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PREFACE 

My co-author, Tom Crothers and I, are indebted to the many people 
who gave interviews and loaned personal memorabilia. 

The Canada Council's Explorations Program awarded a grant 
to Tom in 1983. We gratefully acknowledge this contribution. We 
also wish to thank Ghislain Malette, Archivist, Public Archives 
of Canada, the Archivist, Military Museum, Citadel, Halifax, Nova 
Scotia, Helen MacDonald (Collection, Public Archives of Prince 
Edward Island) and, Dale McClure of the University of Prince Edward 
Island Library. 

We are grateful to Frank Lewis, Vice President and General 
Manager of CFCY and MacLean Hunter whose generosity allowed 
us to have a full color cover. 

Deeply appreciated has been the help and encouragement of 
my daughter, Brenda Large and my Husband, Bob. 

Thanks are extended to Ann Bowman, Shirley Partridge, 
Marjorie Frizzell and Dorothy MacDonald, and the late Loman 
McAulay for their enthusiasm and help. 

Our only regret is that due to lack of space much material had 
to be omitted. 

To the talented people who contributed to the programs, and to 
CFCY's listeners in five provinces, we trust this book will bring 
back pleasant memories. 

Betty Rogers Large 
Charlottetown 

Prince Edward Island 
1989 
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Chapter One 

Young Wizards 
of the 

Airwaves 

Iremember a time—I couldn't have been more than seven years old 
about 1920—when we moved to our house on Bayfield Street. Not 
long ago I went there one evening. The house was shabby. Even the 

dusk could not hide the peeling paint and broken steps. Some rungs 
were missing from the verandah railing, giving it an odd gapped-tooth 
appearance. It had a foolish lopsidedness that even two postage-stamp 
rectangles of balding lawn on either side of the walk failed to balance. 
As I stood there in the twilight looking up at the window that once was 
mine, an unspeakable yearning filled me. Somewhere across the street 
a child banged a screen door. Suddenly I was back in time, and the 
memories of childhood came flooding in. 

Mother loved to garden. Hardy dahlias lined the front of the house 
and pink cosmos lined the walk. Window boxes overflowed with bright 
geraniums. It was a street of children and dogs. All of them, when it 
came to her garden, were Mother's natural enemy. 

The house had seemed so large when I was young. On that now 
decaying verandah a massive green and white canvas swing, hung by 
sturdy chains from hooks in the rafters, would hold my sister Marianne 
who was three, Bill the baby of the family and at least six other children 
as we played our favourite game of "going somewhere by train". We 
squabbled noisily over whose turn it was to be conductor and collect 
the tickets. 

Our home seemed the same as almost every other home on the 
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block, except for one thing. Around the back on the second floor was 
a small verandah of the type housewives used to shake their mops and 
mats from. Perched precariously on this was a strange contraption in 
a large black iron frame about five feet high by about three feet across. 
This was what Dad called the "spark transformer". The door to the back 
porch was always locked so that we children would not have the unhappy 
fate of being electrocuted. 

At the back of the house Dad had a room called his "wireless shack" 
and early in the morning and far into the night the clack-clickity-clack-
clack of that spark coil transmitter shattered the air, while a brilliant 
blue spark arced and sputtered from one contact to another. In the dark 
it could be seen from a mile away. People were frightened of it, and 
there were ominous murmurings about it being the work of the devil. 

On the average of once a week somebody would call the fire station. 
With bells ringing, children scattering and dogs barking, the fire engine 
with its leaping firemen would screech to the house. But the only fire 
there ever was, was in the heated words that would ensue between Dad 
and the Chief. Then off the engine would go again, careening into the 
night just as noisily as it had come. After a while the firemen refused 
to answer any calls to our home. "Just that nut Rogers and his damn 
blue spark", they'd say. I'm sure if we'd ever had a real fire, the house 
would have burned to the ground without the benefit of city water or 
the Charlottetown Volunteer Fire Brigade. 

Through all of this my mother remained undismayed. Her worries 
were concentrated on whatever church she happened to be playing the 
organ in on Sunday, or on choir practice, funerals or weddings, the idea 
that the house might be consumed in flames never entered her mind. 
She diligently banked her small earnings from her work as an organist 
as survival money. It was her answer to the steady drain on our finances 
as Dad got more and more into radio. 

Our house hummed. It vibrated, it clattered. It was full of excite­
ment, music and strange noises. It abounded with Dad's radio 
apparatus—we grew up with microphones, control boards, wires, trans­
formers and bits of this and that as naturally as with our toys. At night, 
after a day of selling insurance, Dad would be building wireless sets 
for sale. Eventually the living room of that house evolved into what 
became known as "our Bayfield Street Studio". It was from here that 
regular radio broadcasts were transmitted between the years 1926-1928. 
But before he could accomplish this, he had been experimenting for 
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almost nineteen years. It started in 1907 and that year my father, Keith 
Sinclair Rogers, was just fifteen years old and he had launched himself, 
using bits of wire, brass screws and round cardboard boxes, and his own 
adventuresome imagination, into what was to become the age of radio. 

