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DARREN CALLAHAN: 

WALKING ANACHRONISM 

The ‘Golden Age of Radio’ may be over, but radio dramas survive in the work of one man, and a group of loyal enthusiasts…

By Rob Lurie

This may be hard to believe, but there was a time before The Terminator, Aliens, Star Wars, or even Star Trek graced the national consciousness.  There was a time when “special effects” were neither special nor effective.  Indeed, there was a time when television itself was just a crazy idea in some deranged sci-fi writer’s mind.

That time was the Golden Age of Radio.  Instead of fixating on the glowing TV, families sat around the radio with the lights turned off, transfixed, listening and special effects were in the listener’s own mind; thus, listening to radio was an extremely personalized experience.

It was a good time for sci-fi, horror, and fantasy.  Without special effects to fall back on, story and substance were at the forefront.  Young writers like Ray Bradbury and Rod Serling cut their teeth in radio before moving on to other mediums.  It was a time when a promising writer like Darren Callahan could have found plenty of work and would probably have risen to the peak of his very lucrative profession, revered by millions of listeners and fellow artists alike.  Unfortunately, Darren was born too late.

On a spring day in 1980, in the prototypical midwestern town of Dayton, Ohio, 11-year-old Darren Callahan returned home from a visit to the local public library with a stuffed grocery bag under his arm.  Mixed in with all the books was a cassette titled simply Suspense.  Out of curiosity, Darren had pulled it off the shelf.

When he got home, he popped the tape in his hand-held cassette player, lay back on his bed, and listen to a dramatization called “Leiningen Vs. The Ants” about an African explorer who finds himself under siege from killer ants.  “It scared the crap out of me,” says Darren, now 30, “It was just a few actors and sound effects.  It seem much more interesting than TV.”

Even though it was a good two and half decades since the end of radio’s Golden Age, there was not much competition for Darren’s attention.  There was no cable television in 1980; that meant no MTV, no HBO, no Cartoon Planet. VCRs were also virtually nonexistent.  Of the four or five TV channels available on Dayton television, none seemed to hold Darren’s interest.

On the other hand, the Dayton public library boasted an impressive collection of radio drama, well over 100 cassettes.  Over the next year, Darren worked through that collection one cassette at a time.  He discovered the dark world of The Shadow, aka Lamont Cranston, who possessed the ability to “cloud men’s minds” with powers of hypnosis learned in the Orient.  He ventured into the surreal, often terrifying Inner Sanctum.  He felt his imagination expand in order to accommodate the visionary X Minus One, a precursor to the television series The Outer Limits.  He thrilled to the adventures of The Green Hornet and his trusty sidekick Kato, and felt an involuntary shudder of fear when listening to Arch Obler’s creepy Lights Out, Everybody.  Day and night he was haunted by the plaintive trill of The Whistler.  
Unfortunately, by age 14, Darren had all but lost his interest in “the theatre of the mind.”  Athletics, girls, and rock n’ roll had taken their place.  During college and for several years afterwards, Darren distinguished himself with a critically, if not financially successful career as a musician, first as keyboardist with the Roxy Music-esque OO OO WA and later as a solo artist releasing albums under the names TELEGRAPH and TEENAGE BLACKOUT.  Still, Darren felt a nagging desire to return to writing, and in January 1995 he made a New Year’s resolution to do so.  Thinking back to the radio dramas that had captivated him as a kid, he decided that his first exercise would be to write one 30-minute radio script per week for 10 weeks.

Shortly after he had completed his seventh writing exercise, Darren stumbled across an ad in the back of Writer’s Digest Magazine for an NPR-sponsored radio drama contest.  He sent in the best of the seven he had written…and won.  For his efforts he received a check for $100 and publication in NPR’s annual “best of” book.  This in turn caught the attention of director Brian Price, who bought the rights to the script and had it produced with a full cast and orchestra.  This early success turned what could have been a one-time exercise into a new career.

“If I didn’t win that thing, make that sale…I might not have continued,” he muses.  “I might have gone straight back into the rabbit hole of rock n’ roll.  My writing itch scratched.  But to have someone say, ‘This is good, this is original, this is better than 100 others,’ well…it gave me hope.”

