THE WIRELESS COLLEGE COLWYN BAY – RADIO BYGONES

The following is an article regarding the Wireless College published by Radio Bygones in their issue No.35 dated June/July 1995 in response to an article in their Christmas issue No 32. The previous article depicted three postcards, (which appear in the W.C. Gallery having been recently purchased by myself from a midlands antiques dealer), showing the view of the College from the Pier and the Cabin, (CW and ICW Transmitter, DF etc). A third picture depicts the Service Engineers Training Department. The postcards were sent to Radio Bygones by their reader, R.P.B. Udall - G2HKS, who discovered them among some family papers. He told Bygones that he never actually went to the college as his father unfortunately couldn’t afford the fees at the time, but from his recollections, and supported by the equipment pictured, the cards must date from the middle of the 1930s. Bygones went on to enquire if any Reader had personal recollections of attending the college? The second article features two further photographs of the front of the W.C. and the second of a synchronous rotary spark-gap transmitter installed at the college. Interestingly the Wireless College sign which hung across he front of the building read at that time WIRELESS STATION – 2 NF. Also the Radio Mast had not yet been erected. I would like to thank Radio Bygones for their permission to publish the articles which appear below on the WC website. You may find that perhaps times did not change too much across the years!! My thanks to ABBO for bringing these articles to my attention and mailing the mags to me.

North Wales Wireless College

Student recollections

Following publication of three photographs of the college at Colwyn Bay in RB No. 32, several ex-students wrote telling us of their times there. We are grateful for their permission to publish the following extracts from their letters which, it is hoped will bring back memories to other readers of Radio Bygones.

From A.M. Smith G40KL 

(Student from 1928 – July 1929)

The college was the brainchild of Gordon S. whale, who had learned his telegraphy with the Direct Spanish telegraph Company in 1912. He entered the employment of Marconi’s Wireless Telegraph Company (MWT) in 1916, serving first at Clifden in Connemara, then moving in 1917 to their station near Carnarvon.

In April 1900 the Marconi International Marine Communications Company (MIMC) was incorporated with 14 Directors, 3 including Marconi himself, being from the parent MWT Co. The Company represented British, German, French, Belgian, Italian and Spanish interests, and aimed to install wireless apparatus in the ships of those countries. The first was in the Belgian packet steamer Princess Clementine in November of that year, followed by the Kaiser Wilhelm der Grose.

In 1903, MIMC signed a contract with Lloyds licensing twelve shipping lines to use Marconi equipment operated by Marconi men. By the end of 1914-18 war some 3000 ships had been so equipped and he earnings of the company rested mainly on this. Gordon Whale realized there could be a secure market for the training of wireless operators and, in 1918, while still in the employment of Marconi’s opened a Wireless Training College in CARNARVON. When Maconi’s got to hear of this they saw it as a threat to their monopoly and told him to close the college or resign.

Gordon chose the latter option and moved his college away to Upper Colwyn in 1920, and then in the summer of 1923 to the location at the end of what was then East Parade where it stayed to the end of its days. The college received the call sign 2NF while Gordon Whale, who had taken up residence in nearby Rhos, had 2NZ.

In 1926 Charles Oliver (GW55SL) was employed as Instructor (Charles died on 5 November 1994 at the age of 91). In 1930 the need for expansion arose and the neighbouring property to the college was taken over, a second Instructor, Harry Nelson, being employed.

In 1935 Gordon Whale retired to London, leaving Oliver and Nelson to run the college. Life in London proved a bore, and when in 1937 an old country mansion Loperwood Manor, near Calmore in Hampshire, came on the market Gordon Whale purchased this, moving his family into the main lodge and setting up a second Wireless Training College there. Harry Nelson was brought down from Colwyn Bay to run it.

Calmore was short lived. In 1940 it was requisitioned by the Admiralty, and it was never regained. The whole establishment moved up to Colwyn Bay, becoming the major training establishment for Wireless Operators in the war years. It finally closed its door in 1970, being demolished to make way for the new Colwyn Bay bypass (now part of the A55 North Wales Expressway. – Ed).

The Radio gear at Colwyn Bay in 1928 comprised a 3kw Canadian Marconi synchronous-gap spark transmitter, a 10-inch coil, a Type 31a crystal set, a multiple tuner and a magnetic detector. These were all presumably relics of Gordon Whale’s early college. The 10-inch coil could only be keyed a slow speeds because of the duration of the spark, so there was not much scope for Gordon Whale – reputed to have been one of the fastest telegraphists in the world – to exercise his talents there! C.J. Weaver, operator of the Lucania, described the action of keying the 10-inch coil as like working a pump; the word PUMP has stayed with us ever since to describe the straight key.

