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By the middle of the 1950s, with television a burgeoning force on the commercial and 
cultural scenes, you’d be forgiven for writing off dramatic radio. The broadcasting 
networks had all but done so, devoting nearly their entire resources to the rising medium. 
The sponsors, who were supporting those networks, had certainly chosen to put their 
money on the new favorite in the race for American consumers’ hearts and minds.

But that being so, just why is it that the middle years of that suburbanizing, somnolent 
decade -- when TV aerials bristled on the roofs of every subdivision like some alien growth 
-- were characterized by some of the finest dramatic radio ever produced? Why did some 
of audio drama’s most gifted talents double down on what they had to know, from their 
rapidly-diminishing paychecks, was a dying medium? And why did a low-budget western 
emerge as perhaps the definitive symbol of late radio drama’s great creative flowering?

The answers are simpler than they seem. Although we imagine that everybody had 
television by the middle of the 1950s, there remained vast swatches of the United States 

where TV reception was weak and 
spotty. It was simply too unreliable 
to encourage enough set purchases 
to achieve full market penetration. 
For these areas, radio remained 
king. And there was still a hard core 
of listeners who didn’t just follow 
radio because it was all there was 
-- they appreciated it as a source 
of quality entertainment on its 
own merits. And there remained a 
committed core of radio producers, 
directors, writers, and actors who 
understood that their medium could 
accomplish things that no other 
medium could. In the early 1950s, 
when big money sponsors began to 
desert radio for the greener fields 
of television, many of radio’s less 
dedicated talents departed as well. 

CD 9B: “The Correspondent” - 11/23/1958
An irritating newspaperman visiting from 
St. Louis won’t leave Matt alone. Written by 
Marian Clark.

CD 9C: “Burning Wagon” - 11/30/1958
What’s behind the dead man and the burning 
wagon that Matt and Chester encounter 
miles away from civilization? Written by 
Marian Clark.

CD 10A: “The Grass Asp” - 10/07/1958
Who shot Red Bastion’s wife? Written by Les Crutchfield.

CD 10B: “Where’d They Go?” - 12/21/1958
Matt and Chester track down an armed robber…but first, they must deal with Christmas 
errands. Written by Les Crutchfield.

CD 10C: “The Choice” - 12/28/1958
A hard-bitten outlaw gets a second chance. Written by John Meston.

Elizabeth McLeod is a journalist, author, and broadcast historian. She received the 
2005 Ray Stanich Award for excellence in broadcasting history research from the 
Friends Of Old Time Radio.
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Those who were willing to follow the dollar wherever it led them left behind only those 
who truly appreciated the medium. There were fewer people working in dramatic radio 
in the mid-1950s than there had ever been since the start of network broadcasting thirty 
years earlier -- but those who remained were there for all the right reasons. Many of them 
converged at CBS Hollywood, radio’s last bulwark of dramatic talent -- and many of them 
connected under the aegis of Norman Macdonnell, producer-director of Gunsmoke.

Gunsmoke began its run in 1952 as something different in radio -- because, with so much 
unsold time on the schedule, CBS could afford to try something different. Western dramas 
had been a part of the medium since the beginning, but they usually fell into one of two 
categories -- historical dramas and juvenile adventure. The dramas had an educational 
component, but tended to leach out both the personal conflict and the gritty violence that 
had characterized the actual West. The straight-up adventure stories for the kiddies had 
plenty of shoot-em-ups, but little characterization beyond “Good Guy” and “Bad Guy.” 
The producers of such cereal-vending favorites gave the kids exactly what they wanted, 
and nothing more. Films of the 1930s and 40s had made significant strides in creating 
western-themed dramas for adult audiences, but radio had shown little interest in moving 
beyond the existing paradigms. Other genres absorbed the attention of the medium during 
those years. By the end of World War II, detective dramas were all the rage -- and with the 
gradual decline of the audience for juvenile adventure programs, radio westerns seemed to 
be losing even the attention of kids. Only the sudden eruption of a television-inspired fad 
for old Hopalong Cassidy movies in 1949 kept the fading genre going.

Private-eye dramas began their own fade in the early 1950s. As the shamuses and gumshoes 
began to pack up their roscoes, Norman Macdonnell was ready to experiment with an idea 
that had been floating around CBS for a couple of years. Macdonnell, then producing 
the hard-edged adventure anthology Escape, had experimented (along with writer John 
Meston) with using that series as a platform to try a new style of radio western. He was 
interested in an uncompromisingly mature program that tried to show the West as it really 
was. Macdonnell wanted to tell stories of a world full of conflicted human beings, who 
were pursuing aims far more complex than the Good vs. Evil plots of the kiddie shows. It 
was to be a world where men and women often employed the matter-of-fact use of cold-
blooded violence. There were neither black hats nor white hats in the Macdonnell-Meston 
vision of the West -- everyone wore a dusty, battered gray.

