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RADIO TWENTY YEARS AGO 

And What the Canadian Government Has Done for the Advancement of the Art 

By E.J. Haughton, Divisional superintendent Radiotelegraph Service 

   I have been asked by the Colonist to give some information to its readers 

relative to the progress of radio, and what the Federal government has done for 

its advancement, with special reference to the government’s efforts to “clear the 

air”, and make possible the reception of broadcast, which has now attained a 

worldwide popularity. 

   First, I would like to explain that the term “radio” applies to either transmission 

by dots and dashes or by voice and musical instruments, if it is desired to 

especially separate the two types, “dots and dashes”, is termed radiotelegraph, 

and voice transmission radiotelephone, the apparatus used being practically the 

same. 

Initial Efforts 

   The Canadian government was not the first in the field of radio in British 

Columbia.  Twenty years ago a company called the Pacific Wireless, financed by a 

gentleman from California, whose name I do not remember, installed a station on 

Douglas Hill, near Ross Bay Cemetery, erecting there a small building, 10 feet by 

10 feet and a three-piece mast of approximately 200 feet in height.  This company 

also established stations at Friday Harbor, San Juan Island, Port Townsend and 

Seattle, the intention being to give a service between Victoria and Seattle.  By 

comparison, the apparatus was somewhat crude, but by relays, they managed to 

cover the seventy mile “air line” fairly effectively.  About 1906 the Douglas Hill 

site was abandoned, the company moved their plant to a more pretentious 

building in the Willows exhibition grounds enclosure and erected another three-

piece mast.  This mast still stands, apparently without any attention to upkeep.  I 

would not like to say it was perfectly safe in view of our experience with similar 

equipment.  The Pacific Wireless station was closed down in 1907, shortly after 

the first Canadian Coast station was erected at Gonzales Hill.  The dates given 

above may not be correct, as I am speaking from memory, but are sufficiently 

near enough for the purpose of introducing the subject. 



 

Twenty Years Ago 

   Twenty years ago, radio or wireless, as it was popularly called, was little known 

on the Pacific Coast.  Canada had no stations and there were but few ships sailing 

on the Pacific equipped with the apparatus.  Many people in Victoria will 

remember the great loss of life which occurred when the American steamer 

Valencia, inbound from San Francisco to Victoria, went ashore at a point close to 

Pachena, and the difficulties of obtaining information owing to the lack of 

communications.  It was shortly after this appalling disaster that the attention of 

the authorities was drawn to the need of better West Coast communication, and 

without going into further details, it may be said that the British Columbia Radio 

Service commenced with the disaster mentioned. 

First Sites 

   The usual preliminaries of obtaining funds through Parliament were gone 

through, and finally, the Department officials arrived on the coast to pick out sites 

and commence the installation of five stations, for which funds had been 

appropriated.  The idea in those days was to get up “high”.  A number of 

elevations in the vicinity of Victoria were examined and finally Gonzales, or 

Shotbolt’s Hill, as it was then better known, was selected; on the Mainland, Point 

Grey, opposite Spanish Banks, 200 feet above the sea, at that time considered 

“far in the woods”, but now is surrounded with beautiful residences, and is within 

half a mile of the Technical building of the B.C. University.  There was no road to 

the site, and all supplies were brought around in scows and hauled up the cliff by 

derrick.  Similar elevations were selected at Pachena and Cape Lazo, but Estevan 

station was built on sea level perforce, there being no elevations where it was 

possible to build. 

   The building of the stations commenced in the Summer of 1907, Gonzales and 

Point Grey being completed first by virtue of these places being near to the 

source of supply.  Tests were made and good signals obtained between Gonzales 

and Point Grey.  Shortly afterwards, Cape Lazo was ready and successful 

communication established with Point Grey.  Pachena and Estevan were ready, 

but much to our disappointment, no communication with Pachena was possible.  

