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sperdvac graciously extends its gratitude to these individuals 
who have contributed $50 or more to sperdvac during the past 
12 months. If you wish to be a sponsor of sperdvac and join this 
select group your tax-deductible donation to sperdvac can be 
mailed to Alexander Chamberlain at 2625 Middlefield Road 
#171, Palo Alto, CA 94306-2516.  Thank you!
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• ALICE AKINS in memory of Glen Akins
• DAVE AMAREL in memory of Jim Harmon
• ARTHUR J.M. ANDERSON in memory of Orson Welles
• ERIC BAELEN
• JUDIE BARTELL in memory of Harry Bartell, Ben Wright 

and Vic Perrin
• PAUL M. BENNETT
• OLIVER BERLINER in memory of John Guedel, Martha 

Tilton and Lena Romay
• FRED BONDY in memory of the whole Gunsmoke gang
• TRISTA BRANT in honor of Larry Gassman and Walden 

Hughes
• GEORGE BRECKENRIDGE
• DAVID & LINDA BRENINGER
• FRANK & BOBBIE BRESEE dedicated to John & Larry 

Gassman and Walden Hughes for all they do for otr
• BUD BRESNAHAN in memory of Jim and Marian Jordan
• RICHARD A. BROCKELMAN
• DENNIS B. BURK in memory of Phil Harper
• CHRIS M. BUZZARD to those who keep otr alive for a 

new generation
• TROY CASEY to those great masked men of radio, Earle 

Graser and Brace Beemer
• XAN CHAMBERLAIN
• RICHARD CHANDLEE in memory of Truda Marsen 

Chandlee
• GEROLD M. CLEMENSEN
• WARD L. COCHRAN in memory of radio ad-man Burt 

Cochran
• BERT H. COHEN
• RICHARD F. COLAVECHIO in memory of Bryna Raeburn, 

Craig McDonnell, Bill Zuckert and Florence Robinson
• JOHN COLLINS
• THOMAS W. COLLINS in memory of William Conrad
• TOMMY COOK in memory of Arch Oboler
• IVAN CURY in memory of Bob Novak
• FRANCIS DALY
• DIX DAVIS
• LLOYD DE LLAMAS
• FREDERICK DENNIS in honor of “Mr. Radio” Elliott Lewis
• RICK DENNIS in honor of Gloria McMillan
• ROSEMARY DOBBS
• TED DONALDSON in memory of Rhoda Williams, June 

Whitley and Ben Cooper
• JUNE FORAY DONAVAN in memory of Hobart Donavan
• DOUGLAS DUE
• WIL DUFOUR
• BOB DUNCAN, JR. in memory of Martha Sleeper
• CHARLES DUNNAWAY
• HERB ELLIS in memory of Larry Dobkin, Harry Bartell 

and Parley Baer
• PATRICIA W. ELLIS in honor of Charlie Lung
• JAY ELZWEIG in honor of the Long Island Radio & TV 

Historical Society, the WCWP-FM Alumni Association 
and Staff, John “The Movie Man” Carpenter and Eddie 
“The Old Philosopher” Lawrence

• HENRY C. ENGELHARDT III in memory of Michael 
Meredith

• CARMEN FINESTRA
• DAVID FOLKMAN
• ART  FORSTER in memory of Gil Stratton and William 

Conrad
• JACK FRANCE
• GREGORY FRANKLIN

• LISA FROUG-HIRANO in memory of William Froug
• BARBARA FULLER in memory of John Newland, Peggy 

Knudsen and Laughter
• JACK GAGNE
• BARRY GERBER
• STANLEY D. GINSBURG
• RICHARD GLASBAND in honor of Bobb Lynes and Barbara 

Watkins
• NICHOLAS GOODHUE
• KATHLEEN GRAMS-GIBBS in memory of Mary Grams
• FRANK GREGORY
• DON GREWE
• TOM J. GRIMSLEY in memory of Rosemary Dobbs, Art 

Linkletter and Stuart Lubin
• CHARLES GULLO, JR. in memory of Jim Bannon
• JOHN F. HALLEY
• BARBARA HARMON in memory of Art Hern, Jack Lester 

and Curley Bradley
• HELPING HANDS FOR THE BLIND
• RICHARD HERD
• KAREN HICKERSON
• BOB HICKS
• GORDON HIGBEE
• JAMES W. HILL
• DR. MICHELE HILMES
• STEPHEN E. HOLDEN
• GERALD A. HOLZMAN
• JAMES F. HORNER in memory of The KNX Radio Drama 

Hour
• SEAMAN JACOBS in memory of Fred S. Fox
• ROBERT JANOVICI
• SALLY JANUS
• DENNIS  C. JOHNSON
• RALPH M. JOHNSON
• SAM KAMLER
• MRS. JAIMI L.C. KELLER in memory of Frank Lumbert and 

