By Eric Shalkhausser W9CI, SK

The History of Ham Radio

Part 5: The first convention.

The first amateur radio get-together of any size was the St. Louis Midwest Convention
in December of 1920, shortly after our licenses became available in 1919. No sooner
had the enthusiasm at the St. Louis gathering died down than the ARRL Board of Directors
proposed a national convention.

I, there was so much newness in
everything connected with wire-
less, and there were so many original
and worthwhile ideas to be aired, that
no mere Morse code contact was suffi-
cient. Voice communication had not as

In these early years after World War

vet entered our amateur wireless chan-

nels. Amateurs were on the verge of
many new developments. Major Arm-
strong had announced his “single” sig-
nal regenerative and then his superre-
generative receiver designs. There
were new circuits to be tested in the
transmitter field, including the Col-
pilts, the Meissner, the Hartley, and the
Heising, among others.

Amateurs wanted to be informed.
They found themselves in new techni-
cal surroundings. So, for the first time,
citizens of the United States and
Canada, all interested in privately
owned and operated radio communica-
tion, decided to come together from
far and near to a big first national
convention.
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The first gathering of the clan took
place from August 30 to September 3,
1921, at the Edgewater Beach Hotel,
located on the shore of Lake Michigan
in Illinois. History relates that, following
the success achieved at this first na-
tional convention, it was ordained that
two succeeding ARRL national con-
ventions were also to be held at the
Edgewater Beach Hotel in Chicago at
two-year intervals — September 11 to
15. 1923, and August 18 to 23, 1925.

There was no telling what impact
these get-togethers would have on the
future destiny of amateur radio. Great
effort and meticulous preparations
were made for months in advance to
ensure success. Everyone connected
with the preparations hoped that this
first national meeting would find atten-
dance coming from the far reaches of
the States and Dominions, representing
all districts.

The midwest location proved to be a
most strategic and advantageous choice.
The Edgewater Beach Hotel was at the
far north edge of Chicago, away from
heavy traffic, with R.H.G. Mathews’
9ZN station located just to the north
on the lake shore, sporting two tall
station towers, a multiwire antenna,

and up-to-date equipment in his spa-
cious shack. All agreed that this was an
ideal spot to congregate.

The convention committee had
booked a large arena, the Chicago
Broadway Armory, located within
walking distance of the hotel. About
fifty manufacturers and dealers in ham
radio gear of all descriptions displayed
and demonstrated their products. For
the first time, amateurs had an oppor-
tunity to talk shop with those people
who had kept amateur radio alive
through their advertising in QS7, Ra-
dio Amateur News, Wireless Age, cata-
logs, and other literature. This was a
ham’s paradise!

The convention hall, where all the
sessions took place, was a bechive of
activity. There was no let-up in making
personal contacts, exchanging QSLs,
and discussing many subjects slated on
the agenda.

The first day

The ARRL president, Hiram Percy
Maxim, addressed the members with
an inspiring talk concerning the aims
and accomplishments that amateur ra-
dio had achieved in the relatively few
years of the ARRL's organization. In
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his introductory remarks, the founder
of the League had the following to say:
“As we meet and open this great
convention, it is indeed a historic
event. ... In years to come, much will
be said about what we do here at this
first convention. We are striking out
into the unknown, and even the
smaller actions which we take here
during the next few days will weigh
heavily in the future, for they will es-
tablish precedents and standards.
Let us not forget that we are pioneers,
blazing a way many are to follow. Our
responsibility is great, and we must so
regard it. [t is one thing to repeat what
has already been done, but it is another
altogether different thing to do what
has never been done before. What you
see before you here today has never
happened in the affairs of man. Not
only is it a great pioneer effort in radio
history, but it is a great pioneer effort
in political history. We American and
Canadian citizens assembled in this

Tl
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room represent pioneers in the devel-
opment of something totally revolu-
tionary in the art of communication.
The like of what we are doing and pro-
posing had never crossed the brain of
man a short ten years ago. We already
have a privately owned, absolutely
free, continent-wide means of instan-
tancous communication, and no man
may say we shall not make it world-
wide.” (What prophetic statements
emerged from this gathering of dedi-
cated and enthusiastic men!)

“It is no small distinction.” our
president went on to say, “to be one of
those who make history.”

General and technical sessions

There would be no point in listing
the names of the high and low notables
in attendance. They were all present.
The program committee had topics
scheduled for discussion pertaining to
club organization, interference control,

Photo B. Convention announcement opening sheer.

observations of laws, legislative mat-
ters, message handling, and many
technical subjects.

Charles H. Steward, member of the
ARRL legislative committee, reviewed
pending legislaton, a matter which re-
quired constant attention. Seven bills
under debate in Congress at that par-
ticular time related to subjects con-
cerning radio control. radio regulation,
and enforcement. Observations made
at this meeting were that: “If just two
of these bills go through in their
present form, the wavelengths, power,
and decrement are then subject to con-
trol of the Commission, and they keep
us champing around from one wave-
length to another, increasing and de-
creasing the power available for
amateurs. Constant vigilance is of vital
importance to ensure the amateur’s
place in the radio spectrum.”

