, but nevers’^ssf
OovenuDont is tn*lor to do.

Frers TeHer Retie.
** t am a Uttic moro afraid of Ihoss 

Who ors bom right bwo in Ntw Am- 
•tordam. and who oonsUtutc what some 
an pleased to call nur parlor ananhIsU 
or eoclallsts. than J am of those who 
have llvod over her* rwenty*sevan yearsKf
Gevsmmant and who sliow and speak 
ppsniy thair dUraspoct for our laws and tnoUtulleas.

” Oaee moro let me 
that this League Cor .

ever hsre for an esyluir
not understand, whom st_______
not try to understand, and whom 
ought to understand. How many of 
yon In this auditorium this morning 
have ever gone down on the Bast Bids 
and have talked with and irtoU to frater. 
niH wlM those hllens who have oegrs* 
gaUd tbemselves there, or hew many of'rois; isstned^Jo understand ihos^ahen folk who h^c^i

.. who have oeme 
lum. whom we do

we da

wbare they can become not simply Impressed njth. but filled with anthuiit^ 
1— ^mertean InsUtutlona And hewSix

rx ss? .t'.x"’ Atrr;but a simple phrsie. a enrelese phrase

—. FAluca them In the this

conCUot with constituted authority.” 
Faye Tribute le League, 

■peaking for ArehbUhop Hayes, who 
T^"^**** rather John
J. Bourke paid tribute to Uic vision et 
mtm^rs of the league and its director. 
Ro^rt Briklue Bly. in laying ths cor- 
nirstore of a biaidtng which shall sym* 
boUso •* freedom buttrused by Mar ”
—*1* f

‘s:sssi sar '.V ss

giving up i: 
good or ben' 
of mankind-InsiltuUoi

>Uhb^*WisS*"iIi2r

2JltlUll a quarter of a b—----- --- ••oautury realises

«d ir'u., R.V >Si," °LJrtS

ajg£“£"a-‘.s~.s
Sr fiSil? CSS

Tolceo Faith la Amerli 
.**Tha Laaguo for PellUeal ! 

tq me means this thing: 
cuing to bo ODdang

don’t b^evo in licsoso. Thar# u room'te-uVlK

Clp(5npS«keiiMi
PuHshsajsMwyS&ltaD



NEW YORK’S FIRST TOWN HALL
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Kew Building at 113 to 123 West Forty-third Street Built for the League 

of Political Education to be Opened Ne?t Wednesday.

^ nolle itnteioi
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PRHSETdP MLl
President and President-Elect 

Bespeak Sucoesa for,Com- .
- munity Movement.

COOLIDGE SENDS LETTER

Former Governor Smith and T. V. 
O'Connor, Head of Longshore- 

^ men, Among Speakers.

The formal founding last night of the 
Town Hall Cluh In the Town Hall, ,113 
to 123 West Forty-third Street, was 
marked by congratulatory messages from 
President Woodrow Wilson, President
elect Warren G. Harding and Vice Presi
dent-elect Calvin Coolidge and half a 
dozen addresses on “Co-operation In 
Community Hlfe and IVork.” The speak
ers iircluded' ex-Govemor Alfred E.

Smith, Stephen H. Olln, member of the 
Board'6f-TfUsteSB. of the New fork Publlo Library; Mrs,^Mary K. Slmkho- 
vltoh, head of the Greenwich‘House-So
cial Settlement; Thomas V. O’Connor, 
President of the Intomattonal Long
shoremen's Association, and Mrs. Beat
rice Forbes-Robertson Hale, actress and 
author.

Professor Samuel McCune Lindsay, 
President'Of the Town Hall Club, pre
sided. The audience arose and applaud
ed as former .Governor Smith was in
troduced. Ho said that ho saw In the 
theory underlying the Town Hall meet
ing an absolute necessity In, this State, 
and warned against an attempt to dl.^*- 
cuss too many questions in a single 
evening.

Mrs. Marj' /K. Slmkhovltch spoke of 
the Importance of neighborhood centres. 
" City nelgijborhoods." she said, " arc 
cross-sections of American life, and no 
one can understand national life unle.ss 
he can grasp tlie problems of local com
munities.’’
6>Proressor Lindsay read the letter re
ceived from President Wilson and ad
dressed to Henry W. Taft, a member of 
Uie Town Hall Committee. The Presi
dent said: . . -

The White House.
Washington.

,, Dec. 17, 1020.
My Dear Mr^ Taft:

I need hardly as,suro you that it

the, formal opening of the Town Hall 
to take place at a series of meetings 
held from tho 12tl» to the 18th of .lan- 
uary, and It Is with the greatest 
regret that WC find that it will be Im
possible. I am sure you and those 
associated with you will understand 
how we come to this conclusion only 
tmder the pressure of necessity and 
much against our choice.

With the best wishes for the success 
of the occasion, '

Cordially and sincerely yours,
WOODROW. WILSON. 

Mr. Henry W. Taft., ’
The Town Hall, New York City.

Pre.sldont-eleet Harding wiicd this 
night letter;

Marlon, Ohio. Jan. VI, 1021. 
Dr. Samuel McCuno Lindsay,

The Town Hall Club,
New York City, N. Y. 

Congratulations ,to tho citizens of 
New York upon the establishment of 
the Town Hall as a great civic centre. 
Cor the cultivation of civic virtues, the 
development of sound thinking on pub
lic qusstlons and co-op«ratlon with 
your government in city, State and 
nation for the promotion of .social 
welfare. It Is particularly fitting that 
the crown of the edifice whlcTi results 
from twenty-flvo years' work of such

^brganfliattbnB as Ihe.Lsligua for ffblltl- , 
cal Education, tho Kconomlo Club and 
the Civic Forum should be the ToWii 
lliitl Club composed of men ond wom
en without regni'd to creed or politics 
and rcprohentfng every section of our 
great republic niid Its'national Ufa ns 
expressed in art, letters, science, civics 
and phlliintliropy. I hope to .see bet
tor co-ordlnnled the social • welfare 
nctIvlUos of our national Govern
ment and look fonvavd wltl> great 
hopes to the service whibh pnvate 
agencies such as yolil* Town Hall 
group of organlzulions may rendsr In 
co-oparallon with the Qoverntnont 
tlirough the develonmont of a Self- 
rellunl spirit and an Intelligent public 
opinion which dob.s not look to gov- 
orhinent to do everything but •which 
Khali enable govermncnla to do their 
part more effectively because courage
ous plain and .straight thinking men 
and -n'omen are doh\g their civic duty 
In Now York and In every olty, town 
or hamlet, ihrhnirlio.'it tlio country.M'ARREN O. liARDlNG.
Vice-President-elect Calvin' CooUdge’s 

letter said he looked with the hlghe.'Jt 
approval and sati-tfacUon on tho open-V 
Ing of the Town Hall and Its dedication 
by loyal and patiioUc societies to a 
*' strengthening of our civic consclonco 
and rlghteousnca.s In government.''

Slie^J|otkSl«w0
Published: January 16.1921 
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