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The Stock Market crash in November of 1929!!! The place of radio in society, and people’s purchasing 
proclivities, were about to change.

People started thinking of ways to save money: stay home more, purchase fewer things and less 
expensive items. People went out less and considered radio entertainment to be important to them. They 
became less willing to invest a fortune in a radio that was another piece of furniture in their homes.

The attractive accessory-styled tabletop midget radio was what many people desired, and Los Angeles 
radio manufacturers were poised to fill that need. The BIG eastern companies continued to make BIG pricy 
sets that people no longer wanted. Suddenly, the “bottom feeder” was on top in terms of desirability! The 
Explosion in Los Angeles radio manufacturing 
and the number of manufacturers is about to 
begin...

Within a few months, Los Angeles spawned 35 
companies with a total of 59 news companies by 
the spring of 1931. Some had just one offering, 
some lasted for a while. Most were out of business 
by 1932. Some had very famous people trying to 
cash in, like Lee de Forest, the “inventor” of the 
vacuum tube.

Photos - Top Row, Left to Right:  Austin Model J, Zaney-Gill Pipe Organ Grille, Super JR (JB Model S), Falck, Davison-
Haynes.  Bottom Row, Left to Right:  Jackson-Bell Model 59 Black, Jackson-Bell Model 59 Wood.

See the Los Angeles Radio Manufacturers List on Page 26

Most new manufacturers stayed small players or went out of business. Their sets were cute, but for most, 
the performance was modest. Many had ‘clever’ manufacturing techniques, like a cast aluminum chassis or 
having all the parts mounted to a backboard (sort of the breadboard concept in a vertical clamshell). These 
were cute, but difficult to manufacture.

Most of the new companies were bootleggers; they were not licensed by RCA. If they got successful 
enough to be noticed, RCA would sue them. If that happened, most simply stopped trading. However, a few 
Los Angeles manufacturers did have RCA Licenses or inherited licensing by manufacturing their radios at 
the Gilfillan facilities. The most notable of these was Jackson-Bell.

Jackson-Bell began in 1926 with the first all-AC set offering 
in Los Angeles. Their next offerings were tabletop, all-in-one-
box AC sets. In early 1929, they were offering the midget Art 
Deco Model 59. It was a local success, with some distribution to 
other locales. This was followed in the Fall of 1929 by a better-
performing chassis in a look-alike cabinet, redesigned for easier 
manufacture, the Model 60. The Model 60 came in many cabinet 
styles and brands. Unlike the other startups, Jackson-Bell could 
easily ramp up production. Jackson-Bell produced its radios at 
the Gilfillan factory.

Richard Gray presents the conditions which caused Los Angeles to be at 
the forefront of midget radio production.  Los Angeles was at the right 
place at the right time!

Los Angeles — Epicenter of the Midget 
Radio Explosion by Richard Gray

Some Context Before We Jump to 1928!

The first radio station to broadcast was KDKA 
(disputed) in October 1920. Receiving sets were 

crystal sets and modest tube radios.

All radio “stations” used one frequency assignment 
until mid-1923. After that, receiving sets needed to be 
tunable, with some adjacent channel frequency rejection. 
Battery sets abounded.

In 1927, AC mains-operated sets became available. 
Many sets were housed in metal cans for shielding and 
had separate speakers. Some clever cabinetmakers 
combined the two to create a floor model.

By 1928, eastern radio manufacturers were offering 
floor model radios. All those radios were available in Los 
Angeles radio shops.

The Los Angeles manufacturers concentrated on the 
market share not already filled by the eastern competition. These were smaller tabletop 
radios with built-in speakers, with some offering console radio options.

By 1929, the Los Angeles Radio manufacturers were concentrating on attractive 
midget radios, and they were making some headway with distribution to other parts of 
the United States. Known in marketing as a “Bottom Feeder”, a few Los Angeles players 
like Jackson-Bell, Keller-Fuller and Echophone were offering several “Midget” styles in 
1929.