Probably the topic that drew top at-
tention during the convention, and that
was subject to heightened debate,
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proved to be the controversial question
of power lactor in ham (ransmitter cir-
cuits. As one reporter remarked after-
ward, “Without a doubt, this debate was
the main attraction at the convention.”
There were staunch supporters of the
two main participants in the discus-
sion, and it did not take long before
sides were chosen. At the outset,
Ellery W. Stone from the west and
W.B. West 8AEZ were the antagonists
in this struggle for definition and

thoroughness of detail for presentation
of facts.

Said Mr. Stone: “Power factor is unity
in any AC circuit in which inductive
and capacitance reactances cancel.”

Said Mr. West (ignoring inductance
and capacitance): “I confine my views
in the matter to the relation of real
waltlts to apparent watts.”

This confrontation went on for
hours, with other participants joining,
until all agreed that it appeared that the
confusion lay in the definition of
power factor. There was no common
understanding reached by the two par-
ties. So it was decided, on the spot, to
submit the question to the radio sec-
tion of the Bureau of Standards, Wash-
ington, DC. The statement submitted
to the Bureau read as follows:

“For information of National Con-
vention of ARRL, please wire our ex-
pense immediately: In a freely oscil-
lating radio circuit, and in a forced
oscillating circuit tuned to resonance
with the impressed frequency, if the
inductive and capacitive reactances
are equal in magnitude and opposite
in sense, is the power factor unity?
One side contends that, according to
present alternating current theory, the
power factor is unity, and reactances
are equal and opposite. Other side con-
tends that resonance is that condition

Photo E. Radio 9ZN description from Q.ST.
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in circuit which causes power factor (o
automatically assume that degree nec-
essary for the complete dissipation of
the power applied to the circuit.”

Within hours after the telegram was
forwarded to the Bureau, the reply
came back ... with an answer that, in
essence, left both sides very much up
in the air. Supporters of both Mr. West
and Mr. Stone hailed the outcome of
the reply as complete vindication of
their respective sides. Even a commit-
tee thereupon appointed to review the
entire discussion finally ended up by
stating that they were not reasoning
from the same premise. Most of those
in attendance finally concluded by
these vague decisions that another sub-
ject could be more productive and
down to earth and headed lor other
meetings.

Of great interest to amateurs who
were still purchasing and installing
spark gap transmitters was the subject
of broadband interference. It was con-
tended that spark gap units were
doomed to fade out of ham stations,
because the waves they transmitted on
the air were not as sharp as a CW
wave. It is true that they could be held
better in reception and did not have
tendencies to jam each other, like the
CW signals did. Also, each spark on
the band had an individual characteris-
tic that identified it, and what dis-
tances could be covered (having 1000
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Watts available)! The overall sensitivity
and selectivity of circuits was a hin-
drance. The CW signals were difficult to
tune and hold. Wave shifting was usually
noticeable. Regenerative receivers had
shortcomings, especially since they
were asked to be equally effective in
bringing in CW, ICW, and the broad
spark signals. Receivers lacked ad-
equate control to meet requirements.
Being regenerative, they radiated energy
and caused considerable interference,
especially in more congested areas.

For most signal reception, the over-
sized loose couplers in station equip-
ment were still serving their major
purpose. Domestic and foreign long-
wave stations were very much on the
air with news broadcasts, weather re-
ports, time signals, and general infor-
mation. Many stations served as sources
of code signals for practice — NAA,
2,500 meters; POZ, 12,000 meters:
PL, 10.000 meters; and MUU, 14,000
meters, continued on the air for years.

So loose couplers were in constant
use by amateurs until, with the intro-
duction of the honeycomb-coil design,
units that occupied far less space but
had equivalent inductance gradually
replaced them. Amateurs also began to
convert to shorter and shorter wave-
lengths with the move to CW and the
application of available transmitting
tubes. Amateur station layouts began
to take on new and revitalized appear-
ances. Power supplies had to be de-
signed and built to accommodate larger
tubes for that new requirement of

“juice” for the “bottles.” In turn, many
new receivers were being built using
variometers and variocouplers.

As is the case each year, with the
coming of fall and colder weather, ra-
dio conditions improved, static tapered
off, and interest in DX and relay ac-
tivities increased. So the ARRL Board
of Directors decided that a determined
effort should be made to span the Atlan-
tic via amateur radio. There had been an
earlier try. not organized, that had failed.
Undaunted, plans were laid by the
ARRL traffic department announcing
that all radio amateurs should enter
into a series of transmitter tests. Selec-
tions would be made to find the best and
most far-reaching transmitters to qualify
for the proposed undertaking. The fol-
lowing form appeared in QS7, Septem-
ber 1921, page 12. directed to all hams:

“Traffic Manager, ARRL, 1045
Main Street, Hartford CT: Please enter
my station as a (transmitter in the
Transatlantic Sending Tests, Dec. Sth
to 17th. T will be ready to transmit in
the preliminary tests on Nov. 7th to
12th, and if T fail to cover the specified
distance in the preliminary tests, I
shall relinquish my rights to transmit
in the final tests. Name ... Call ... St
... City ... State ... Power of transmit-
ter ... type (CW or spark) ... greatest
distance heard (give three records) ...”

The stated goal was: “We want the
Atlantic Ocean spanned on schedule
by an amateur station, and we want
definite proof that it has been done.”

To be continued.
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