Roy Hunter
• CASEY KASEM
• GLENDA KELLY  in memory of Stuart Lubin
• NILAN L. KINCAID
• DON KING in memory of Lowell Thomas and Paul Harvey
• ALBERT J. KOPEC
• DENIS KRAY in memory of my beloved parents, Norbert 

and Florence Kray, and in memory of Glenn, Ray, Marion, 
Tex and all the boys in the band

• RON LANGSETH
• DOREEN LEAF in memory of Jay Ranellucci . . .  thank you, 

Grandpa
• JEFFREY J. LEBRUN in memory of all departed voice artists
• ALFRED LUCAS
• MICHAEL MAIURI
• LON McCARTT in memory of Smilin’ Ed (Froggy the Grem-

lin) McConnell
• ROBY & JOYCE McHONE
• ESTHER GEDDES McVEY in memory of my leading man, 

Tyler McVey
• JAN MERLIN in memory of Frankie Thomas and Mona 

Bruns Thomas
• MELVIN MOREHOUSE in memory of Brace Beemer
• MIKE MORITZ in appreciation for all otr preservationists
• JAMES L. MORRISON
• MILLIE MORSE in memory of Jim Harmon
• BOB MOTT to all the SFX artists when radio was still radio
• GEORGE (BOB) & VIRGINIA NEWHART in memory of Bill Quinn

• CHARLES NIREN in memory of Dave Siegel
• JAN ELLIS O’HARE in loving memory of Antony Ellis
• J. PHILIP OLDHAM
• ROBERT OLSEN
• DR. WAYNE OTT
• FORREST F. OWEN
• GARRY PAPERS
• KEN PARKE in memory of Jan Merlin
• DAVE PARKER in memory of John Harlan and Fred Foy
• PHIL PROCTOR in memory of my Firesign partners Phil 

Austin and Peter Bergman
• BRUCE W. RALEIGH
• BRIAN E. RAMSEY in memory of Ken Darby and Rod 

Robinson and the King’s Men
• CHESTER RAWSKI in memory of Carrolyn Rawski
• MARIE RAYMOND
• RONALD M. REISNER, M.D.
• DICK RICHARDS
• DAVID RICHARDSON in honor of Herb Ellis and Peg Lynch
• D.W. RICHARDSON
• NORMAN L. SCHICKEDANZ in honor of Chuck Schaden
• STEPHEN K. SHUTTLEWORTH
• STUART & JANIS SIMON in memory of June Foray
• CHUCK SIVERTSEN
• LOREN SLAFER
• KENNETH L. SLEEPER
• LEE SMITH to my dad, Ray Newton, a big fan
• MICKEY SMITH in memory of my beloved wife, Mary
• C. W. STAUFENBERG in memory of  Paul Rhymer and 

members of the “Vic and Sade” cast
• RICHARD STONE
• BOB SUMMERS in memory of Yogi Yorgenson & Harry 

Skarbo
• JON D. SWARTZ in memory of Jim Harmon
• PATRICIA RYAN SWINDLER in memory of Stuart Lubin
• RICHARD & MADELENE TEPERSON in memory of Gil 

Stratton
• JOAN TREMAYNE in memory of Les Tremayne
• EDMUND TOTMAN
• EUGENE J. WARD
• WASHINGTON OLD TIME RADIO CLUB in memory of Jim 

Harmon
• EDWARD C. WEAVER
• BETSY L. WEINBERG
• LESLIE C. WEST
• JERRY & BARBARA WILLIAMS in memory of Michael Rye
• JAMES C. WORDEN
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Sean Dougherty • Zach Eastman • Corey Harker
Walden Hughes • Robert Tevis • Jerry Williams

Editor

PATRICK LUCANIO
RADIOGRAM is published monthly except December by 
sperdvac, the Society to Preserve and Encourage Radio 
Drama, Variety and Comedy, a California nonprofit public 
benefit corporation, 2625 Middlefield Road #171, Palo Alto, 
CA 94306-2516.  Dues are $20 for first year and $20 for 
renewals; $30 American currency for Canadian members.  
Annual subscriptions to Radiogram only are $15 in the U.S., 
Canada, and Mexico, and $20 in all other countries.  Edito-
rial submissions are welcome, but the publisher assumes 
no responsibility for the return of unsolicited material.  All 
editorial-related photographs and artwork received unsolic-
ited become the property of sperdvac.  Sperdvac assumes 
first serial rights for all submissions accepted.  Opinions 
expressed are not necessarily the opinions of sperdvac  
All rights to letters sent to Radiogram will be treated as 
unconditionally assigned for publication unless otherwise 
stated.  The publishers make every effort to ensure the 
accuracy of information published in editorial material but 
assume no responsibility for inconveniences or damages 
resulting from editorial error or omissions.  Publisher is not 
responsible for typographical errors.  All photographs and 
illustrations are believed authorized for reproduction as set 
forth within.  Entire contents are copyright © 2023 by the 
Society to Preserve and Encourage Radio Drama, Variety 
and Comedy.  All rights reserved.  Nothing contained in this 
issue may be reproduced, in whole or in part, by any means, 
including the Internet, without prior written permission from 
the publisher.