The Gunsmoke that made it to air over CBS in the spring of 1952 was nearly fully realized 
from the start. In the character of Matt Dillon, U.S. Marshal of Dodge City, Kansas, Meston 
and Macdonnell had created the most vivid portrayal of a frontier lawman broadcasting 
had ever seen. Dillon was no flawless hero in the Lone Ranger mode, nor was he a tight-
lipped stoic gunslinger. As perfectly portrayed by actor William Conrad, Dillon was a man 
making the best of a bad situation. Dillon didn’t revel in violence, he hated it. But he used 
it because he had to, because he lived in a violent place at a violent time, where only the 
violent could survive. But it haunted him, and it kept him isolated, even when surrounded 
by people who truly cared about his well-being. His shambling deputy Chester, his acerbic 

CD 5C: “The Cast” - 07/27/1958
When Doc can’t save a dying woman, her husband vows to kill him. Written by John 
Meston.

CD 6A: “Miguel’s Daughter” - 08/03/1958
Racist locals harass a Mexican woman, and her father is determined to do something about 
it. Written by Marian Clark.

CD 6B: “False Witness” - 09/14/1958
Whether or not a man will hang depends on the testimony of a man who is not on good 
terms with the truth. Written by Marian Clark.

CD 6C: “Big Girl Lost” - 09/21/1958
One of Kitty’s saloon girls clashes with an ex-fiancé who demands that she go back East. 
Written by John Meston.

CD 7A: “Kitty’s Rebellion” - 09/28/1958
Kitty has a chivalrous defender…even though she doesn’t need defending. Written by 
Marian Clark.

CD 7B: “Tag, You’re It” - 10/05/1958
A known hired gun arrives in town…but who’s to be his target? Written by Les Crutchfield.

CD 7C: “Doc’s Showdown” - 10/12/1958
Doc knows who killed a young boy -- and is determined to bring them in. Written by 
Marian Clark.

CD 8A: “Kick Me” – 10/19/1958
Two white men play a cruel trick on an Indian scout who swears to exact revenge. 

CD 8B: “The Tragedian” - 10/26/1958
What does a washed-up drunken old actor know about a planned jailbreak? Written by Les 
Crutchfield.

CD 8C: “Old Man’s Gold” - 11/02/1958
Matt’s asked to guard a mysterious suitcase. Written 
by Marian Clark.

CD 9A: “Target: Chester” - 11/09/1958
A brutal gunman seeking revenge against Matt 
decides to get to him through his deputy. Written by 
Marian Clark.

Howard McNear is heard as Doc
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CD 2A: “Jayhawkers” - 08/11/1957
A roving band of rustlers targets a cattle drive passing through Dodge. Written by Les 
Crutchfield.

CD 2B: “The Peace Officer” - 08/18/1957
When Matt ousts a dishonest sheriff from a nearby town, he becomes a target for revenge. 
Written by Norman Macdonnell.

CD 2C: “Grass” - 08/25/1957
Who are the mysterious lurkers trying to drive a farmer off his land? Written by John 
Meston.

CD 3A: “Custer” - 09/22/1957
Who killed Old Man Granby? Written by John Meston.

CD 3B: “Professor Lute Bone” - 10/20/1957
A medicine-show pitchman arrives in Dodge peddling an addictive narcotic. Written by 
John Meston.

CD 3C: “Bull” - 11/03/1957
A violent buffalo hunter comes to Dodge. Is he also a murderer? Written by Robert Mitchell.

CD 4A: “The Guitar” - 03/02/1958
A mentally-challenged young man is brutalized by Dodge City’s bullies. Written by John 
Meston.

CD 4B: “Why Not?” - 03/30/1958
Matt is asked to intervene when a New Yorker arrives in Dodge determined to drag his 
uncooperative daughter back home. Written by Les Crutchfield.

CD 4C: “Yorky” - 04/06/1958
A young man from a strife-torn family is convinced that his father’s 
been kidnapped. Written by John Meston.

CD 5A: “How To Die For Nothing” - 05/10/1958
The brother of a man Matt shot demands his revenge. 
Written by John Meston.

