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From the chair

This year has seen a buoyant start with well
attended Vintage Radio events around the country.
| must congratulate John McGlynn and Brian
Chesters on their excellent event at Blackpool in
March. The location, organisation and
attendance was of a very high
standard. Guy and myself had an
interesting and rewarding day on

the BVWS stall. Several new
members were enrolled.

It was a chance to meet up
and chat with people who
normally do not venture to any of
the Southern regional meetings, to
find bargains and some hard to find
items that seem to have dried up in
the South. | came away with an excellent
example of a Murphy B97 that is just like
new inside and out except for a change of
loudspeaker some years ago. This is rather curious
in this battery set, as there is no apparent damage
anywhere or any other signs of changes. The only
notable fact is the new speaker is larger than the
original. Perhaps audio improvement was the
reason. The set does not seem to sound any better
for the later speaker than it does with a correct unit
back in its place.

Another excellent event was the NVCF at the
NEC. Jonathan and his team did us proud once
again with a well attended event, although getting
up so early to be there is hard work; it seems to
start earlier each year. Again a varied selection of

equipment with the return of some Jukeboxes, this
time in silence, which was a shame, but better than
Jukebox wars!
| was fortunate enough to stumble on some
boxes under a stall that had not received
much attention and when opened
amongst lots of other valves, a
gaggle of 6 new Mazda 6M2 tuning
indicators were found, used in
some 1950’s Murphy’s so | was in
heaven.
| can report that the production of
the second Trader CD-ROM is
well under way and will be finished
in good time for post out with this
years Christmas Bulletin.
| was saddened to hear that the
Portishead meeting, scheduled for
September 17th has had to be cancelled. Alex
woolliams has decided not to move the date due to
logistical problems, but to cancel the meeting and
start the new year off with a meeting in Jan 2001.
| am eagerly looking forward to June, as Gerry
always throws a great Garden Party at the
Museum, which is then topped off with Harpenden
the next day. So all that remains for me to say is,
see you there!

Mike Barker

From beneath the Chair

Well here we are, right in the middle of 2000 AD. |
have to admit that it doesn't feel the way | had
expected, but some of the vehicles and domestic
items would have looked very futuristic to me had |
seen them twenty years ago. In fact it would have
been quite unbelievable if someone had suggested
that an object the size of a Sinclair ZX81 would be
able to hold the amount of information that was
then being held in one large building.

Then again that’s the old days for you, never
there when you need them.

However, the present is just as interesting and
we have another year of fascinating wireless
developments to catalogue. Every year another
batch of items get that little bit more historically
important and this year is more significant than
most as a whole century of endeavours have just
passed into history.

In keeping with this we have contributions on
various subjects covering the entire span of the
twentieth century from a Marconi coherer to the
internet. We will not be publishing the plans for a
computer that runs on thermionic valves just yet
though.

We should welcome the arrival of Martyn Bennett
as the Keeper of the List which is a role that he
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inherited from the late Pat Leggatt at the beginning
of the year. If you come across any G.P.O.
registration numbers that are not on the list then
don't hesitate to contact Martyn at the address
supplied by the letters page.

On a more sombre note there has recently been
a theft from Bletchley Park of an Enigma machine.
This is a particularly dastardly crime as it is the
property of the nation - yep - you and I. This means
that future researchers will be unable to gain access
to an important source of primary material when
investigating the technology that contributed on
such a grand scale to our victory in probably the
most significant struggle of the 20th Century.

This issue is only lacking one thing. What’s that?

We need somebody to write more articles about
domestic radios of the 1930’s and 40’s. Doesn’t
anybody collect them anymore?

| hope that you enjoy this issue. | know that |
enjoyed reading the contributions as they came in.

Rob Chesters



The Marconi coherer that fetched a
staggering sum against an original
estimate of £2-3,000

Looks familiar? Other lots at the auction

Just shout out your name
or how to buy a Marconi coherer

text and photos by Jonathan Hill

VWS member, John Wickham, had sent me
in the post a catalogue from the Norfolk
auctioneers, G.A. Key, who were holding a
collector’s sale of “dolls, tinplate and old
radios etc.” on Thursday 4th May, at their
salerooms in the town of Aylsham. John thought that,
while | might fancy the Ekco AD36 or the Ultra T401,
or any of the other 50 or so similar receivers offered, it
would be Lot 427 which might catch my eye,
especially as it was featured in full colour on the front
cover of the catalogue.
The object of this attention was a Marconi Coherer
Receiver - a deceptively simple-looking affair
comprising a wooden baseboard, a battery box, a

Just a few days after
coming back from running
the National Vintage
Communications Fair at
Birmingham at the end of
April, | suddenly found
myself in the middle of a 640
mile round trip in pursuit of
one of the earliest recorded
radio receivers ever to come
on to the market.

relay, a jigger box (aerial transformer) and a
coherer/tapper assembly, and being sold complete with
its original pressed steel case which no doubt had
helped protect it all its long life from pests (both animal
and human).