EDITORIAL SUBMISSIONS should be sent to Radiogram, 
Patrick Lucanio, Editor, 743 Edgemont Way, Springfield, 
Oregon 97477; e-mail: radiogram@sperdvac.com.  E-mail 
attachments in Microsoft Word are encouraged for all 
articles submitted.

ADVERTISING RATES.  Sorry, we can no longer accept 
advertising at this time.

ADDRESS CHANGE.  SPERDVAC at 2625 Middlefield Rd. 
#171, Palo Alto, CA 94306.

AUDIO RADIOGRAM is available.  Contact Larry Gassman 
at (877) 251-5771.  This service is for blind members only.
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Vice-President................................................ Robert Tevis
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Secretary................................................ To Be Announced
Activities Chair..........................................Walden Hughes
Membership Chair.................................... Sean Dougherty
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a california nonprofit public benefit corporation

2625 Middlefield Road #171
Palo Alto, CA 94306-2516

It’s election time at sperdvac and so the president’s column 
is deferred until next month.  In the column’s stead we 
bring you some old-time radio culture in the form of a 
poem and its accompanying illustration.  “I Turn the Radio 
Dial” by Carl Holliday was first published in the May 1930 
edition of What’s on the Air:  The Magazine for the Radio 
Listener, a short-lived publication that offered detailed 
information about locating radio stations in the ether in 

addition to short commentaries about radio’s content.  Among the commentaries 
were biographies of early radio stars, production backgrounds, and many reviews 
of the vaudeville careers of the radio comedy stars.



 4 sperdvacRADIOGRAM  •  FEBRUARY 2023

W
hat’s on the A

ir • June 1930 • Coville A
rchives



sperdvac  5FEBRUARY 2023  •  RADIOGRAM



 6 sperdvacRADIOGRAM  •  FEBRUARY 2023

ANNOUNCING . . . 

our brand new SPERDVAC INTERNET RADIO 
STATION! To access the station go to www.
sperdvac.com.

SPERDVAC Board Member Corey Harker has 
been working in secret for months building 
out a server on which to host an Internet radio 
station that will feature shows from SPERD-
VAC’s carefully cultivated library of disk trans-
fers, as well as audio from recreations, panels 
and interviews from SPERDVAC’s rich history 
of hosting some of the greatest luminaries of 
classic radio.

The launch of SPERDVAC RADIO is part of the 
Board of Directors’ efforts to reach the most 
possible members with each activity. These 
efforts include hosting our monthly Zoom 
interviews on SPERDVAC Coast-to-Coast, 
scanning and uploading our library of scripts 
to sperdvac.com as well as adding streaming 
audio to the site.

SPERDVAC RADIO will feature (42) blocks 
of programming (6) hours long, which will 
rotate throughout the month so no matter 
your schedule, you’ll be able to tune in to 
your favorites.

This is our trial for the new station so we’re 
wide open for suggestions on what would 
make it the most valuable to you. Please 
check out the new station as part of your holi-
day listening and let us know what you think!

Happy Listening!

it’s
THE BIG SHOW 
whenever you 
want it!  Just 

“dial”
sperdvac.com!

,

sperdvac.com
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NBC SONG SLEUTHS In the 1940s plagiarists were supplying music 
to radio stations.  In an effort to snatch the song 
snatchers, NBC created  a group of song sleuths

Coville A
rchives
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Unmasking theMystery Chef

ORIGINAL CAPTION:  “The Mystery Chef,”cooking expert of the BLUE network,whose advice to women helps solve many of the problems 
occasioned by food rationing.  There will be plenty of food available, he says, if  the housewife will adopt “rational rationing” methods of 
planning her meals.  ABOVE:  The Mystery Chef exposed as John MacPherson in publicity photo for The Mystery Chef television program.

H
IS RADIO programs, books and culinary advice helped 
guide America’s cooks through the Great Depression 
and the throes of wartime rationing.  His name was 
John MacPherson, but radio listeners simply knew 
him as the Mystery Chef, his 

nom de plume and the name of his radio show.  
MacPherson possessed an engaging personal-
ity and was a master showman.  He managed 
to capture the attention of audiences for a 
quarter century.  Very few recordings of his 
radio work have survived, a fact that only adds 
to the aura of charm, mystery and elusiveness 
that John MacPherson cultivated during his 
public years.

Separating fact from creative publicity when 
it comes MacPherson’s background is a chal-
lenge.  Biographical details appear to change 
sometimes with the telling.  His backstory, 
before becoming the Mystery Chef, is far from 
humdrum.  As provided by MacPherson, it is a 
story that mirrored the communal experience 
of the Depression Era, a story of loss and the 
struggle for recovery which audiences then 
could appreciate.  Parts of this story remains 
unverifiable, but his public success was un-
questionably genuine.  