CD 5B: “Quarter Horse”- 06/01/1958
A man from Missouri challenges a man from Dodge 
to a horse race…with very high stakes.

confidant Doc, his…consort…the saloon girl Kitty -- 
all tried to cut past the calluses that the job had raised 
on Matt’s soul. Sometimes they managed to make a 
dent, but never much of one. Because Dillon couldn’t 
afford to let anyone in. As Conrad (right) murmured 
each week, in the most memorable version of the 
program’s opening, “It’s a chancy job, and it makes a 
man watchful. And a little lonely.”

Conrad was a busy radio actor who did just about 
everything a radio actor could do during his tenure 
at CBS-Hollywood. He was the linchpin of the 
program, but he was far from a solo act. His co-stars 
were ideally cast -- rambling, folksy Parley Baer as 
Chester; sharp-voiced Howard McNear as Doc; and Georgia Ellis, whose world-weary 
tones were just right for Kitty. And in support of these regulars, Macdonnell could draw on 
a pool of the finest character talent that radio had to offer. Week after week, such performers 
as John Dehner, Larry Dobkin, Lou Krugman, Barney Phillips, Vic Perrin, Sam Edwards, 
Jack Kruschen, and Harry Bartell (below) appeared as townspeople, ranchers, gunfighters, 
drifters, and lost souls -- all drawn into Dodge City for encounters with Matt Dillon. Some 
walked away from that encounter. Some didn’t. That was life in Dillon’s Dodge.

Along with high-quality acting talent, Macdonnell emphasized outstanding production 
values. Composer-conductor Rex Koury provided spare and moody music that set just the 
right feel for the dusty streets of Dodge City. The sound effects team of Ray Kemper and 
Bill James expanded the scope of what was considered possible in radio. The pair created a 
level of realism and texture beyond anything else ever achieved in radio. Even modern-day 
audio drama, with all the digital tools at its disposal, arguably falls short of what Kemper 
and James accomplished with their collection of hand props and 78rpm records.

Nuanced performances and high-grade production 
values, however, don’t amount to much without 
outstanding scripts. It was here that Gunsmoke set the 
standard for its genre. Head writer John Meston built 
a believable world populated by believable people. 
It was not just the small core of regulars whom 
listeners got to know over the course of the series 
-- but also the townspeople of Dodge City who gave 
the setting texture, the visitors who drew Dillon into 
their problems, and the drifters who carried trouble 
and violence with them whenever they blew through town. Meston 
wrote the guest roles with as much care and as much attention to 
individual details as he did any of the regulars, giving the series a 
depth unrivaled by any other dramatic program on the air. 

William Conrad

William Conrad
and Parley Baer

Georgia Ellis

Jack Kruschen

Harry Bartell



program continued for another three years after the tobacco firm withdrew. The show 
would operate with a reduced budget, but with no less creative enthusiasm from its creators 
and cast. The program ran into 1961, the last dramatic feature CBS-Hollywood would 
ever produce. Its cancellation brought a close to the era of the radio adult western. The 
radio Gunsmoke ran for over four hundred episodes -- an archive of compelling stories and 
sophisticated audio storytelling technique that still stands as a vital resource for any writer, 
producer, performer, or listener who seeks to understand just what radio can accomplish 
as a creative medium.

RADIO SPIRITS
presents

GUNSMOKE

Starring
WILLIAM CONRAD

as Marshal Matt Dillon

With
PARLEY BAER

as Chester

HOWARD McNEAR
as Doc

GEORGIA ELLIS
as Kitty

Sound Patterns by
BILL JAMES and RAY KEMPER

Produced and Directed by
NORMAN MACDONNELL

CD 1A: “Bloody Hands” - 07/14/1957
Matt Dillon has finally had enough, and resigns his post as Marshal. Written by John 
Meston.

CD 1B: “Kitty Caught” - 07/21/1957
A pair of violent bank robbers seize Kitty as their hostage -- and Matt goes in pursuit. 
Written by John Meston.

CD 1C: “Cow Doctor” - 07/28/1957
Doc gets an unexpected call for veterinary help. Written by John Meston.
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Meston didn’t write every Gunsmoke episode, but as script editor his influence was felt 
upon those written by others -- and writers selected to work on the show were required 
to meet a very high standard. Les Crutchfield was one who did, joining the program in its 
first season, and remaining with the series for most of its run. Crutchfield’s scripts tended 
to be lighter in tone than Meston’s, but the emphasis on characterization remained strong. 
So when Meston finally stepped back as head writer to concentrate on the Gunsmoke 
TV series, it was Crutchfield who took over the job. In this new role, one writer that he 
would heavily rely upon was Marian Clark. She was a former news reporter who had been 
recruited to the program by another productive Gunsmoke writer, Kathleen Hite. Clark’s 
work, with its emphasis on strong characterization -- and particularly on the role of women 
in the West -- operated on multiple levels. Her stories often found a way to critique the 
mores of contemporary 1950s America through the lens of Western drama.