Coherer receivers possess first generation
technology which even pre-dates the magnetic
detector, the multiple tuner and the crystal detector.
Therefore, they can be regarded as among the world’s
first commercially-produced radios and one of the
earliest pieces of equipment to come from Marconi’s
Wireless Telegraph factory at Chelmsford when
production began around the turn of the 19th century.
Lot 427 was a slightly later version, serial number



1407, and dated 1906, but nevertheless, following
Marconi’s original late Victorian pattern. The evening
before the sale, | had a chance to spend some time
looking over the receiver and photographing it in the
pleasant company of auctioneer Andrew Bullock, who
had separated it from the other 1,500 lots and placed it
for safer keeping in a building by itself. Andrew said
that it belonged to an old boy who thought he bought it
60 years or so ago. “l saw the metal case, and

thought, oh dear, not another magic lantern! But as
soon as | opened the end and read the words
‘Marconi’'s Wireless Telegraphy Co. Ltd." stamped in the
end of the baseboard, | realised that we had something
special”. In between Andrew bringing the receiver back
to Aylsham and the day of the sale, it had received
world-wide attention. Although G.A. Key might give the -
impression of being a laid-back (“you don't need a
bidding number, just shout out your name”), quaint and
rather sleepy type of country auctioneers, they do
possess a trick or two up their sleeves - a web site!
They are on the Internet, and ably demonstrated to
those of us in the auction room the great
communicative power of this most modern of
technologies - and one particularly devastating when
coupled with the mobile telephone.

Even five years ago, you might get lucky and sneak
in through the backdoor of an auction room and buy
the set of your dreams, simply because your rivals had
missed the advert about it in the local paper. But today,

The coherer itself

The coherer relay

putting something on the net is very like going up to
the highest mountain peak and shouting through the
world’s biggest megaphone and telling the whole planet
that you have something to sell.

And so it was, that while | was the only person
bidding in the room, four other bidders were present in
virtual reality - on the end of the telephone. | dropped
out at £12,000, and the bidding quickly went up, and
up until it stopped suddenly at £35,000. Adding a
further 11.75% buyer’s premium including VAT
(£4,112.50p), the total sale price was £39,112.50p
($58,938.63¢) - a world record price for a radio, sold to
... well, who knows?

Footnote: For more information, you can contact
Messrs G.A. Key, at Aylsham Salerooms, off
PalmersLane, Aylsham, Norfolk, tel: 01263 733195
(web site http://catalogs.icollector.com/gakey -
selected items from their sales catalogues may be
viewed at http://www.aylshamsalerooms.co.uk, and
you can even bid via on-line e.mail at bids@aylsham-
salerooms.co.uk).

An earlier version of the coherer receiver dating from
1904 (with the position of the jigger box and coherer
tapper assembly transposed) is pictured on page 91 of
Peter Jensen’s book Early Radio - In Marconi’s
Footsteps. There is also a good view of another
coherer detector (page 90), and a coherer tapper unit
(page 88).



Wireless and
the Web

By Robert Chesters. Photos courtesy of Steve Harris and Gad Sassower

Gad sassowers’ shop “Decodence”
in Islington - one of the few shops
that retail vintage radios

Recently the BVWS has reorganised the way in which the
Bulletin is produced. It is now envisaged that a large
amount of the production will be done via the internet. This
does not of course mean that those of you who are not
connected to “The Web” will be unable to contribute, but it
does mean that if you are then you can save the cost of a
stamp when sending letters or articles to the editor.

Everywhere everybody seems to be etailing and emailing,
but for many it remains an inexplicable and some might
even say irritating phenomenon. So, what’s in “The
Internet” for the vintage wireless enthusiast?

n many respects the internet is little different from
owning say, a fax machine; it allows communication
at speed between individuals. To do this one does
not require a PhD in computer science, merely a
compatible computer and software (I would strongly
recommend the Imac - but that’s just a personal thing).
Once you find an internet service provider - many
provide the service free or at a nominal charge, and

establish an account, then you're in the game. That
may sound simple but that really is it.