John seems to have been born in Scotland 
in 1877 to a prominent family.  In 1906, as he 
told it, he set sail from England for America.  
His father was engaged in advertising and 
financed his son’s trip to the States to study American advertising 
methods.  John assumed something of a lavish lifestyle and there was 

a falling out between father and son.  MacPherson subsequently took 
up residence in a boarding house where the meals were unpalatable.  
Consequently, he started doing his own cooking and began a life-long 
practice of collecting and creating recipes.

He married and staked out a reasonably 
successful career in advertising.  However, as 
MacPherson explained to Robert Peterson, for 
Peterson’s Life Begins at Forty column (April 
9, 1958), everything began to fall apart as he 
entered his early 50s.  There were financial 
problems.   MacPherson and his wife, Peggy, 
each fell ill; John was diagnosed with cancer 
and underwent a couple of surgeries.  When 
he was able to work again, he was 53-years-old, 
and no one wanted to hire him.  It was 1930 
and the Depression was underway.

If MacPherson’s old profession was now 
closed to him, he would need to find a new 
vocation and soon; he was $30,000 in debt.  The 
one thing he could do well was cook.  He had 
always prepared all the meals for himself and 
Peggy.  He had amassed thousands of recipes 
and was capable of rhapsodizing endlessly 
about both the science and romance of food.  
MacPherson contacted the president of the 
Davis Baking Company and pitched the idea 
of a cooking show that would allow John to 
offer tasty, economical recipes to radio listen-
ers.  Davis Baking Powder, of course, would 
be featured prominently whenever possible.  

MacPherson billed himself as the Mystery Chef, a billing that would 
heighten MacPherson’s character.  The usual explanation given by 

MacPherson billed him-
self as the Mystery Chef, 
a billing that would 
heighten MacPherson’s 

character. 

by Gary Coville
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John for broadcasting cloaked in mystery 
rather than appearing under his own name 
was to spare the sensibilities of his mother.  
Supposedly, his Scottish mother would have 
been embarrassed if her son were to be as-
sociated with performing woman’s work in a 
kitchen.  Indeed, whenever an image of the 
Mystery Chef would appear in print the Chef’s 
face would be hidden by a mask or otherwise 
obscured by a hat or glove or some other item 
strategically held to disguise the face.  The 
charade would become part of the Mystery 
Chef’s signature.

The Davis Company bought the idea, and 
the Davis Mystery Chef (as the program was 
initially called) found a home over Massa-
chusetts stations WBZ-WBZA, Springfield 
and Boston.  Launching on May 7, 1930, 

The Mystery Chef quickly captured a loyal 
listening audience.  By the following year, 
the series was being broadcast nationally by 
NBC and MacPherson was well on his way 
toward remedying his financial difficulties.  
Variety (February 28, 1933) in assessing the 
program focused primarily on the man behind 
the figurative apron.  “This chap features a 
cultured, clipped-tone style of talking with 
a dash of personality,” Variety wrote.  “He 
suggests a young man who might be a ‘class’ 
announcer or the graduate of a better-grade 
university.  The Chef talks, or reads, rapidly 
though clearly.  Voice is easy on the ear and 
he uses the first person pronoun frequently.”

The Mystery Chef would remain a fixture 
on radio for more than 20-years, airing on 
different networks and various stations.  He 
continued to insist his identity needed to 
remain shrouded in mystery to protect his 
mother from social embarrassment; after 
all, preparing food was something done by 
the servant class.  Nonetheless, the Mystery 
Chef’s identity became known early in his 
radio career and clearly with MacPherson’s 
blessing and orchestration.  His name may 
not have been uttered over the airwaves, but 
the print media was clearly a different matter.

By 1933, the Mystery Chef’s popularity had 
grown to the extent that he was hired as an 
occasional columnist for the recently launched 
fan magazine, Radio Stars.  His column, “The 
Mystery Chef Speaks For Himself,” first ap-
peared in the August 1933 issue.  Although 
the Chef never used his real name in the 
column, Radio Stars had already unmasked 
John in April 1933, naming MacPherson in a 
lengthy pictorial piece titled “Revealing the 
Mystery Chef.”  Written under the byline of 
Cecil B. Sturges, the article provided some 
background details which clearly must have 
been provided by the Mystery Chef himself.  
In London, according to this story, as a young 
man, MacPherson had been a highly success-
ful advertising executive.  Implying a connec-
tion to the aristocratic MacPherson clan, the 
article included a purported photo of John as 
a young man costumed in an elaborate dress 
parade uniform for which MacPherson had al-
legedly won first prize in a contest held by the 
King of England.  There was also an impres-
sive photo of his family’s palatial home and 
a photo of the Chef’s New York apartment.  
In June, a photo of the Mystery Chef’s wife, 
clearly identified as Mrs. John MacPherson, 
was published in Radio Stars.  All of this re-
velatory activity presaged the Mystery Chef’s 