The upper of the three photographs published in RB32 was for along time used by the college in postcard form. I have one post-marked 1928 which I sent to my mother from the college. The middle photograph shows a Wireless Servicing Training Department which did not exist during my stay in the college, but I remember it being advertised in the press in 1929 and probably came into being in the early 1930s.

The transmitter in the bottom photograph is the Maconi MC8b, which along with an MR4b receiver was installed at Colwyn Bay in 1928 to take care of the new examination for the PMG certificate. The old 1st Class was downgraded to 2nd Class and a new 1st Class introduced, the morse speed being upgraded from 20 w.p.m. to 25 w.p.m., together with technical knowledge requirements. 

The MC8 was fitted in hundreds of British Ships in the 1930, more usually without the left-hand rectifier panel when it was known as the MC8a. It was powered by a 1000-cycle inductor alternator, which in the MC8a was fed unrectified to the anode of the oscillating triode, thereby producing an interrupted continuous wave. Power was half a kilowatt.

The direction finder in the photo is a Type 11g which came into operation in 1928. This was the first commercial piece of apparatus to use the new Screened Grid valve. The valve as originally a straight glass tube with a bakelite base at each end, the grid and filament being taken out through one end, the anode and screen through the other. (See photo on inside back cover of RB9. – Ed). Later the valve was produced on the standard 4-pin Gammon base with the anode taken to a screw on top of the valve.

I am indebted to Gordon Whale’s son Norman, still resident in Colwyn Bay, for the information on his father’s early life.

From Gerald Munday G0GXM 

(student from September 944 – July 946)

I went to the college at the age of 17, chiefly to obtain my City and Guilds certificates, and was successful in all but the Finals! The fee as a boarder in those days was 30 guineas (£31.50) a term.

The college at that time had all school leavers (about 70) – I suppose I was the most senior. There was a staff of four plus domestic staff, plus Gordon Whale (Principal) and his son Bill Whale.  The main building was a former hotel, probably dating from around 1920. It comprised a basement (kitchen, dining hall, etc) ground floor (one large room for CW learning, etc., plus two much smaller rooms for more CW, study, lectures, etc). The first and second floors had both large and small dormitories (I was up the top in a room which just held three beds!) As well as inside WC’s there were four or five outside ones!

Also outside was a large wooden hut which was the domain of the Chief Instructor (‘Dusty Miller’). The assistant instructors were Messrs Thomas and Williams.

It was wartime in Europe during some of my time there, and of course food ration books were very much to the fore. Breakfast consisted of a couple of spoons of scrambled egg made from dried powdered egg, plus bread and butter. There was nothing really substantial for lunch, but there was a decent stall on the promenade which was much used. Teatime was much the same as breakfast except that we also had a plate of semolina with a very small portion of jam in the center! I remember once we all went ‘on strike’, sat with our plates in front of us and refused to start the day’s study until they guaranteed to improve our lot!

I for one eagerly looked forward to what I called ‘the Red Cross Parcel from home’. The parcel nearly always arrived Friday teatimes and it contained a clean set of clothes freshly laundered from mother. Wrapped up in the clothes I would often find a pot of jam or some other goody, plus 20 cigarettes, and in the cigs pack a 10-shilling note!

When I was at the college, here was no longer any training of wireless servicing technicians and the equipment shown in the middle photo in RB32 had gone. It was hammer away at CW or private study during formal hours, and I became proficient in receiving and sending at 26 w.p.m., using a standard up and down key.

Friday afternoon as ‘test time’ – written examination on anything previously taught. Monday morning was CW test time, to check on one’s progress.

During my time there, the college boasted about five female students. The quarters were above ‘the theatre’ – a terraced block across and up the street several yards.

From Gareth Llewelyn GW3RXD

(student in 1952 and 1956)

When I attended the college in 1952 for my 2nd Class Certificate, there was a Marconi Type 381 transmitter, 352a receiver and charging board Type 242D. there was also a spark transmitter Type 341 and a direction finder, but I don’t recall the type.

By the time I returned in 1956 for my 1st Class Certificate the installation had been updated to a Marconi ‘Oceanspan’ plus ‘Mercury and ‘Electra. Etc.

I worked at the coast radio station Seaforth/GLV for 22 years, and we would occasionally have visits from pupils studying at the college.

The illustrations in this article are from postcards probably dating from about 1928, from the collection of Alan R. Williams.
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