The distance was about sixty miles; the high hills intervening was the apparent 



cause.  The efforts of the Department to provide quick communication with the 

West Coast seemed about to be defeated, but fortunately, in the meanwhile, the 

United States had established a radio at Tatoosh and one at Bremerton.  They 

were in the same fix, could not communicate.  We got together and said, “let us 

co-operate.  We will handle anything you have for Bremerton, and you do the 

same for us for the West Coast of Vancouver Island”.  This triangle arrangement 

was possible as the geographical conditions permitted good communication 

between Gonzales and Tatoosh and Bremerton, likewise Tatoosh had no difficulty 

with Pachena and Estevan.  This happy condition prevailed until such time as both 

administrations were in a position to handle their own business direct.  This, of 

course, was accomplished after various alterations to the equipments. 

First Buildings 

   The first buildings erected by the Department for radio purposes were 

combination dwellings, power house and operating room all of the same lay-out 

inside.  The building was composed of three bedrooms upstairs, living-room and 

kitchen downstairs with an engine room on one side of the living room and the 

operating part on the other side, the kitchen next to the operating room.  You 

may imagine how comfortable it was with an engine pounding away on one side 

and a hoarse spark on the other and then the difficulties of receiving signals which 

were not strong, with the noise of different kinds coming from the kitchen.  

However, the amount of work to be handled during the first year or so was very 

small and one got used to the noise after a while. 

   The equipment consisted of a three horsepower gas engine, a D.C. motor and 

A.C. generator as the motive power, the transmitting apparatus was known as the 

“Shoemaker” type, using an open core transformer, Leyden jars, helix and fixed 

spark gap.  The first receiving apparatus was an electrolytic detector (about as 

good as a poor crystal), a slide tuner and aerial condenser, one 185-foot mast 

with an umbrella type aerial.  The station staff consisted of one operator, who did 

duty from 8 a.m. until sometimes midnight, listening in every two hours for 

fifteen minutes.  There were very few vessels on the Pacific with radio equipment, 

there the signals we heard were principally from Tatoosh, Point Grey or 

Bremerton, and then only three times a day to exchange weather reports.  Ship 

communication was so rare that the operator considered he had a “good day” if 



he worked a ship and received a position message.  This condition however, did 

not last very long.  Ships soon became aware that they could get service, a free 

service at that time, and the Canadian stations gradually began really to work, and 

numerous calls were made on us for service.  The above is a brief outline of the 

commencement of the Canadian Government British Columbia Service. 

Other Stations 

  From time to time as the art gained in usefulness and efficiency the government 

improved its plants and increased the facilities to other coast points by installing 

stations at Alert Bay, Prince Rupert, Bull Harbor and Deadtree Point, Queen 

charlotte Islands, radio being the only means of communication between the 

Islands and the Mainland.  In addition to these station there are some twenty 

privately owned stations depending on the chain operated by the Government for 

communication with the outside world. 

   We started off with five combination dwellings, five masts, five equipments and 

a staff of five; at this writing we have twenty modern dwellings, eight operating 

houses (one large power house at Estevan), twenty 200 foot masts, thirty-five 

masts of various sizes, a staff of sixty-two, which includes engineers, electricians, 

inspectors, operators, stenographers and clerks.  Every station has a duplicate 

plant and at points where we use the local system for power, such as Gonzales, 

Point Grey, etc., we also have an engine and generating plant ready to start up in 

an emergency.  It speaks well for the equipments and personnel that none of the 

stations now in operation have been entirely out of commission for longer than 

six hours in twenty years of operation. 

Workshop at Esquimalt 

   The Department constructed an up-to-date workshop at Esquimalt, fully 

equipped with modern workshop machinery for the purpose of taking care of 

repairs and manufacturing necessary gear for the service. 

   Up to the year 1920 we were “masters of the air” in conjunction with our 

friends across the border, our spark equipments roared out their messages to 

ships and stations by the hundreds every day and night.  Nobody complained.  

