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Dots & Dashes

My father, Thomas Martin Hamblin, sine Q, told 
me his cautionary tale in 1960. I was 17 and 

about to start my first summer job as an assistant 
agent on the CNR. Dad was a 70 year-old retired 
CPR telegrapher who had kept his secret for 56 years 
before he revealed it to me. I suspect that I am the 
only person he 
ever told.

In 1904 he 
was 14 years 
old, living with 
his parents in 
Abbotsford, 
Wisconsin which 
is about halfway 
between 
Green Bay and 
Minneapolis. 
He really was a 
good kid, doing 
well in school 
and working 
part time as a 
call boy rousting 
train crews for 
the Wisconsin 
Central RR. 
In his spare 
time Dad 
was learning the family trade, American Morse 
Telegraphy, from his older brother who was a 
telegrapher on the Wisconsin Central. Dad’s father 
was carter with the Wisconsin Central. It was a 
railroad family.

I have seen some of his high school report cards 
and team photographs so I know he was doing well 
both academics and sports. He played both basketball 
and baseball for his high school varsity teams. (Photo 
2, 1907 – 1908 basketball team, Abbotsford, WI). 
Furthermore, he liked dogs (Photo 1, about 1904, Dad 

with his dog 
Carlo). 

It is well 
known now that 
14 year-old boys 
are naturally 
impulsive. 
Even the good 
kids cannot 
recognize all 
the possible 
outcomes of 
their actions. 
Things were 
no different in 
1904. Dad was 
a good kid but 
he was still 
impulsive.

One day in 
1904 Dad was 
walking home 
from school to 

have lunch. As he cut across the end of the rail yard, 
he noticed that the switch engine was sitting on a 
sidetrack. The steam pressure was up but there was 
no sign of the engine crew.

Dad thought, “The crew must be eating lunch. I 

My Father Borrowed 
a Steam Locomotive 

And Wrecked It
As Recalled by his son Thomas Munro Hamblin, sine HN

*continued on page 4
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Jim Wades, President
Morse Telegraph Club, Inc.

Sidewire
Comments from the  

Editor of Dots & Dashes

By Jim Wilson

President’s Line

What a fantastic year for the 
telegraph 2019 has already become!

There was the 150th anniversary 
of the transcontinental 
continental railway on May 10. 
2019 at Promontory, Utah. This 
commemorated the joining the United 

States together by rail. A silver telegraph key 
with appropriate inscription was used for this 
event. I once saw this historic telegraph key!

Next there was the 175th anniversary on 
May 24, 2019 of the “What Hath God Wrought” 
message, sent by Samuel Morse from the 
U.S. capital to Alfred Vail at the B&O railway 
station in Baltimore, Maryland. Several MTC 
members participated in special events related 
to this anniversary. I have seen the original 
paper tape with notes by Mr. Morse. 

I was disappointed that the U.S. Postal 
Service did not offer the 175th anniversary 
postage stamp in time for the actual 175th 
celebration date. I’ve since learned that the 
process takes up to three years, so there has 
been a delay in our seeing this “forever” first 
class postage stamp. We have something special 
to look forward to later this year or in 2020.

This issue is chucked full of original and 
interesting stories and photographs sent in 
by our members. I invite you to write your 
“biography of a telegrapher” story and send it 
to me for an upcoming issue of Dots & Dashes. 
Everyone has a unique story to tell. 

Life is short, so live it up!

Museums are essential to the transmission of 
history. They provide a tangible connection 

to the past in the form of physical artifacts, 
annotation and displays. If properly executed, a 
museum exhibit can transcend simple text that 
tells the story of historical events.

For a museum exhibit to be successful, it 
must tell a “story.” Having toured numerous 
museums on subjects ranging from pottery, canoes 
and bicycles up through the fine arts, there is 
one fundamental error often witnessed. Some 
museums amount to little more than a mere 
collection of artifacts. The context is missing. 
There is no story provided and no connection 
to the present. The human connection is often 
missing.

This is also an inherent fault in collecting. The 
collector may know the context and story behind 
items in his collection, but all too often, the 
artifacts do little more than hide in a basement 
or in a china cabinet. Upon the collector’s demise, 
the stories behind the items are lost and the 
artifacts serve no purpose that transcend their 
often meager financial value.

The fact is; most telegraph instruments have 
limited value, but a significant number of such 
items have a story to go with them. They can 
enlighten and inform by educating the public if 
placed in the correct context. 