Where the internet differs from a fax machine is in it’s
ability to handle much larger packages of information
that alter in real time as one is accessing or has
accessed them, this is how most “internet sites”
perform. All | mean by this is that the information is
being updated constantly and can provide moving
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pictures and colourful graphics - no black and white
heat sensitive paper this.

Right, so that’s the internet in a nut-shell - a
communication system. Now what does this mean for
vintage wireless collectors and conservators?

Well, firstly the collector is able to access the
information that he or she wants from the various sites.
around the world. If you have a problem with a wireless
- how does one prevent or at least slow the rate of
decay of say a celluloid dial scale, then a trip to a few
museum sites might be in order. The conservation
department will have a “web page” that may have
information about the care of celluloid objects in their
collection. Bingo! You may have an answer.

Of course, the thing that you will have heard most
about will have been the possiblity of buying your
goodies themselves over the Net.

aaaaaa

Several people have experience of the Net: Gad
Sassower of Decodence, doesn'’t like the Net, mainly
because he sees it as a field in which to buy and the
items offered for sale are not guaranteed to be in the
condition stated by the vendor. For instance, the case of
an American seller sending him a Catalin radio, which
had been bought for a lot of money but arrived cracked.
This, the vendor claimed, had occured in transit.
However, Gad's expertise as a dealer/collector of
plastics and Catalin particularly, told him that the breaks
had all the qualities of old damage. What can one do? It
is simply impossible to handle the goods. This is where
buying from a reputable source is invaluable. On the
other hand one is well served by buying from a shop
where an item can be properly inspected

Another user of the net is BVWS member, Simon
Wade. Simon will be known to many of you as the one

Above: ‘On the Air' the only surviving
specialist.radio shop How desirable is
it to “Handle the goods” before sale?

Left: An Emerson ‘Big Miracle’
available from the USA, in many
different colour combinations; but is it
perfect?



You may wish to buy radios of this

type, but where does one find them
outside of their natural habitat. The

net perhaps?

Left: the ‘ebay’ auction site is
probably the best-known location for
‘on-line’ purchasing. The radio
section is enormous with hundreds of
new radios appearing every day. The
pictures illustrate ebay’s radio section,
then a search made for ‘Marconi’
which lists several items and finally a
specific (in this case a Marconi-
related) item.

at Harpenden with all the American radios. He has
some very forthright views and his opinion on the
internet is essentially no different. He has embraced
the new technology whole heartedly, spending about
seven hours a day on the internet. Although he
spends a lot of time trawling the bit stream for
wirelesses he rarely sells items himself. More than a
collector or a conventional dealer, more a “Radio
Broker”. (This obvicusly relies upon mutual agreement
between parties).

There are many dangers inherent in the internet site.
It could limit the effect of the different exchange rates
around the World. i.e. one may find that a site offering
goods at set rates will mean that goods wind up having
a universal price. (Could bring an end to the “Holiday
Bargain”). Hence the unattractiveness of the wireless
website that sells items at a fixed price. Steve Harris of
On the Air takes a slightly different view: “the internet is
basically mail order, and On The Air has been doing
that for years. My publication, ‘Airwaves’ , has become
the shop window, seen by more real enthusiasts than
would visit a shop in any location. The website will just
be an extension of Airwaves . | don’t want it to replace
the printed version - in fact | already get subscription
enquiries over the net.How ethical is this? Is it a truly
ethical question? i.e. is it to the benefit of the majority if
prices remain different around the world? Many would
say that it ensures the possibility of “The Bargain”

The Mystique of the Net

It currently possesses a certain “otherness” among
many people (particularly the over 40s) when one
considers the strangeness of the internet then certainly
it is something apart from us. For instance Simon
recalls the sale of a blue catalin Emerson “Tombstone”
without ever actually touching the thing itself. A truly
virtual event where the item was bought from the seller
and delivered to another customer without the tedious
messing about with reshipping .

Steve Harris, curator of the On the Air Broadcasting
Museum in Chester would agree with this idea:

“I'am not convinced that it is the universal answer to
mankind’s problems, but for collectors and dealers in
specialised items, the internet presents more real
possibilities than it does even for some big businesses.
| have been a full-time dealer in vintage wireless for
over ten years, and am all too familiar with the
problems of trying to maintain a viable business in a
specialised field. The choices available in the past have
been to take stalls at antique and collector’s fairs, or to
open a shop. | have done both, and know the
advantages and problems. A website is ludicrously
cheap in comparison with other forms of commercial
promotion - an advert in a local paper would cost
more. As a means of displaying my wares to an
international audience, it had to be done. | registered
the domain name www.vintageradio.co.uk in 1998, but
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