The quality of Gunsmoke was acknowledged early on. Macdonnell was reluctant to accept 
commercial sponsorship, due to fears of interference with the show’s content, but allowed 
General Foods to sign on as backer in 1953. With that company promoting Post cereals (a 
stereotypically kid-oriented product) and commercials delivered in a hyped-up, gee-whiz 
tone – it soon became obvious that it wasn’t a good fit with the program. After thirteen 
weeks, Gunsmoke and General Foods parted ways by mutual agreement. Six months 
later, Liggett & Myers Tobacco began to pay the bills for the series. This fit was far more 
appropriate. The tobacco firm already had several years’ experience with adult-oriented 
radio drama as backer of Dragnet, and knew better than to make any attempts to adjust 
what had proven itself to be a successful formula. Even though there was no such thing 
as a filter cigarette in Matt Dillon’s time, L&M Filters became closely identified with the 
program. The company would continue to sponsor the series through what proved to be the 
peak of its creative and commercial success.

That success inspired a whole new wave of adult western dramas on radio. Norman 
Macdonnell and John Meston (below) were responsible for Fort Laramie, and Macdonnell 
would go on to helm a radio adaptation of the TV western Have Gun - Will Travel. 

Other programs in the adult western genre, including The 
Six Shooter, Frontier Gentleman, and Luke Slaughter of 
Tombstone clearly owed much to the Gunsmoke approach to 
storytelling. Gunsmoke itself was in the vanguard of a new 
breed of television westerns as well, as well-worn 1930s B 
western films and kid-oriented “singing cowboy” stars gave 
way to a more realistic approach. The televised Gunsmoke, 
premiering in 1955, was somewhat less gritty than its radio 
predecessor -- and James Arness (left), though a fine Dillon, 
never quite captured the tragic core of William Conrad’s 
radio original.

The peak years of radio’s Gunsmoke more or less coincided 
with the period of Liggett & Myers’ sponsorship, but the 

From left to right: John Meston,
Norman Macdonnell, and
James Arness (TV's Marshal Dillon)
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CD 2A: “Jayhawkers” - 08/11/1957
A roving band of rustlers targets a cattle drive passing through Dodge. Written by Les 
Crutchfield.

CD 2B: “The Peace Officer” - 08/18/1957
When Matt ousts a dishonest sheriff from a nearby town, he becomes a target for revenge. 
Written by Norman Macdonnell.

CD 2C: “Grass” - 08/25/1957
Who are the mysterious lurkers trying to drive a farmer off his land? Written by John 
Meston.

CD 3A: “Custer” - 09/22/1957
Who killed Old Man Granby? Written by John Meston.

CD 3B: “Professor Lute Bone” - 10/20/1957
A medicine-show pitchman arrives in Dodge peddling an addictive narcotic. Written by 
John Meston.

CD 3C: “Bull” - 11/03/1957
A violent buffalo hunter comes to Dodge. Is he also a murderer? Written by Robert Mitchell.

CD 4A: “The Guitar” - 03/02/1958
A mentally-challenged young man is brutalized by Dodge City’s bullies. Written by John 
Meston.

CD 4B: “Why Not?” - 03/30/1958
Matt is asked to intervene when a New Yorker arrives in Dodge determined to drag his 
uncooperative daughter back home. Written by Les Crutchfield.

CD 4C: “Yorky” - 04/06/1958
A young man from a strife-torn family is convinced that his father’s 
been kidnapped. Written by John Meston.

CD 5A: “How To Die For Nothing” - 05/10/1958
The brother of a man Matt shot demands his revenge. 
Written by John Meston.

CD 5B: “Quarter Horse”- 06/01/1958
A man from Missouri challenges a man from Dodge 
to a horse race…with very high stakes.

confidant Doc, his…consort…the saloon girl Kitty -- 
all tried to cut past the calluses that the job had raised 
on Matt’s soul. Sometimes they managed to make a 
dent, but never much of one. Because Dillon couldn’t 
afford to let anyone in. As Conrad (right) murmured 
each week, in the most memorable version of the 
program’s opening, “It’s a chancy job, and it makes a 
man watchful. And a little lonely.”