Building a Telegraph Display

Your president spent a significant portion of 
this spring constructing a telegraph office at the 
Hesston Steam Museum in Northwest Indiana. 

*continued on page 8
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could run the switch engine down the sidetrack to 
just short of the turntable. Then I could reverse it 
back to its original spot, and still be home on time for 
lunch”. As quick as a wink he was up into the cab of 
the switcher. He pushed the Johnson bar from Stop 
to Forward. Then he cracked-open the throttle and 
“Chff-chff, chff-chff, 
chff-chff,” the switcher 
glided along the side 
track towards the 
distant turntable. 

All too soon it was 
time to stop and then 
reverse the switcher by 
pulling its Johnson Bar 
back from Forward to 
Stop to Reverse. 

To Dad’s horror he 
found that it was stuck 
in Forward!!! Stuck in 
Forward???!!! He tried 
to move the Johnson 
Bar three times with no success. Then he gave his 
fourth and final pull with both feet up on the boiler 
plate and his body suspended in the air. 

All of his efforts were futile. He could not budge the 
Johnson Bar and things were becoming serious. He 
could see that the turntable was not aligned with his 
track - not that the misalignment would make much 
difference. If it was correctly aligned, he would have 
run the switcher across the turntable, through an 
engine stall (if empty) and then straight through the 
brick wall at the back of the roundhouse.

However, the table was not aligned with his track. 
It looked like he was going to crash the switcher, 
and perhaps it’s tender, into the turntable pit!!! Then 
Dad remembered the airbrake lever. When George 
Westinghouse developed the airbrake system for 
railway trains, he made it failsafe. Removal of air 
pressure from the brake line connected from car-to-
car should apply the brakes on each car to stop the 
train.

Unfortunately, Dad’s engine needed both air and 
steam to apply the brakes. And as you just guessed, 
when he pulled the brake lever, he found that there 
was no air pressure and consequently no airbrakes to 
stop the engine and tender.

I asked Dad, “What did you do next?” He said that 
when he realized what was going to happen, he was 
out of that cab like he was shot from a gun. He hit the 
ground running and was well into the woods when 
he heard the switcher and perhaps the tender crash 
into the turntable pit. He ran the half mile home in 
record time, never stopping once. I asked, “How much 

money did it cost to repair the engine?” He said he 
didn’t know. I asked, “What happened to the engine 
crew?” He said that he didn’t know that either. 

What he did know was that if he had ever asked 
anything about the incident, the officials would have 
realized that he was the guilty party. I asked Dad if 

he had actually fallen 
under suspicion. He 
said that he didn’t 
think so. I asked him 
what he would have 
done if he had been 
suspected. He said, 
“Well, I have thought 
about it many times, 
I probably would have 
made a run for it. I 
would have been a 
14 year-old kid living 
under an assumed 
name working for 
some railroad far, far, 

far away from Abbotsford, Wisconsin.”
It worked out well for the Good Kid. He turned 14 

at the start of June 1904, making him old enough to 
work summer holidays as a railroad telegrapher for 
the Wisconsin Central RR. Yes, that was the one with 
the wrecked locomotive! He made it a point to work 
for a different Chicago area RR each summer (Five 
from 1904 to 1909). Living costs were low. A beer and 
sandwich lunch cost a dime in a bar (The Good Kid 
was there just for the lunch of course.). There were 
a lot of Off-Broadway theatre matinees playing in 
Chicago. Dad was working evenings and nights so 
culture was inexpensive. He needed just two things 
to complete his situation: a personal fortune and a 
suitable marriage.

Dad decided 
to work on the 
fortune first. 
In those days 
there was a rush 
to homestead. 
There was good 
money to be 
made if drought, 
hail, grass 
hoppers, and 
winter weather 
didn’t get you 
first He had 
never lived on a 
farm but he had 
the advantage 

continued from front page

Dad with his dog, Carlo.  
About 1904, Abbotsford, WI

1907-08, Abbotsford HS 
Basketball Team. 

Good Kid third from left
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of being able to farm in the summer and work 
on the RR in the winter. In the spring of 1910 he 
homesteaded near Sceptre, Saskatchewan and then 
worked 45 years on the Canadian Pacific Railway as 
a telegrapher and occasionally as a dispatcher. Dad 
was a staunch union man (Photo 3, 1912, O.R.T. Divn 
7, TMH on left) and a Life Member (1909 to 1964) of 
the Order of Railroad Telegraphers. And indeed, he 
did make his fortune, selling his two quarter sections 
in 1914 for a total of $10,000. It was a fortune at the 
time, especially considering he was just 24 years 
old. I asked Dad in 1960, “What happened to the 
fortune?” He said he went through every single penny 
in two years. How? Well, that could be another story. 