Photos - Right Side, Top to Bottom: Radiola 1 Crystal Set, Atwater Kent 4550 with speaker, Philco 511 & 211 
speaker, Philco Model 73 Lowboy.  Above, Left to Right - Early Los Angeles Midgets:  Ufonic-Echophone, Plymouth, 
Keller-Fuller Model M, Wood Cabinet, Keller-Fuller Model M, Metal Cabinet, Powell.

The eastern companies wanted no part of this “bottom-feeding” market. They considered it a joke 
since people continued buying ever more expensive high-end console radios. It was the flamboyant 
“Roaring 20s” and the economy was booming. People were freely spending money to have the latest and 
greatest things! The large eastern companies were raking in money. What could go wrong?
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Photos - Top - Eastern Offerings: Philco Concert Grand (Doors Open).  Second Row: Philco 70, Atwater Kent 84, 
Zenith LH ‘Zenette’, Crosley 54 ‘Buddy Boy’, RCA-R7.  Third Row - Pee-Wee Radios: JB Model 84 Peter Pan, Willard - 
JB Model 4, Dow Radio ‘Westernaire’, JB Model 24 Peter Pan, Tiffany-Tone.  Bottom Row - Very Cheap Table Models: 
Shelley, JB Model 9, Peter Pan Model 34 ‘Royale’, El Rey, ‘Wampas from Hollywood’.

Within six months, 350,000 were produced! The “Concert Grand”, 
not so much. During the same time frame, 300 were produced.

Do the math! The other large eastern manufacturers certainly did. 
By the Spring of 1931, they all had their own midget offering! The 
big eastern manufacturers had caught up and now dominated the 
market for midget radios.

Some Los Angeles radio manufacturers moved upscale with 
superhetrodyne models offered as midget and console models. Their 
early success was soon overshadowed by sets offered by the large 
eastern manufactures.

In reaction to the eastern companies taking over the midget 
market, the remaining Los Angeles radio manufacturers did what 
they did before the “Explosion” – go down-market, again.

Los Angeles specialized in Pee-Wee Radios! The “Peter Pan” 
and other Pee-Wees did well for a time in wider markets. The large 
eastern manufacturers did not want to stoop that low.

When the “Explosion” happened, Jackson-Bell was able to fill the demand with radios being shipped all 
over the United States. Some other start-ups also jumped on the bandwagon, with radios manufactured by 
Jackson-Bell, carrying other brand names, and presumably their own distribution channels.

In the Spring of 1930, Jackson-Bell 
offered the knock-out punch — the Model 
62. This radio had it all, with excellent 
performance in a myriad of cabinet 
designs. The two cabinet configurations 
could be ‘customized’ for Jackson-Bell’s 
own offerings, or for a pantheon of other 
‘House Branded’ dealers. By the summer 
and fall of 1930, the Model 62, in at least 
20 Cabinet variations, bearing various 

brand names, was being distributed nationwide and to other countries. The Explosion was at its peak! 
Jackson-Bell claimed production of 1,000 radios a day!

Like all explosions, eventually the smoke clears, and we see the aftermath!

The success of the midget radio did not go unnoticed by the much larger eastern 
manufacturers. Several began to offer midgets of their own; the Philco Model 20 
“Baby Grand” is a great example.

The low-end “Baby Grand” ($49.50) and the extremely high-end “Concert Grand” 
($350) were offered in August of 1930. Perhaps Philco did not want to be seen as only 
a Bottom Feeder?

Philco had a huge, well-established dealer network hungry for midget radios that 
their customers were looking for. The Model 20 Baby Grand was an instant success. 

Photos - Top Row: JB Model 60 Black, JB Model 60 Wood, JB Model 60 Lyre-Grille New Zealand, JB-60 Green Floral, 
JB Model 60 Loeser’s Department Store.  Second Row: JB Model 62 Cathedral Peacock, JB Model 62 Art Deco Swan, 
Sovereign, JB Model 62 Cathedral Cockatiel.  Third Row: Tiffany Tone - JB Model 62 Art Deco Cathedral, Tiffany 
Tone - JB Model 62 Art Deco, Lyra-Tone - JB Model 62 Cathedral, Velvet-Tone - JB Model 62 Fleur-De-Lis Art Deco, 
M-on-M-on-T - JB Model 62 Cathedral.  Bottom Row:  Philco 20 - Baby Grand.
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Top: Los Angeles Times, Nov. 30, 1930, page 57.  Left:  Los Angeles Evening Express,  
Sep. 24, 1929, page 2.  Right: The Pittsburgh Press, Dec. 12, 1930, page 41.