debut as a columnist in August.
The Mystery Chef’s first major publishing 

effort, The Mystery Chef’s Own Cookbook, was 
released to bookstores in 1936. The publisher, 
Longmans, Green and Company, offered a 
somewhat different account of how the Mys-
tery Chef came into existence.  The dustjacket 
blurb asserted the Chef, a successful business-
man with an expertise in chemical education, 
one day found himself helping out a friend by 
filling in on a radio show.  The businessman 
spoke about his hobby of cookery in such 
fascinating terms that the station received 
literally thousands of letters wanting to hear 
more from the speaker.  A food company 
(Davis Baking Powder) offered to sponsor the 
idea and suddenly the Mystery Chef emerged 
from the ether.  

A newspaper story by Ruth Arell, appear-
ing in the Atlantic Constitution (November 11, 
1936), wove yet another account.  Arell paints 
a picture of a bon vivant and yachtsman who 
once caught his cook wiping a knife on the 
cook’s greasy breeches.  The future Mystery 
Chef then and there decided he would do his 
own cooking going forward.  When the De-
pression left him penniless, the man decided 
to audition for radio.  Several other hopefuls 
attended the same audition.  Each applicant 
was asked to audition under a non-de-plume.  
On a whim, the man selected “Mystery Chef” 
as his identity.  This was essentially an embel-
lishment of the same tale told in a United 
Press story that appeared in newspapers back 
in October 1931.  It didn’t really matter.  All 
such presentments made for entertaining, 
escapist reading and added to the mystique 
of the Mystery Chef and his program.  

The Mystery Chef’s Own Cookbook, and the 
various titles and revised editions that fol-
lowed, would inevitably be publicized as the 
work of the Mystery Chef but astute readers 
would note the copyright was assigned to John 
MacPherson.  This was not the first cookbook 
to be published under the Mystery Chef’s 
name.  In 1932, Davis Baking had published 
The Little Book of Excellent Recipes, promot-
ing recipes concocted by their radio star using 
Davis Baking Powder.  Offered as a premium 
to listeners, this modest booklet became a 
go-to reference for thousands of homemakers 
and certainly encouraged MacPherson to pen 
his first book under his own copyright.  The 
decision would pay off.  By late in his career, 
MacPherson’s various titles and revisions 
were estimated to exceed 10,000,000 copies 
and add considerably to the Mystery Chef’s 

The Mystery Chef available on transcrip-
tion in 1943 by the Harry S. Goodman 
organization
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Each applicant was asked to audition under a non-de-plume.  On 
a whim, the man selected “Mystery Chef” as his identity.

coffers. 
 

A REGULAR FEATURE of the Mys-
tery Chef program was the option 
offered listeners to receive printed 

copies of recently featured recipes by merely 
sending a stamped, self-addressed envelope 
to the Mystery Chef.  This listeners did by 
the millions.  The seemingly never-ending 
avalanche of requests was used to help assess 
the Mystery Chef’s public appeal, a stroke of 
genius probably concocted by MacPherson’s 
well-honed advertising instincts.  Based on fan 
mail response, the Mystery Chef was routinely 
ranked among the top three most popular 
radio celebrities.

Davis Baking sponsored The Mystery Chef´ 
for five years.  When the Davis Company 
bowed out, the gas industry stepped in to fill 
the opening.  Naturally, another giveaway 
cook booklet with tailored recipes was offered 
to listeners: Be an Artist at the Gas Range.  In 
later years, Macpherson claimed 63 sponsors 
once backed his programs.   Sometimes he 
would broadcast once or twice a week whereas 
other times he would speak to listeners daily, 
Monday through Friday.  

One of the elements that remained consis-
tent throughout the long run of the series was 
the Chef’s obvious respect for his listeners.  
Each broadcast would begin with the Chef 
thanking them for allowing him to enter their 
homes.  Typical of this respectful attitude was 
this opening to one of MacPherson’s wartime 
rationing broadcasts: “Good day.  This is the 
Mystery Chef.  Thank you for honoring me 
by inviting me into your home.  Once more 
let me thank you for your very delightful and 
helpful letters.”  MacPherson would eventu-
ally explain this attitude toward listeners to 
the radio and television critic and columnist 
Ben Gross in a column dated May 23, 1952.  
When he first went on the air, MacPherson 
explained, he never suffered from mike fright.  
Most radio beginners would imagine they 
were speaking to millions of listeners.  John, 
on the other hand, wondered if “anyone” was 
listening to him.  “Therefore, I said, ‘I thank 
you for honoring me by inviting me into your 
home.’  And that has been my attitude all 
along.  That’s why I have never become a 
conventional broadcaster. I’m just an infor-
mal visitor.”  