Uncle Ant was the title of that first radio play.  It was the intriguing tale of an out-of-work actor who fakes a deformity in order to join a traveling freak show.  Featuring some memorable, well-developed characters and sharp dialogue, it was not unlike something the young Ray Bradbury might have written during the Golden Age, and yet it also possessed the modern touch that is Darren’s trademark.

Darren’s passion for the radio drama format mixed with his unique and often skewed sensibility proved to be a winning combination.  He was immediately contacted by several other directors who wanted to dramatize his scripts.  There seemed to be an awful lot of activity going on for a supposedly dead art.  To his delight, Darren discovered a thriving underground of modern radio troupes that were keeping the medium alive.  Some of them were lucky enough to find sympathetic radio stations that would air their works, while many others were recording straight to tape of CD and utilizing the Internet as a means of distribution.  Over the next few years, Darren consistently found work not only writing radio scripts but also recording incidental music, most notably for an award-winning radio serial called Permafrost, MN.

When producer Gordon Payton heard Darren’s play The Wave on New York radio, he immediately contacted the young writer and gave him a very intriguing proposal.  Payton had heard of a book called The Death Guard by an obscure writer named Philip George Chadwick.  Legend has it that H.G. Wells used to refer to this book as one of the greatest he had ever read.  Apparently, The Death Guard was Chadwick’s only novel.  It was written shortly after World War I, but by the time it was picked up for publication, World War II was already underway and Chadwick had been killed in combat.  To complicate matters even further, the printing house that was handling the first run of the novel was bombed in an air raid, and almost all copies were destroyed.

Consequently, most sci-fi fans have written off The Death Guard as pure myth, a figment of Wells’ prodigious imagination.  

For Gordon Payton, the book became a Holy Grail.  Despite countless dead ends, he remained convinced of its existence and after much searching he finally found a copy in a boutique shop in Europe.  This was an amazing find, not only because of its scarcity, but also due to the fact that the book actually lived up to its legendary status.  In its tale of a chemist who creates an army of bloodthirsty Terminator-like creatures out of a desire to abolish ware once and for all (the rationale being that no country would attack England if it were known she possessed such a defense), the book foreshadowed the rise of nuclear weapons and Cold War politics.

Payton immediately set about finding Chadwick’s descendants and optioned the book for a few grand.  He set his sights on adapting the novel for BBC radio, and Callahan was his scriptwriter of choice.

This would prove to be Darren’s most challenging and ambitious project to date.

“I could not believe how modern the book was,” he says, his enthusiasm clearly showing through.  “Sci-Fi traditionally doesn’t age well, but all the scenes and dialogue and action in The Death Guard are extremely modern.  It is very political and philosophical, but also drenched in violence.  I mean, it is SO bloody!  There is actually a scene where the narrator gets shot in the head and thrown into a body pit, which made a good cliffhanger ending for one episode, I tell ya.”

The Death Guard was scheduled to go into production mid-2000.  (note: um, still waiting… dc)

These days, Darren is trying to strike the perfect balance between his writing and music.  In addition to scripting radio drama, Darren has also written several screenplays and novels.  It is perhaps ironic that he has had his greatest success in a supposedly dead medium.  He hopes, however, that his growing resume in the radio field will help generate interest in his other literary projects.

Although his ambitions are far-reaching, Darren has no plans of leaving the radio world in the immediate future.  Still, having come from a generation this indifferent to and ignorant of the very existence of his chose field, Darren arguably has a more realistic view of the genre than his nostalgic peers.  “Radio has about 20 more years to be inspiring or it’s dead.  They need to talk about human issues, the things that reflect the human condition.  It can’t just be about sounds.  Just like music can’t just be about your guitar tone.”

For his part, Darren has at least given radio drama a much-needed shot of adrenalin if not a full blood transfusion.  His body of work stands as a good example of how radio can be far more stimulating and rewarding than anything on the screen.  Hopefully, others will follow his lead and this special art will not be lost.