To top it all off, he married (very suitably) for the first 
and only time in 1941. I arrived in 1943, another first 
and only. Boy, I am really glad they never suspected 
the Good Kid. 

P.S. Would the Good Kid have been able to pull 
back the Johnson Bar if he had remembered to close 
the throttle that he had just “cracked-open?” I think 
so, but I can’t ask him now because he passed away 
in 1964. However, there is no question about where 
the switch engine went – right into the turntable pit! 

A hint for the reader: Search the Internet for 
“Johnson Bar”. What would you have done? 
Remember that the Good Kid was terrified, probably 
for the first time in his life!

Thanks to the help of some dedicated volunteers, we 
addressed a variety of small details. For example, 
the color of the paint used was designed to match the 
familiar “Great Depression Green” that was popular 
in many railroad and telegraph offices. The antique 
hanging lamp was retrofitted with old-fashioned 
twisted wire and equipped with an Edison style lamp. 
Even the light switch on the wall was replaced with 
an old-fashioned push-button version typical of the 
1920s. 

The museum has selected the period of the 1920s as 
the default for its displays. In the case of telegraphy, 
this allows for the use of relatively common and 
readily available 20th century instruments. The 
result is a pleasing, realistic telegraph office 
interfaced with the “MorseKOB” system.

For such an exhibit to be successful, however, it is 
best to have the office staffed. Our goal is to recruit 
nearby MTC members and interested individuals 
from the ham radio community to staff the office. 
While not everyone will be able to operate on the 
wire, volunteers can certainly tell the story of 
telegraphy. A training session will be scheduled soon 
to provide volunteers with the background needed to 
answer questions, explain the use of the instruments 
and, most importantly, place the telegraph in its 
proper context in a way that connects with our 
present technology.

Return on Investment

One advantage of the museum is its location. 
Every weekend brings hundreds of visitors from the 
Chicago area, about 30 to 45 minutes away. The Lake 
Michigan resort communities of New Buffalo, St. 
Joseph and South Haven are also within a 30 to 45 
minute drive. Tourist traffic is heavy and the office is 
located where individuals gather to ride the trains. In 

other words; telegraphy gets a lot of exposure.
MTC Brochures, sample copies of “Dots and 

Dashes” and MTC membership applications are 
readily available at the office. When someone is 
particularly interested, they get the “salesman’s 
treatment” and are encouraged to join MTC.

Soo Line Historical and Technical Society Convention

Your International President and Milwaukee-
Madison Chapter President Don Mahoney will be 
at the Soo Line Historical and Technical Society 
Convention in the Wisconsin Dells this autumn. 
We will be presenting an abbreviated version of our 
talk on telegraph history entitled “Canst Thou Send 
Lightnings” as the featured speakers at the banquet. 
We will also have a telegraph display from which 
we will be originating telegrams from attendees to 
a friend or family member anywhere in the United 
States or Canada.

Get out there!

Obviously, many of us are advancing in years and 
the energy and vitality to present telegraph talks or 
demonstrations is limited. However, we have quite 
a few members who are still youthful and vibrant 
enough to do so. One need not be a telegraph operator 
to educate the community about the history and 
importance of the telegraph. Ham radio operators 
are well equipped to do so, even if they don’t know 
American Morse Code.

Let’s not hide our light under the proverbial basket 
in the form of collections hidden in basements or old 
photos that will be disposed of on our passing or sold 
to the highest bidder on eBay never to be seen again. 
Share this information. Our club exists to preserve 
this history and pass it on to a future generation.

Spread the word!

President’s Line continued from page 3
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Chapter News
Washington-Baltimore (WA) Chapter

Weather was perfect for a Morse code 
demonstration on Saturday June 8th at Fort 
Ward Park in Alexandria, Virginia. Attending this 
six-hour event were MTC WA Chapter President 

Hubert Jewell 
and his son, 
Buz, and WA 
Secretary-
Treasurer Jim 
Wilson with 
his son, Matt. 