Conrad was a busy radio actor who did just about 
everything a radio actor could do during his tenure 
at CBS-Hollywood. He was the linchpin of the 
program, but he was far from a solo act. His co-stars 
were ideally cast -- rambling, folksy Parley Baer as 
Chester; sharp-voiced Howard McNear as Doc; and Georgia Ellis, whose world-weary 
tones were just right for Kitty. And in support of these regulars, Macdonnell could draw on 
a pool of the finest character talent that radio had to offer. Week after week, such performers 
as John Dehner, Larry Dobkin, Lou Krugman, Barney Phillips, Vic Perrin, Sam Edwards, 
Jack Kruschen, and Harry Bartell (below) appeared as townspeople, ranchers, gunfighters, 
drifters, and lost souls -- all drawn into Dodge City for encounters with Matt Dillon. Some 
walked away from that encounter. Some didn’t. That was life in Dillon’s Dodge.

Along with high-quality acting talent, Macdonnell emphasized outstanding production 
values. Composer-conductor Rex Koury provided spare and moody music that set just the 
right feel for the dusty streets of Dodge City. The sound effects team of Ray Kemper and 
Bill James expanded the scope of what was considered possible in radio. The pair created a 
level of realism and texture beyond anything else ever achieved in radio. Even modern-day 
audio drama, with all the digital tools at its disposal, arguably falls short of what Kemper 
and James accomplished with their collection of hand props and 78rpm records.

Nuanced performances and high-grade production 
values, however, don’t amount to much without 
outstanding scripts. It was here that Gunsmoke set the 
standard for its genre. Head writer John Meston built 
a believable world populated by believable people. 
It was not just the small core of regulars whom 
listeners got to know over the course of the series 
-- but also the townspeople of Dodge City who gave 
the setting texture, the visitors who drew Dillon into 
their problems, and the drifters who carried trouble 
and violence with them whenever they blew through town. Meston 
wrote the guest roles with as much care and as much attention to 
individual details as he did any of the regulars, giving the series a 
depth unrivaled by any other dramatic program on the air. 
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What does a washed-up drunken old actor know about a planned jailbreak? Written by Les 
Crutchfield.

CD 8C: “Old Man’s Gold” - 11/02/1958
Matt’s asked to guard a mysterious suitcase. Written 
by Marian Clark.

CD 9A: “Target: Chester” - 11/09/1958
A brutal gunman seeking revenge against Matt 
decides to get to him through his deputy. Written by 
Marian Clark.

Howard McNear is heard as Doc
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By the middle of the 1950s, with television a burgeoning force on the commercial and 
cultural scenes, you’d be forgiven for writing off dramatic radio. The broadcasting 
networks had all but done so, devoting nearly their entire resources to the rising medium. 
The sponsors, who were supporting those networks, had certainly chosen to put their 
money on the new favorite in the race for American consumers’ hearts and minds.

But that being so, just why is it that the middle years of that suburbanizing, somnolent 
decade -- when TV aerials bristled on the roofs of every subdivision like some alien growth 
-- were characterized by some of the finest dramatic radio ever produced? Why did some 
of audio drama’s most gifted talents double down on what they had to know, from their 
rapidly-diminishing paychecks, was a dying medium? And why did a low-budget western 
emerge as perhaps the definitive symbol of late radio drama’s great creative flowering?

The answers are simpler than they seem. Although we imagine that everybody had 
television by the middle of the 1950s, there remained vast swatches of the United States 

where TV reception was weak and 
spotty. It was simply too unreliable 
to encourage enough set purchases 
to achieve full market penetration. 
For these areas, radio remained 
king. And there was still a hard core 
of listeners who didn’t just follow 
radio because it was all there was 
-- they appreciated it as a source 
of quality entertainment on its 
own merits. And there remained a 
committed core of radio producers, 
directors, writers, and actors who 
understood that their medium could 
accomplish things that no other 
medium could. In the early 1950s, 
when big money sponsors began to 
desert radio for the greener fields 
of television, many of radio’s less 
dedicated talents departed as well. 

CD 9B: “The Correspondent” - 11/23/1958
An irritating newspaperman visiting from 
St. Louis won’t leave Matt alone. Written by 
Marian Clark.

CD 9C: “Burning Wagon” - 11/30/1958
What’s behind the dead man and the burning 
wagon that Matt and Chester encounter 
miles away from civilization? Written by 
Marian Clark.

CD 10A: “The Grass Asp” - 10/07/1958
Who shot Red Bastion’s wife? Written by Les Crutchfield.

CD 10B: “Where’d They Go?” - 12/21/1958
Matt and Chester track down an armed robber…but first, they must deal with Christmas 
errands. Written by Les Crutchfield.

CD 10C: “The Choice” - 12/28/1958
A hard-bitten outlaw gets a second chance. Written by John Meston.

Elizabeth McLeod is a journalist, author, and broadcast historian. She received the 
2005 Ray Stanich Award for excellence in broadcasting history research from the 
Friends Of Old Time Radio.
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