By the end of 1932, even the once-mighty Jackson-Bell succumbed, leaving behind a few very low-
market “Bottom Feeders” selling Jackson-Bell scraps from the bankruptcy! Very cheap little radios were 
available in the local markets.

The aftermath of the Los Angeles midget radio explosion had come to an end!

This story is over.  

The saga of Los Angeles radio and television 
manufacturing is not.  

A few higher-end manufacturers survived, with 
much more to come in future years!

Above:  Radio Doings 1930 Spring  
Radio Callbook

Right:  Philadelphia Inquirer, May 9, 1930, page 7
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Left Top: Radio Record and Home Journal, New Zealand, Jan. 23, 1931. This advertisement appeared 
in many different newspapers and magazines in New Zealand in 1931, demonstrating how widely 
available the radio was in that country.

Left Bottom:  The Wireless World, June 17, 1931.  This advertisement indicates that the Jackson-Bell 
Model 62 was widely available in the United Kingdom.

Right: Ontario, Canada advertisement for Jackson-Bell Model 62 ‘Swan” from Waterston’s store in 
Detroit, Michigan.  This ad is for the 25 cycle (Hz) version intended for sale to customers living in 
Ontario, Canada.

Above: The Buffalo News (Buffalo, New York), Oct. 9, 1930, page 30.

This advertisement lists the numerous cities where this Jackson-Bell radio was sold.
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The Adams Co.
* Advance Electric Co.
American Labs
Arcadia
* Austin Radio Mfg. Corp., Ltd.
Avalon Radio Mfg. Co.
Brown & Manhart Radio Mfgrs.
* California Radio Co.
* Cardinal Radio Mfg. Co.
(succeeded Longs Radio Co.)
Champion Radio Mfg. Corp. Ltd.
* Channing Radio Labs.
Chief
Colbliss
* Consolidated
(previously Mission Bell)
Crane, H.D., Co.
Crowe Radio Co.
Custom Built Radio Co.
* Davidson-Haynes Mfg. Co.
* Lee De Forest Mfg. Co. Ltd.
Deluxe Radio Mfg. Co.
Dwarf Radio Mfg. Co. Ltd.
* Echophone Mfg. Co.
Elmore-Lambing Radio Co.
El Rey
Embassy
* Flint Radio Corp.
Freed Radio Corp.
Gilbert, R.W.
Griffin-Smith Mfg. Co. Ltd.

Hayden
Hollywood
Hoover
(previously Brown & Manhart)
* Herbert Horn
* International Radio Corp, Ltd.
* Jackson Bell Co.
Keller-Fuller Mfg. Co. Ltd.
* Kemper Radio Corp.
Kenwood Radio Corp.
Longs Radio Co.
Los Angeles Radio Mfg. Co.
* Master Radio Mfg. Co. Ltd.
Masterola
McGrew-Austin Co.
Mission Bell Radio Mfg. Co.
Moza1t
Noellen Radio Corp
Pacific Coast Radio Corp. Ltd.
* Patterson Radio Corp.
Peerless
Plymouth Radio Corp.
* Powell Mfg. Co.
Seaboard Mfg. Co.
Seeley Elect. Co.
Taylor Travers Corp. Ltd.
Trinity Radio
Trojan Factories, Ltd.
* Waltham Radio Corp. Ltd.
Westerner Radio Mfg. Co.
Zaney-Gill Corp.

Floyd Paul, “The Midget Capitol of the World”
SCARS Gazette, November 1987

Fifty-nine companies are identified as doing business in the manufacturing, assembling, and/or 
distribution business in Los Angeles during the 1929-1931 period. These companies produced 
midget sets and are listed below.

Those companies with an asterisk (*) have been identified as advertising they were licensed un-
der RCA, Latour and Hazeltine patents.

�
If you have questions or comments for the author, 

you may contact him at  
richardgray@designsuccess.net
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