This was the 
annual “Civil 
War Camp 
Day,” which 

brings hundreds of curious folks to see dozens of 
re-enactors in uniforms and costumes of the 1862 
era. This was a first time for Buz and for Matt, 

but about the 
sixth year for 
Hubert and 
Jim. 

With his 
95th birthday 
coming up 
on July 
31st, Hubert 
commented 
this day may be his final participation in Civil 
War Camp Day. But we hope not. Hubert was a 
telegraph operator for the RF&P Railroad. He has 
wonderful exciting stories to tell folks who come to 
hear the clacking telegraph in use.

C.D. Comes “FN” Chapter

The 34th annual meeting of our chapter was 
held on April 27th in Missouri Valley, IA at the 
“Loess Moose Bar and Grill” from 11am to 145pm. 
President McMillian called the meeting to order 
around noon with 9 members and 10 spouses 
or friends attending. Each member briefly told 
something about themselves. Coming the furthest 
from the east was Ron Kohllmann from Newton 
IA, about 160 miles away and from the west David 
London from Newman Grove NE about 120 miles. 
The oldest attendee was Roger Sogard age 92. He 
drove his own car from Ames IA, 135 miles.

MY DADDY'S ADVICE IS: DON'T BECOME A STATISTIC

Front row L to R: David London-Newman Grove NE, Ron Kohllmann-
Newton IA, Roger Sogard- Ames IA, Charles McMillian-Omaha 
Back row L to R: Larry Bailey-Bellevue NE- Ron Peters-Lincoln, Brian 
Zdan-Omaha, Jim Albin-Valparaiso NE, Richard Behrens-Omaha
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Ron Peters keyed the lunch prayer. Lunch table 
service was started around noon with a choice 

of chicken, 
roast beef 
or meatloaf. 
Wanda 
McMillian and 
Carol Behrens 
brought about 
6 dozen cookies 
for desert. The 
attendee fee 
was $8. The 
$9 plate fee 
was subsidized 

by $1, tax 
and tip from 
the chapter 
treasury. Two 
people donated 
$17 to the 
chapter. 

The current 
president, 
Charles 
McMillian 
and sec/
treas, Richard 
Behrens ( both going on 88 years of age ) were 
reelected for the coming year. No one volunteered 

to be Vice President so that position was left 
vacant. After some discussion it was pointed out 
that if either one of these two could not or were 
unable to serve, the chapter would be closed. If 
this occurs, there was more discussion on what 
to do with the old chapter files and huge old 
photo album. If this were to happen before next 
years meeting these files and photos would likely 
be thrown away. The chapter currently has 26 
members.

After more discussion, the group recommended 
next year’s meeting be at the same place, possibly 
with some table adjustments, that is if they are 
still in business. Over the past 6 years, the chapter 
has had to have the annual luncheon at 5 different 
places. It seems like after they serve us, they go 
out of business.......Overall, this was a good down 
to earth meeting with helpful feedback and lots of 
friendly conversation.

Evergreen “SX” Chapter

The biannual Spring 2019 MTC meeting of the 
Evergreen Chapter was held on Morse Day, April 
27, 2019 at the Foss Waterway Seaport museum 
at 705 Dock Street in Tacoma. The lunch meeting 
included pizza, salad, cookies and coffee.

A business meeting and presentation followed. 
The presentation was made by Chapter President 
Kevin Saville. This included photographs and 
dialog from his trip in May 2018 to various 
telegraph related sites in New Jersey and New 
York City. A good time was had by all those 
attending.

MY DADDY'S ADVICE IS: DON'T BECOME A STATISTIC

Front row L to R: Wanda McMillian, Lorraine Peters, Carol Behrens 
Back row: L to R: Pauline, friend of Larry Bailey,  Rose Kohllmann, 
Sandy Zdan, Darlene Albin, Jennifer London Gobel

Larry Bailey and friend Pauline. 
Larry is a HAM operator

Jim Albin and Darlene. 
Jim is a long time ‘FN’ member
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If you were a telegraph operator 
falsely accused of sleeping 

on the job or otherwise ignoring 
your duties because you weren’t 
answering your office call, what 
would you do? Well, they say that 
necessity is the mother of invention 
and one telegrapher so accused, 
named Fred M. Locke, took the 
matter into his own hands. 