Occasionally we heard of the transmission of the voice and phonograph in an 

experimental way.  “Nothing to be alarmed about”, the old timer said, “some 



stock-selling scheme no doubt.  It will hard to beat our good old spark.”  Fifty 

years ago the landline man said the same thing about the telephone.  The Morse 

man was right too, the telephone did not take the place of the telegraph, but it 

has filled a wonderful niche in the life of the people.  So it is with radiotelephony, 

the new art has its own particular field in the scheme of things. 

   The phenomenal growth of the transmission by radio of the voice, music, etc., 

and the immediate popularity of the new science cause the operators of spark 

stations considerable anxiety.  It is well known that a spark transmitter has no 

respect whatever for an eminent divine delivering a sermon, a politician, famous 

singers or all and sundry who dare dispute his path through the ether.  

Complaints were numerous against the spark stations operated by the Canadian 

Government.  “The spark must go,” said the officials.  “The old spark has been a 

faithful friend to shipping and through its instrumentality many valuable lives and 

property have been saved, but we cannot stand in the way of this wonderful new 

means of entertainment, education and the drawing closer together of nations.  

Get rid of it.”  It was easy to talk that way, but where were we to find the 

necessary apparatus to take the place of our old and most efficient friend.  

“Design it, build it up and get it installed,” said the administration.  The order 

went out to the technical heads of the Department and plans and specifications 

were prepared and finally the first four-kilowatt transmitter arrived in Victoria 

and was installed at Gonzales Hill station. 

Necessary Changes 

   Structural alterations had to be made to the building preceding the installations.  

All of this, of course, took time.  Meanwhile the radio listeners-in were getting 

impatient.  “Why must we put up with this terrible noise, surely there is a 

remedy,” etc., etc.  We asked them to have patience, ships had to be served, 

isolated places wanted communication, the business of the country demanded 

that there be no interruption to radio communication.   Eventually the equipment 

was ready, and the practical abandonment of the spark was about to take place.  

Tests were carried out with the new equipment.  It was found that the new set 

emitted “harmonics,” that is to say, although operating on a long wave it also had 

shorter waves, some of these harmonics interfering quite seriously with broadcast 

reception.  



   The listener-in missed the hoarse roar of the spark, but they were asking each 

other, “What is this birdie we hear, he certainly has quite a wallop.”  They all did 

not know it was our old friend Gonzales, but our engineers did.  This new trouble, 

although not as bad as the spark, did cause annoyance.  Means had therefore to 

be sought to overcome the difficulty, and after some remodeling and alterations 

to the aerial system, screening, counterpoise arrangements, etc., the majority of 

the harmonics were removed and now there is practically no interference from 

that source.  Very much the same alterations have been made at all stations 

operated by the Department, and all of these extensive and expensive 

improvements have been made in order that the broadcast listener might enjoy 

the good things in the air at a cost of the one-dollar license fee per annum. 

   The foregoing relates what has occurred up to date to relieve the general 

conditions affecting the broadcast situation.  I would like the public to know of 

other activities of the Branch and will deal later with the subject of “Inductive 

interference” and what is being done in that connection for the benefit of the 

“listener-in.” 

Direction Finding 

   During the late Great War a system known as “Direction Finding by Radio” was 

extensively used, principally for obtaining the location of vessels of war, and also 

for guiding them into the harbor, etc.  This new scheme had not been put to use 

to any great extent by commercial vessels, but during the war Canada constructed 

four of this type of stations on the East Coast for war purposes, and after the 

close of the war decided to keep them going for commercial purposes.  These 

stations proved so wonderfully efficient that others have since been constructed 

on the East Coast.  A strong agitation by shipping people was started with a view 

of obtaining this aid to navigation on the West Coast, and in 1922, after the usual 

preliminary work, a Direction Finding Station was established at Pachena.  This 

station has proved its value, having to our knowledge saved a number of 

casualties.  The average number of bearings given per month since the station 

opened is 300, with an accuracy of 98 per cent.  Pachena has a world-wide 

reputation. 

