1938 Broadcast: War of the Worlds
By H.G. Wells – Plot Synopsis of the American Version
The program, broadcast from the 20th floor at 485 Madison Avenue (in New York City), started with an introduction of the intentions of the aliens and noted that the adaptation was set in 1938. The program continued as an apparently ordinary music show, only occasionally interrupted by news flashes. Initially, the news is of strange explosions sighted on Mars. The news reports grew more frequent and increasingly ominous after a "meteorite"—later revealed as a Martian rocket capsule, lands in New Jersey. A crowd gathers at the landing site, and the events are related by reporter "Carl Philips" until the Martians incinerate curious onlookers with their "Heat-Rays." (Later surveys indicate that many listeners heard only this portion of the show before contacting neighbors or family to inquire about the broadcast. Many of these people contacted others in turn, leading to rumors and later confusion.)

More Martian ships land, and then proceed to wreak havoc throughout the United States, destroying bridges and railroads, and spraying a black poisonous gas into the air. An unnamed Secretary of the Interior advises the nation on the growing conflict. (The "secretary" was originally intended to be a portrayal of Franklin D Roosevelt, then President, but CBS insisted this detail, among others, be changed. The "secretary" did, however, sound very much like Roosevelt as the result of directions given to actor Kenny Delmar by Welles.)

Military forces begin to attack the Martians, but are unable to fight them off. People flee or gather in churches to pray as the Martian machines head towards New York City, spraying poisonous gas in the air.

This section ends famously: a news reporter (played by Ray Collins), broadcasting atop the CBS building, reports that Martians are invading New York City; he too collapses from their poison gas, and a despairing ham radio operator is heard calling out, "2X2L calling CQ ... Isn't there anyone on the air? Isn't there anyone on the air? Isn't there ... anyone?"

The last portion of the broadcast was a monologue and dialog featuring Welles, portraying "noted astronomer" Professor Richard Peirson, who had earlier commented on the strange Martian explosions. The story ends as does the novel, with the Martians falling victim to earthly germs and bacteria.

After the play ends, Welles breaks character to remind listeners that the broadcast was only a Halloween concoction, the equivalent of dressing up in a sheet and saying "Boo" like a ghost. An urban legend claims that this "disclaimer" was added to the broadcast at the insistence of CBS executives as they became aware of the panic inspired by the program.
Public reaction
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New York Times headline from October 31, 1938

Many people missed or ignored the opening credits of the program, and in the atmosphere of growing tension and anxiety in the days leading up to World War II, took it to be a news broadcast. Contemporary newspapers reported that panic ensued, with people fleeing the area, and others thinking they could smell the poison gas or could see the flashes of the lightning in the distance.

Later studies also indicated that many listeners missed the repeated notices that the broadcast was entirely fictional, partly because the Mercury Theatre (an unsponsored "cultural" program with a relatively small audience) ran opposite the popular Chase & Sanborn Hour. About 15 minutes into the Chase & Sanborn program the first comic sketch ended and a musical number began, and many listeners presumably began tuning around the dial at that point. According to the American Experience program, Welles knew the schedule of the Chase & Sanborn show, and scheduled the first report from Grover's Mill at the 12 minute mark to heighten the audience's confusion. As a result, some listeners happened upon the CBS broadcast at the exact point the Martians emerge from their spacecraft.

Many of these listeners were apparently confused. In fairness, nothing like The War of the Worlds broadcast had ever been attempted in the United States, so listeners were accustomed to accepting newsflashes as reliable.

While there were repeated statements concerning the fictional nature of the programme, no such statement was broadcast between the 12 minute and 40 minute marks. In fact, the warning at the 40 minute mark is the only one that occurs after the actors start speaking in character, and before Welles breaks character at the end. 
While the War of the Worlds broadcast was in progress, some residents in northeastern cities went outside to ask neighbours what was happening (many homes still did not have telephones at this time). As the story was repeated by word of mouth, rumours began to spread, and these rumours caused some panic.

Several people reportedly rushed to the "scene" of the events in New Jersey to see if they could catch a glimpse of the unfolding events, including a few astronomers from Princeton University who went looking for the "meteorite" that had supposedly fallen near their school. Some people, who had brought firearms, reportedly mistook a farmer's water tower for an alien spaceship and shot at it.

Initially Grover's Mill was deserted, but later crowds developed as people rushed to the area. Eventually police were sent to the area to help control the crowds. To people arriving later in the evening, the scene really did look like the events being narrated on the radio broadcast, with panicked crowds and flashing police lights streaming across the masses.

War of the Worlds – Listening Comprehension
1. What was all the fuss about when this was first broadcast?

2. Why did people not realise this was a radio drama?
3. What was the programme being broadcast on the other channel?
4. Why was it important that the landing of the aliens happened 12 minutes after           the show started?

5. Why was it described as ‘fair’ that the public were so confused?

6. What did not happen between the 12 and 40 minute marks of the broadcast, that should have?

7.  What did people do to check if this was real or not?

8. What surprising thing happened at Grover’s Mill that reinforced the likelihood of invasion?
1938 Broadcast: 
War of the Worlds By H.G. Wells - American Version
My Opinion
Task: Write an informed opinion of this broadcast and its effects.

· What you thought about the circumstances surrounding this broadcast. i.e when, how, and why it was broadcast.

· What the effects of this broadcast were on the general public. i.e panic, response at Grover’s Mill, anxiety about WW1.
· What is your opinion of this broadcast and its historical significance.

· Write each question as a paragraph, leaving a line between each. ¾ to 1 page.
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