Fred was born on April 24, 1861 
in the small, still today bucolic, 
village of Honeoye Falls, NY and 

spent his youth there. His father, William Locke, was 
the telegrapher and station agent at the New York 
Central Railroad’s station there from 1855, beginning 
shortly after the line had first been constructed, until 
leaving the job in 1874. This was on what is still 
fondly remembered as the “Peanut Line”, originally 
the Canandaigua and Niagara Falls Railroad, which 
became the Tonawanda Branch of the NYC. The 
nickname supposedly came from some NYC exec who, 
when the NYC first acquired the branch, was reported 
to have said, “Why that’s just a peanut of a line.” 
I’ve included a photo of this station, office call HF, 
probably taken early in the 20th Century. This photo 
has always amused me due to all the young folks who 
have arrayed themselves, for some unknown reason, 
up the signal mast of the station’s order board. You can 
clearly see the Western Union sign on the station. After 
abandonment and removal of this portion of the line the 
basic frame structure of this station was moved about 
four blocks north and re-purposed for the core structure 
of a house, still standing.

As a youngster hanging out with his father Fred 
became interested in station work and after his father 
left the job he became friends with his replacement, 
learning enough to be hired by the New York Central 
as a relief telegraph operator in 1880 at age 19. In 
1883 he was transferred to their larger Canandaigua 
station. This station, office call CA, served not only the 
NYC, being both the eastern end of the “peanut” and 
on their Auburn branch which ran from Syracuse, NY 
to Rochester, NY, but also the Pennsylvania Railroad 
as their branch which came north from Elmira, NY 
terminated there. I’ve included a postcard image of the 
Canandaigua station. Although both the PRR and the 
NYC shared the station (and apparently the telegraph 
operator) they otherwise maintained separate facilities 

and roundhouses there. With four tracks radiating out 
in different directions, the three NYC and the PRR, 
Canandaigua was once a busy railroad town. 

The last passenger service on the NYC’s Auburn 
branch was in 1958. Passenger service to Canandaigua 
on the PRR ended in the early 1950’s. The peanut and 
PRR branches are long gone but although the Auburn 
branch was also abandoned to the west of Canandaigua 
decades ago, it remains in service to the east all the 
way to Syracuse, now as the main stem of the Finger 
Lakes Railway. There is still occasional excursion 
service on this line.

As an aside, during W.W.II what with gas rationing 
my father would occasionally take an overnight 
Pullman sleeper, a 12-1, from Washington, DC, where 
he worked at the Pentagon, up here to Rochester, 
NY due to some prewar business interests. The PRR 
would pull the Pullman sleeper up to Canandaigua 
and drop it early in the morning. The NYC would 
then pick it up and haul 
it up to Rochester on 
their Auburn branch. 
My father told me that 
while waiting for the 
NYC to pick up the car 
the Pullman porter 
would convert it to 
its day configuration 
and the passengers 
would go up into the 
Hotel Canandaigua, 
also pictured in that 
postcard image, and have 
breakfast. After the war 
due to those business 
interests my father 
moved to Rochester, met 
my mother and the rest, 
as they say, is history.

The PRR wire which 
terminated at Canandaigua was a long one, running 
all the way to Harrisburg, PA. When Fred heard his 
office call he would of course open his key and respond. 
However, during wet and or foggy weather he found 
it difficult to adjust the instruments for successful 
reception. If the call was all the way from Harrisburg, 
in such conditions he found after responding and 
closing his key that the Harrisburg operator might still 
be calling him. The Harrisburg operator apparently 

Necessity...
by J. Chris Hausler
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believing that Fred was falling down on the job would 
sometimes file a complaint against him. Fred knew 
otherwise and being of an inquisitive mind he began an 
investigation of the problem hoping to free himself from 
blame. 

Fred determined that there was a possibility of 
current leakage across the wetted surface of the glass 
insulators along the line. He did some experiments 
with a sheet of glass windowpane determining that 
about 8 inches of wetted glass would provide good 
insulation for about 2500 volts. He then began 
experimenting with various glass insulator designs to 
increase the distance charge would have to travel, thus 
the quality of insulation, and came up with the first 
three petticoat design for which he applied for a patent. 
On May 7, 1889 he was granted US Patent 402752 for 
this design and arranged for its manufacture by others. 
See the image of the advertisement by E. S. Greeley. 
Like the Brooks “Rams Horn” insulator this insulator 
hung beneath the cross arm. It 
was held in place by transverse 
wooden pins through the cross arm 
which engaged the grooves around 
the outside of the glass body of the 
insulator. Although it sold for ten 
cents which was twice the cost of 
the more typical pin type insulator 
it was less than a third of the cost 
of the Brooks Rams Horn insulators 
which sold for 32 cents at the time. 

