Mutual’s Secret Weapon
The Arthur / Kogan Collaboration

By Mike Thomas
     On May 2nd 1969 one of radios premiere writers passed away. Many people knew him as Bob, but we know him as Robert Arthur Jr. The list of accomplishments attributed to the imagination and pencil of this golden age great are numerous. In honor of these works, I would like to present a short synopsis of his distinct career.

     Robert Arthur was obviously born with a writing gift; He was able to support himself as a young adult, through the great depression and the rest of the thirties as a pulp fiction writer for a plethora of well known magazines. Stories printed in these colorful old pulps ranged from mystery, crime and drama, to some brilliant science fiction and more.  A few of these magazines that published his stories were Detective Fiction Weekly, The Shadow, Black Mask, Weird Tales, Thrilling Wonder Stories and also one named Pocket Detective Magazine, which he created himself for Street & Smith Publications in the “1936-37” period. He was published under no less than 14 pseudonyms in his time, including Robert Forbes.    
     In 1940 he took a radio writing class at Columbia University. It was there that he met and became friends with David Kogan. Together they produced hundreds of premium radio scripts for several different shows.  Prolific, steadfast and consistent would be the trademark of their careers, as they produced a steady diet of prime radio drama for many, many years. Talk about a one-two punch!  
     Arthur’s first radio program to hit the airwaves was called Dark Destiny and played on WOR Mutual from August of 1942 to March of 1943. It ran for 27 shows with only one surviving today. Many of those shows were used later on for MT, and others were adapted from stories previously published in the pulps like “The Cat from Hell”. Dark Destiny marked the beginning of a long and fruitful career in radio. In late 1942 Robert Arthur wrote the audition show for a drama called Just Five Lines. Little is known about this show at this point in time and the one title known to exist is the only survivor.
     The majority of people may remember Arthur and Kogan for their superior efforts year after year as writers for the award winning Mysterious Traveler. MT graced the airwaves from December “43” to September “52” and totaled ~370 shows (Less than 100 have surfaced). This wonderful show was nominated for the Edgar Award by The Mystery Writers of America, as The Best Radio Drama, 3 times. It lost to Inner Sanctum one year and Dragnet another, but the year it did win in (1952)--- was a hands down win. No other show was even nominated.

     As The Mysterious Traveler approached its one year anniversary the Arthur/Kogan tandem used shortened scripts from The MT for a brand new series called “The Strange Dr Weird. This 

collection ran for 29 weeks and played anywhere from 11 to 15 minutes in length. Maurice Tarplin, who was the voice of The Mysterious Traveler, was again a perfect fit as the creepy voice of The Strange Dr. Weird. Close to the end of its run the creative duo once again formed a new show called The Sealed Book. This was apparently developed as a summer replacement for The Shadow and also used MT scripts but with a different cast of people. The Sealed Book ran for 26 weeks and at 1 point all three of these were on the radio at the same time.
   Another display of their talent and ability came in the realm of freelancing. To write a script for an already established character had to take skill. The Arthur/Kogan Collaboration had plenty of it as they teamed up to write several scripts with Lamont Cranston (aka The Shadow) as their leading man.   “Death to the Shadow”, which aired 3-12-44 is the only circulating copy out of the five they contributed to in this “hall of fame” series. Arthur is also known to have written a 9 part serial for Nick Carter, Master Detective which aired in April of “44”, and was titled “Kidnap For Sale” or “The Mystery Of The Missing Babies”. 
     These guys were, in the author’s opinion, Mutual Broadcasting Systems “secret weapon”. In June 1949 “Murder By Experts” was born. It ran for 2 and 1/2 years with a 130 show run, yet, sadly only a handful of them are available. This show was conceived by the Arthur/Kogan collaboration and had an immediate positive impact in radio society. The hosts for these shows were writing greats Jon Dickson Carr and Brett Halliday.

     After only six months of air time, Murder By Experts was nominated for an Edgar award. The other shows nominated and running against MBE that year were greats “Suspense”, ”The Fat Man” and “This Is Your FBI”. Murder By Experts won and took home the Edgar that year. This was monumental, as the team were producing and directing on this particular series and not writers.

   To his credit, Robert Arthur also won a writing award for a story titled “The Adventure Of The Single Footprint” which was published in the July ‘48’ issue of “Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine”. This was indeed a story that sounded like Sir Arthur Conan Doyle himself. The award was aptly named the best “Sherlockiana”. That was another blue ribbon in the chronicles of Mr. Arthur’s life.

     In the early 50’s, the collaboration embarked on a new Pulp Magazine project. This was The Mysterious Traveler Magazine and lasted a total of five issues with cover art done by the famous Norman Saunders. A lot of these stories featured Robert Arthur written material and the use of several of his pseudonyms. Many world famous authors were also printed in these and ranged from the already mentioned Halliday and Carr to Craig Rice, Ray Bradbury and even Agatha Christie.

  As the 50’s continued on, Robert Arthur continued to write stories for magazines and was also working as one of the producers for ABC Mystery Time. Unfortunately, this is another old radio show with very few surviving episodes known to exist. Another conundrum that has been solved (thanks to the timely help of Ian Grieve) is in regards to the “Adventure Into Fear” radio shows. It turns out that in 1956 this show aired in Australia for 52 episodes with the writing credits given to Robert Arthur and all scripts are from The Mysterious Traveler. There is more research in process now as to the possibility of other AIF information.    

  By the end of the 1950’s Arthur’s name is credited to a drama with less than 20 known episodes existing----“Five Star Matinee”. The shows all seem just as good as any other drama and the sound quality is fine, yet not a lot of information on the show seems to be had. It took a long time to locate the surviving episodes from this series. The final years of Old Time radio as we know it saw Robert Arthur’s name in several “Suspense” episodes and later “Theater Five”. He also wrote a pulp style novel under two titles---one of which is named “Somebody’s Walking Over My Grave” published by Ace in 1961.
   The information gathered and placed in this article is not the complete writing history of the Arthur/Kogan collaboration. Research goes on and will eventually be grasped and shared with anyone else interested as far as otr is concerned. This does not include all the great stuff accomplished in television and even later as the creator of the famous “Alfred Hitchcock and The Three Investigators” series of books. To do that justice, a novel or encyclopedia should be written.

In Closing, my question for fans of otr is this-----    Shouldn’t or couldn’t these guys at least be mentioned with the likes of Corwin, Morse, or Oboler? Or how about Spiers or Robson? It sure seems like mere statistics stand on their own, and the Arthur/Kogan collaboration was a winning bet. These were Mutual’s “secret weapon”. That’s my story and I am standing by it!