MacPherson’s attitude toward broad-
casting seems to have won over numer-
ous listeners.  Indeed, it appears that 
Ben Gross himself fell under John 
MacPherson’s charm.  When the 
opportunity presented itself, Gross 
made sure to promote the Mys-
tery Chef and his activities.  One 
column (January 1, 1949) con-
sisted entirely of an interview 
at the MacPherson home over 
a “superb dinner” prepared and 
served by MacPherson.  Even at that late 
date, despite the fact that MacPherson’s 
name had appeared in print numerous 
times, the Chef requested that Gross 
withhold his name from the column, cit-
ing that long-ago promise to his mother.  
Gross, however, was allowed to publish 
a current photo of MacPherson. This 
time, no attempt was made to obscure 
the Mystery Chef’s face or features.  
What readers saw was the image of a 
courtly elderly gentleman in his early 
70s smiling into the camera.

Two months after his interview 
with Ben Gross, Macpherson found 
himself behind a television camera.  
He had signed to conduct a televised 
version of the Mystery Chef for NBC.  
In 1949, NBC was using its New 
York station, WNBT, as a means 
of showcasing promising shows 
the network was hoping would 
attract sponsors.  A televised 
version of the Mystery Chef 
seemed an obvious choice.  
MacPherson went behind 
the camera on March 1, 1949, on 
a sustaining basis.  Initially it was a 15-minute 
format airing every Tuesday and Thursday,

Variety (March 9, 1949) saw promise in the 
series.  The reviewer thought the Mystery 
Chef seemed likeable although somewhat 
nervous; he possessed a cultured delivery and 
knew his way around a kitchen.  The Chef did 
seem somewhat incongruous, however, attired 
in a business suit and French cuffs.  Maybe 
the Chef should try an apron and rolled up 
sleeves?

Whatever the perceived eccentricities and 
deficiencies the televised Mystery Chef may 
have conveyed to critics, the gamble paid off 

a n d attracted a sponsor.  The 
Philco Corporation purchased the series to 
promote its electric ranges.  The Philco Mys-
tery Chef was born effective with the Febru-
ary 16, 1950, broadcast.  Transmission was 
switched from WNBT to WPTV, NBC’s 
Philadelphia station.  The Mystery Chef was 
now a half-hour, Thursday afternoon series.  
Originating from Philadelphia, the show 
would be beamed back to WNBT for New 
York audiences.  

On the surface it might have seemed that 
the Mystery Chef should have been basking in 
his multiple successes.  He was still on radio, 
now television, and his line of cookbooks 
continued selling well.  Unfortunately, on De-
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cember 14, 1949, his wife, Peggy, had passed 
away.  In 40-years of marriage, the couple had 
never been separated even for a single day.  

Variety (March 1, 1950) took aim at the 
sponsored TV series with a verdict that was 
not positive:  “Entertainment-wise it’s a dud.”  
MacPherson, the reviewer said, “lacks the 
assurance and showmanship that a guy who 
has been around a mike as long as he has 
should possess.”  Essentially, what Variety 
was describing was a rather broken man in 
his 70s who had only recently lost his main 
interest in life. 

Ben Gross quickly provided a countervail-
ing opinion of the TV series.  In his column 
of March 6, 1950, Gross praised the television 
series, describing MacPherson’s effort as “a 
fascinating performance, by far the most 
enlightening cooking period on television.”  

Newspaper logs indicate the television se-
ries ran until August 31, 1951.  The following 
year, Gross made sure to point out to his read-
ers (April 18, 1952) that the famous Mystery 
Chef was about to debut in a new radio series 
over WOR.  According to newspaper logs, this 
incarnation of the longtime series would run 
until October 23, 1952.

 

THIS 1952 effort constituted the 
end of MacPherson’s regular radio 
appearances as the Mystery Chef.  

There would be an occasional public cooking 
demonstration while the Harry S. Goodman 
Company had arranged to transcribe some 
of MacPherson’s later radio programs and 

distribute the programs to stations until the 
late 1950s. 

The Mystery Chef would also make an oc-
casional radio guest appearance.  On March 
16, 1953, the Mystery Chef made a widely 
publicized appearance on the ABC radio se-
ries, Time Capsule.  There, as advertised, the 
old man revealed his identity to listeners and 
explained that his name had been shrouded 
in mystery all through the years out of con-
sideration for his mother’s sensibilities.  Of 
course, MacPherson’s name had often seen 
print over the years but by speaking it aloud, 
finally, the old man seemed to publicly close 
that chapter in his life story.  

Going back to that 1958 newspaper in-
terview with Robert Peterson, MacPherson 
remarked that his radio program and cook-
books made him a rich man.  His income 
never dipped below $100,000 a year.  He spent 
lavishly and eventually most of his money 
was now gone though he seemed to have 
few regrets.  He said, “at least I enjoyed my 
money while I had it.  I gave my wonderful 
wife everything she wanted.  And I’m glad 
to say I gave thousands to people during the 
depression who needed it more than I.”