He was one of a pioneering band of men around the world, all 
captivated by "the wireless". The prospect of sending voices and music 
over the air without wires was then as incredible a dream as our dreams 
today of travel to faraway planets. 

My father's experiments were to carry him, his family and hundreds 
of colleagues and staff members, into four decades of commercial radio 
broadcasting in Canada's Maritime Provinces. During those years he 
would see frail aerials of his boyhood turn into 550-foot transmitting 
towers sending news, music, entertainment and public affairs into five 
provinces. More than 300 people would come to work for him and his 
station—CFCY, The Friendly Voice of the Maritimes. 

As a boy, he sent Morse code through the air to a friend down the 
block. As a man, he and his staff reached hundreds of thousands of 
people sitting in country kitchens in the dead of winter, or lolling on 
sunlit summer cottage porches. His work culminated in the construction 
of a television station: something he wrote into his charter years before 
it was a reality, calling it "pictures over the air." 

There were other broadcasters like my father. In some ways he was 
typical of the first wave of radio entrepreneurs who founded the industry 
in Canada. They were experimenters first. Then they saw the business 
potential, and acted upon it. But they also were keenly interested in 
public service, in the things they knew radio could do for a community, 
a province, a country. 

In 1907, Keith Rogers was fifteen and he carried a little red book 
around with him. When I came to write these memories of my father, 
I found this red book while searching through the family papers. It is 
an old Army Signal Manual, soiled and worn, thumbed through by two 
generations of soldiers. You can hold it easily in the palm of your hand. 
I wondered why he had preserved it so carefully. 

Its pages are thick with illustrations of men in uniforms predating 
the Boer War, demonstrating semiphore flags and signalling lamps. 
Across its title page my father had written, "C.EC.Y. Radio Station, 
Charlottetown, started on the impetus of this 1907 class and this 
manual." The class referred to were recruits of The No. 12 Signalling 
Unit, which was the communications section of the old Island regiment, 
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The Prince Edward Island Light Horse—PEI's militia. In those days 
the signaller's commanding officer was my grandfather, Lt. W.K. 
Rogers, or "W.K." as he was known around the island. 

Grandfather was a self-reliant individualist. During the early days 
of Canadian railroading he was a telegrapher with the Canadian Pacific 
and the Great Northern Pacific Railroads. He and Grandma married 
when he was just eighteen and she just over seventeen. He had to leave 
for the midwest right after the wedding. Of course her parents were 
adamant about her not going, but Grandfather had a way with him, and 
he was able to persuade her father to let her go. 

Their first homes were in railroad shacks on the frontiers of 
Manitoba and Idaho. She spent weeks alone in a cabin with only a young 
Indian girl for company. What a change the alien and empty prairies 
were from her home in cosy old Summerside. 

W.K. Rogers was interested in cars and foxes. 
They called him "Good Roads Rogers" 
because he organized his friends to work on 
the Island's red clay roads. 
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I have a striking photograph of Grandfather taken about this time. 
He is dark-haired with a full mustache, its ends waxed and curling 
upwards. His firm and determined face is softened by a gentleness in 
his bright, dark-brown eyes. 

"W.K." was vital, energetic and fun-loving. He was always trying 
new ideas and business ventures; so much so he became a legend in 
his own lifetime. 

In the early days of fox-ranching when PEI was known as the 
"Silver Fox Capital of the World", he made and lost a million dollars 
in fox-breeding. He also spearheaded the drive to build the new Prince 
Edward Island Hospital. He was among those who pioneered the advent 
of the motor car on the Island, earning himself the nickname "Good 
Roads Rogers", when he organized gangs of fellow enthusiasts to work 
to improve the Island's clay roads. The locals said "if there's any sort 
of pie around, you can bet W.K. has his finger in it." 

I write at length about Grandfather because in many ways Dad was 
so much like him. 

Dad inherited his father's tenacity and idealism. But it was an 
idealism tempered with a strong streak of practicality which always 
stood him in good stead. Dad was a quiet, reflective child with a head 
full of bright ideas. Grandmother said when he was a little boy he was 
as quiet as a little Methodist minister. Grandfather's preoccupations with 
his many businesses allowed my father enough elbow room to develop 
his own individuality. 

My father's interest in the new "wireless" technology of radio was 
not shared by my grandfather. It was preposterous to Grandfather that 
electrical signals could be transmitted from point "A" to point "B" 
through thin air. After all, as a frontier telegrapher, he had witnessed, 
first hand, the backbreaking work of stringing thousands of miles of 
telegraph lines from one end of the country to the other. And now, there 
was this young scallywag wasting time trying to pull in and transmit 
through thin air, not only Morse code, but also the human voice and 
even music. For Grandfather, it was steel rail for trains and steel wire 
for telegraph. 

"Nothing good will ever come from this wireless nonsense, Keith. 
Wireless? Ha! We're simply tangled up in wires. Look at them," he 
would say. 

It was true. The house and family seemed to be tangled up in miles 