  



Life Saving Service 

   The Canadian Government was quick to take advantage of the radiophone, and 

has established four stations on the West Coast in connection with the Life Saving 

Service, one at Carmanah, Pachena, Cape Beale and Banfield.  By this means the 

West Coast is in constant touch with the lifesaving station and the patrol boat. 

   On the East Coast of Vancouver Island a chain of radiophone stations have been 

installed for the purpose of communicating with tugs engaged in the logging 

industry.  This new system is entirely new in the history of radio communication 

anywhere.  Some thirty-two tugs are equipped with complete transmitting and 

receiving sets and can keep constantly in touch with their owners through the 

medium of the coast stations operated by the department. 

   A new 1,600 watt ship station was opened in Vancouver City in October last.  

This station is situated in the Merchants Exchange Building and only attends to 

ship’s messages, the station at Point Grey now handling traffic to such points as 

Powell River, Ocean Falls, Queen Charlotte Islands, etc. 

   The above is an indication of the great strides radio is taking, and also shows 

that the Government is keeping to the fore in improvements. 

Inductive Interference 

   Now I have come to the point where the “listener-in” will be most interest—

what the Government is doing with “inductive interference.”  I won’t pretend to 

tell you what range of types of interference this covers, but will satisfy myself 

with classifying the types of “preventable” interference in their order of intensity: 

1st.—Interference from regenerative receivers operated by the broadcast listeners 

themselves; 

2nd—Interference from inductive sources such as power lines, X-ray machines, 

electrical machinery, etc.; 

3rd—Interference from Canadian radiotelegraph and transmitting stations on ship 

and shore; 

4th—Interference from similar ships and stations under the control of foreign 

administration. 



   The objective of the Department is to entirely clear the broadcast band of all 

classes of preventable interference.  This may take some years to accomplish, but 

a brief resume of what has been done will no doubt be of interest. 

   Interference from regenerative sets is at present somewhat of a hopeless 

problem.  It is useless to pass regulations, the enforcement of which is 

impracticable.  Consideration was given to getting together of all the Canadian 

radio manufacturers with a view to having them mutually agree to stop the 

manufacture of regenerative sets, but as there is no legislation compelling such 

agreement to those unwilling, nor any legislation preventing the importation of 

foreign made sets, the idea was not practicable.  The only hope appears to be 

along educational lines.  With this in view, the Department had a carefully 

prepared circular giving explicit instructions “How to Tune”.  This circular was 

mailed to every licensed radio set owner in Canada, and we believe much good 

has accrued.  A lot of good has also been accomplished by well-organized radio 

clubs, and the individual can help by showing his neighbor how to work his set.  

The bulk of this type of interference appears to occur around Christmas and New 

Year, when the giving of gifts is the order of the day.  Make up your mind next 

year not to give your boy friend or relative a “trouble maker”. 

Local Influences 

   Interference from such sources as power lines, X-ray motors, etc., is also a 

serious problem in large cities.  The knowledge respecting such interference is as 

yet somewhat limited, as the problem only presented itself since the advent of 

broadcasting.  To endeavor to find a solution of this type of interference, which is 

common to every community where electric appliances are used, the Department 

entered into an agreement with the Research Council of Canada to supply funds 

for the purpose of investigating the many possible sources of interference.  This 

investigation has been under way now for over a year, and a large volume of 

information has been obtained, and this knowledge is being applied in many parts 

of Canada with good results, notably the removal of interference caused by the 

Victoria City lighting plant. 

   Interference from Canadian radio coast and ship stations has been practically 

entirely disposed of, the means to attain this end have already been related, and 

no Canadian vessel is permitted to operate on any wave length below 600 meters.  