John MacPherson, radio’s “Mystery Chef,” 
passed away quietly at his Long Island home 
on April 23, 1962, at the age of 85.[

Three of the many cook books made available to listeners by the Mystery Chef, and AT RIGHT enjoy two of the Chef’s recipes made avail-
able by Coca-Cola and KFBK in 1945.

Gener ic  news-
paper advertise-
ment of The Mys-
tery Chef c.1943 
sent to radio sta-
tions to interest 
America’s house-
wives in creating 
nutritious meals 
under rationing 
conditions.
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RECENTLY a friend who is an audiophile told me about a 
new computer program he saw demonstrated that was con-
sidered an entire radio station in a small package.  Naturally, 

this program did everything one would expect; it had endless tracks 
upon which one adds such things as music, effects and 
voices.  Moreover, one could time each track—speed 
up, slow down—without altering pitch.  These controls 
had been around for a while and I recognized each, but 
what surprised me and, actually, startled me is that this 
program could alter a voice; it could take a single recorded 
voice, such as mine, and metamorphose my voice into a 
different voice altogether.  In other words, I could talk 
to myself and those listening would hear two different 
people speaking.

This information all came to me second hand.   I have 
not seen the program nor have I heard a demonstration of its abilities.  
But at about the same time that my friend was explaining the latest in 
computer audio miracles I had read a news article about a program 
that could mimic any voice.  This article said that one could play a 
recording of, say, William Conrad, and the computer would recall the 
timbre, the pitch, cadence, etc., and convert any voice recorded to that 
of William Conrad’s voice.  They call this artificial intelligence, or AI, 
and talk of misinformation potential.

This all reminded me of my first feeble moments of fancying old-
time radio.  I was in the eighth grade—junior high they called it in 
those days—and a convergence of three things had given me reason 
to like school.  First, I had discovered old-time radio through late 
night listening to a regional station that was rebroadcasting old radio 
shows—The Lone Ranger, Sherlock Holmes, Dangerous Assignment and 
The Shadow among others—inspiring me to pursue speech and drama.  
Secondly, I had convinced my parents that a tape recorder would be a 
valuable tool for a junior high student.  Thirdly, I had taken my first 
speech class.  And so armed with a brand-new tape recorder and radio 
announcers and performers as models of diction and enunciation I 
was determined to master the art of oral expression.

I did rather well as an oral expression student, but nothing quite 
excited me as one assignment in particular.  Our assignment was to 
interpret—dramatic reading—a story into a tape recorder.  Specifi-
cally, we were to find a short story and cut it to roughly 10 minutes 
and interpret it into a tape recorder.  As the teacher got more specific 
my unrestrained mind got reckless.  I got the idea that I could make 
my own radio show, and so I pleaded with the teacher to allow me to 
do a radio show complete with music and sound effects.  He balked at 
first knowing such an effort would be overwhelming for one student 
but being the discerning teacher that he was he eventually acquiesced 
and let me rise or fall on my own.

I promised him that I would write and record a drama, and to this 
end I chose as my subject The Lone Ranger.  I decided to write a 
10-minute “lost episode” titled “The Devil of Hells Canyon,” a rip-
off of every western tale about crooked businessmen trying to scare 
Indians off their land. My overly ambitious plan required that I play 
all parts—The Lone Ranger, Tonto, the sheriff, Indian chief, and the 
crooked saloon keeper and his henchman.  I would also create my 
own sound effects.  I was a one-man gang, a jack-of-all-trades and, as 

I would find out, a master at none.
I rehearsed diligently, altering my voice as best as I could even to the 

point of altering pace and dropping a full octave for some characters 
and rising a half-stop for others.  The worst part, however, was timing 

the music and sound effects.  The music—William Tell, 
of course—was on a record as was the background effect 
of a western town.  Footsteps were two shoes next to the 
cocoanut shells used for horses’ hooves.  Gunshots were 
made by striking my mother’s wooden spoon against an 
old leather footstool whose stuffing flew every which way 
with every shot.  Where did these come from?  From 
the library, of course.  I had found an old book about 
radio broadcasting which included a section on creating 
sound effects.

The big production day had come, and I isolated my-
self in our family room.  I placed a large sign on the door that read, 
recording, do not enter.    All was ready; rehearsals had prepared me 
for multitasking.  I hit the record button and then dropped the needle 
on the phonograph.  The overture played.  I lowered the volume and 
channeling Fred Foy I read the opening signature.  I faded the music 
and began my drama in earnest.  I used the cocoanuts, meaning aurally 
that Silver and Scout had entered the canyon.  The Lone Ranger and 
Tonto then explained their suspicions that greedy businessmen were 
behind a plot to steal Indians’ land.  I hit pause on the recorder.  Time 
to change scenes and change records.  I put on the sound effects record 
with the western town ambiance.  I used the shoes to walk along the 
boardwalk; I opened the cupboard door but forgot to attenuate the 
volume on the phonograph.  Inside or outside the ambiance was the 
same.  Oh well.  Inside the sheriff’s office the Lone Ranger explained 
his theory about the “devil of Hells Canyon” to the sheriff.  As I fin-
ished the scene I realized that my sheriff sounded a lot like a weak 
Fred Foy imitation.  Oh well.  Fred had a part in this one.

