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BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCHES OF GREAT MEN IN ELECTRONICS

Commander Eugene F. McDonald, Jr.

Electronics Industry Pioneer and
Founder-President of Zenith Radio
1886 -1958

Biographical Sketch
Courtesy Zenith Radio Corporation

The late Commander E. F. McDonald, Jr., founder-
president and first board chairman of Zenith Radio
Corporation, served the company for almost forty
years as its chief executive officer. Under his leader-
ship Zenith grew from a kitchen table workshop to
a leading position in the radio-television industry.

McDonald was a business leader and prominent
citizen in Chicago from 1910 until his death in April
of 1958. He was noted as a dynamic merchandiser,
innovator, and explorer.

In 1921, after serving through World War 1 in
Naval Intelligence, McDonald joined forces with two
young radio amateurs, Karl Hassel and R. H. G.
Matthews, who had formed a partnership called the
Chicago Radio Laboratory, and were engaged in
manufacturing and selling radio receivers. McDonald
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Photo Courtesy Zenith Radio Corp.
In 1925, the U.S. Fleet had scheduled a goodwill tour to New
Zealand, Tasmania and Australia. It was also the vear Comman-
der McDonald went north on the MacMillan — National Geographic
Arctic Expedition. The MacMillan expedition, aboard the Perry,
reached Etah, Greenland, only 11! degrees from the North Pole,
while the U.S.S. Seattle was off the coast of Tasmania, 12,000
miles away. Commander gave a convincing demonstration of the
capability of short wave radio by putting a group of Eskimo singers
before the microphone and sending their voices to Admiral Coonz
on the Seattle, almost exactly half the world away.
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provided capital and promotion, and became general
manager of the firm. From the call letters, 9ZN, of
their amateur radio station they coined the trade
name Z-Nith. In 1923, Zenith Radio Corporation was
formed with McDonald as president,

From the very first days of the Chicago Radio
Laboratory, and through the years in which Zenith
has grown to its present high stature, the company
and McDonald personally have pioneered continuously
in the field of broadcasting. From this pioneering
have come many important contributions to the art,
some of a technical nature and others in the develop-
ment of new broadcast programs and public service.

In 1923, McDonald established one of the nation’s
first broadcast stations, WJAZ, with studios in the
Edgewater Beach Hotel. This station pioneered many
program innovations, including the presentation of
grand opera, special transmission of news, and mes-
sages to members of an Arctic expedition.

In 1923 also, McDonald organized and became the
first president of the National Association of Broad-
casters. In that year he contributed to the develop-
ment of commercial broadcasting, arranging to have
a group of member stations broadcast excerpts from
a radio magazine then on the newsstands. The pub-
lisher paid the NAB a $1,000 fee for this service.
Results were so successful that the arrangement was
continued. This is believed to be the first use of radio
as a national advertising medium.

McDonald pioneered the development of short-wave
radio for long-distance communications by outfitting
the 1923 Donald B. MacMillan Arctic Expedition with
transmitters and receivers. This equipment permitted
MacMillan to keep in touch with the United States
through the long Arctic night, the first Arctic expe-
dition in history to do so. Radio station WJAZ broad-
cast special programs of news and messages to mem-
bers of the expedition, a feature that became very
popular with the radio listening audience.

At that time during the state of radio’s develop-
ment, the short wave band was considered of little
practical value and assigned to radio amateurs. The
U. S. and other navies, and the merchant marines
of the world, were equipped with long wave radio
which could not maintain day-time contact with shore

stations when the vessels were a few hundred miles
(Continued on page 18)
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