Up to 1923 the chief source of interference from foreign sources as the ship to 

shore, working on 450 meters, with stations in the United States.  Canada made 

successful representations to the United States, and that administration issued an 

order in January, 1924, forbidding the use of 450 meters on ship and shore 

stations of the United States. 

   It was then hoped that this type of interference would largely cease, such was 

not the case.  The 450 meter channel having been abandoned by the United 

States and Canada was promptly seized by British and Foreign ships as a real 

“find” and was used to conduct their ship to ship traffic, with resulting continued 

interference broadcast. 

  The matter had to be reopened and Canada made representations through the 

usual diplomatic channels to Britain, France, Denmark, Italy, Sweden, Germany 

and other European nations whose ships ply to North America to abandon the use 

of the interfering 450 meter wave.  The negotiations were slow, but fairly 

successful and so far the following nations have forbidden their ships to operate 

on 450 meters when within 250 miles of the Canadian Coast, Great Britain, United 

States, Belgium, Denmark and Sweden, so far as my knowledge goes.  France has 

not yet agreed to the change; we hope that eventually all nations will come into 

line. 

   Some interference has been experienced along the Canadian Coast line from 

ships flying the Japanese flag, representations have also been made to Japan in 

this connection. 

   In order to carry out inspections of ships and coast stations investigate inductive 

interference and other duties a staff of thirty-eight inspectors are in the 

organization, nine permanent inspectors situated at different centres and twenty-

nine part-time inspectors.  The whole of these services for the improvement of 

broadcast reception conditions may be regarded as service rendered for the one 

dollar per annum license fee charged, an endeavor being made to keep the 

expenditure with the total license fees collected. 

   It seems to me that the listener-in gets more for his dollar than he can purchase 

of any other kind of service and I venture to say Canada is doing more to clear the 

air than any other country whether a license fee is charged or not. 



   Now what is the listener-in doing for himself, is he trying to handle his set 

efficiently, is he in possession of a set capable of receiving all the good things in 

the air, or is he still plodding along with a set as much out of date as the spark 

transmitter, and registering complaints because he cannot separate one station 

from another. 

   Many complaints ae received against broadcast stations in the different cities 

from listeners-in, some say he’s too broad, his transmission is bad, they don’t like 

his concerts, tec., you have the remedy in your own hands, make some changes in 

your receiver to correspond with existing conditions after all, if the local concert is 

good, why not listen. 

   Our inspectors carefully watch broadcast stations, they are checked up once a 

week at the least and by the broadcast operator before he goes on the air and 

also by a calibrated receiver where the slightest deviation from the allocated 

wave length is quickly noticeable. 

   I have endeavored to give you some idea of what the Canadian Government is 

trying to do for radio and in conclusion permit me to quote from a Sydney, 

Australian newspaper an article which is apropos of the subject being discussed: 

   “Despite the fact that much has been done lately by the Australian broadcasting 

stations to improve transmissions by installing modern equipment from time to 

time by listeners-in.  The chief complaint is that they are unable to tune in one 

station without hearing another on the low-wave lengths.  This is entirely due to 

the fact that their listening sets are not modern or properly equipped.  In 

Australia there are not more than twenty stations of the A and B classes that 

could cause interference, whereas in America there are now more than 630 

stations that could be placed in the same classification as the Australian stations, 

and all of them are operating on wave lengths below 600 meters. 

   “It must be admitted that in the early days of broadcasting in Australia, a good 

deal of rather inferior equipment, to say the least of it, was put on the market, 

and unfortunately broadcasting has suffered, because of this.  Officials of the 

British Broadcasting Station pointed out recently that, although they had spent 

hundreds of thousands of pounds in bringing the transmitting plant up to date, 

many of the listeners were still trying to use the sets which they bought at the 

commencement of broadcasting, without effecting any improvements.  The 



officials stated that nothing that they could do would improve reception for 

listeners who would not do their part by equipping themselves with modern 

apparatus.” 
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