I would like to say that I got everything in one take, but it took 
multiple—multiple—takes to get just the first couple of scenes done 
to satisfaction.  Satisfaction?  What satisfaction?  When completed— 
rather, when finished—upon playback this so-called lost episode of 
The Lone Ranger was not just a disappointment but an embarrassment.  
Timing was certainly misaligned and awkward, but worse the voices 
on playback were all strained as if someone was trying to disguise his 
voice multiple times.

Advance 60 years and a machine can do everything that I was trying 
to do.  All  I would need to do is speak into the computer, and that 
“Buck Rogers stuff” would do the rest.  The results would be impres-
sive, and my project’s value would be up to my teacher’s appraisal, 
which, I’m sure, would be assisted by AI.  Funny thing, though.  As 
much as my effort was a disappointment I don’t think I would have 
had as much fun as I had had toiling with such antiquated technology.

Oh, and, no, I didn’t submit the lost episode of The Lone Ranger.  
As I mentioned, the results  were, well,  humiliating, and so I turned 
my skills to something manageable.  Late on a Sunday night before 
school,  I read Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Tell-Tale Heart” into the tape 
recorder, and never had the written word had more meaning for this 
lowly student than Poe’s:   “nervous,—very, very dreadfully nervous I 
had been and am; but why will you say that I am mad?”[

The Mysterious Traveler is on special assignment.  He’ll return next month.

The Editor Has His Say

Could AI have saved the Lone Ranger?
Gracie
Allen

Says . . .



sperdvac  15FEBRUARY 2023  •  RADIOGRAM

And the best place to learn all about the golden age or radio 
is Radiogram.  Don’t miss a single issue of Radiogram.  Check 
the back of your Radiogram for your membership number 
and renewal date. You can also give this to your friends who 

don’t use a computer so they can join. New Members can just write the word NEW in the Member 
Number area.  You can always renew your basic membership at www.sperdvac.com using PayPal, but you 
don’t need a computer to  be a member of sperdvac.  Use this form and mail a check to sperdvac for 
$20.00 to:

BEFORE COMPUTERS 
THERE WAS RADIO!

SPERDVAC
2625 Middlefield Road #171

Palo Alto, CA 94306

Name:

Street Address:                                                                                                                    Apt.

City, State, Zip:

Telephone:

Email:

Member Number:

McGee’s Closet is a free service to our members and honor-
ary members.  Send your wants in OTR-related material to 
McGee’s Closet, P.O. Box 125, Oroville, CA 95965 and include 
your membership number with your advertisement.

sperdvac
presents

0ON-LINE EXCLUSIVE0

UNIQUE RECORDINGS OF SPERDVAC 
MEETINGS WITH THE GIANTS OF OLD-
TIME RADIO NOW AVAILABLE ON-LINE.  
ENCODED IN HIGH QUALITY 256 KBPS 

BIT RATE AND SAMPLED AT 44.1 KHZ

presented by Barbara Watkins exclusively at

returning to the website soon
—watch for it—

HOLLYWOOD.  January 18, 1949.  Well, 
a physical culture expert in New York says 
the average American males sag so badly it’s a 
wonder that women pay them any mind at all.  
Brother, you may know your male muscles, 
but you’re a bit flabby on feminine psychology.

To begin with, lots of girls don’ty mind 
aman’s chin sagging if his bank account 
doesn’t.  And a romantic few would pass up a 
pot-tummied bank account for a man without 
a pot tummy.  But most of us poor girls end up 
by gladly carrying sagging men with dropping 
bank accounts  across the wedding threshold.

This health expert advises home exercise 
for husbands, which really means home ex-
ercise for the wives.  Whenever George puts 
in a session at trying to touch his toes, poor 
little me has to drape him over my shoulder, 
cart him off to bed, and wait on him an foot 
until he recovers.[

Gracie
Allen

Says . . .

BEHIND THE SCENES 24-7

We’re here 24-hours per day 7-days 
per week for all your radio needs.  The 
best shows and the best scripts for 
your listening and reading pleasure.  
You’ll find us when you need us at

COMING SOON IN RADIOGRAM

Reminisce with Sergeant Preston of the 
Northwest Mounted Police and Yukon 
King,  “the swiftest and strongest lead 
dog, breaking the trail in relentless pursuit 
of lawbreakers in the wild days of the 
Yukon,” with the fellow who shared their 
adventures.  Coming soon!
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