In 1884 Fred married Mercie Peer. 
She learned telegraphy as well and 
as Fred continued his experiments 
with insulation she would spell 
him at the key. In 1888 Fred was 
transferred to Victor, NY becoming 
the telegraph operator and agent 
there on the NYC’s Auburn Branch, 
office call VR, and he moved his 
family to Victor. In the early part 

of the 20th Century Victor had three separate rail 
services, the aforementioned Auburn Branch of the 
NYC, the Lehigh Valley main line and an electric 
interurban, the Rochester and Eastern. Although the 
Auburn Branch track through Victor is long gone, 
NYC’s former wooden station there still survives at its 
original location, re-purposed as a retail store.

In addition to creating new and improved insulator 
designs Fred started researching different insulating 
materials. Although he did not abandon glass and 
glass mixtures, Fred became convinced that porcelain 
was a superior insulating medium and began 
experimenting with various clay mixtures as well. This 
was particularly important for the higher voltages 
encountered in the rapidly expanding electric power 
industry. During this research he determined that 
“wet process” porcelain provided superior insulation 
when compared to dry process porcelain. Wet process 
porcelain is mixed wet, forced into a mold, then dried, 
glazed and fired at very high temperatures. This 
process, although difficult, tends to better remove any 
air from the porcelain mix thus helping to prevent the 
tiny cracks and voids found in dry process porcelain. 
Fred worked with Imperial Porcelain of Trenton, NJ to 
help him in his efforts. 

In 1898 Fred started his own insulator factory in 
Victor. This factory although modest at the start 
became known around the world. In 1904 he retired 
from active involvement in the manufacture of 
insulators preferring to continue his researches into 
producing better insulators, working in a laboratory 
attached to his home in Victor. He obtained a number 
of patents right up until shortly before his death 
in 1930. Some of his patent formulas are still used 

today by Corning Glass and others. 
Glass stove cook tops are one 
such product. And, to this day, the 
manufacture of quality porcelain 
insulators continues in Victor at 
the now employee owned company 
known as Victor Insulators ( http://
victorinsulators.com/ ). It is reported 
to provide the widest product line 
of any North American insulator 
manufacturer. They presently 
receive their raw materials by rail 
on a surviving stub of the former 
Lehigh Valley main. 

And to think that all this began 
because a telegraph operator was 
falsely accused of sleeping on the job. 
As Paul Harvey used to say, “And 
now you know the rest of the story.”

Necessity...
by J. Chris Hausler
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happy holidays

Letters to the Editor

*

April 4th

The Ypsilanti District Library Director seems 
to think we can work out a future solution for 
a smaller downsized telegraph format in the 
entrance lobby.  So, I will make the best of it this 
time around.

Meanwhile, I have been working on a telegraph 
presentation for about two weeks.  I am hoping 
that folks will forward some pictures to me of my 
presentation.  I am using a JH Bunnell straight 
key and a 1920 Vibroplex Model X single contact 
bug.  I love that key.  I have all kinds of bugs, 
sounders, keys and relays in my collection.  I also 
have all kinds of Form 19 Train Orders.  

My presentation will include a CD made of 
Thomas A. Edison sending Morse in 1920 on a wax 
cylinder.  I converted the CD to run as a text file 
on the MORSEKOB.  That is the year my Mother 
met the great inventor in Cleveland, Ohio after her 
return from the Austria Olympics.  

Mother did lap swimming.  Her awards got 
burned up in a house fire in 1979, then my Mother 
passed in 1986.  She told me about Edison’s 
brilliance, and she was sure this influenced my 
decision to go into electronics.  

Edison was a great telegrapher.  I met his 
second cousin at one of the telegraph demos in 
the 1990’s at our railroad freight house.  Edison’s 
nickname was Al, same as mine.  My middle name 
is Thomas.

Al Skornicka, 
MTC TD Chapter 
Secretary-Treasurer

April 4th

I am a first-time member and I think I first 
stumbled across the MTC doing a Google search.  
That and finding Ed Trump in the CW bugs, keys 
& paddles Facebook group which occasionally has 
posts that refer to the MTC.

Ed helped me get going on Wire 11 on 
MorseKOB.  I picked up a Bunnell Mainline 15B 
sounder and Chip Morgan Interface and have been 
active now for a few weeks.

I rotate use of a few bugs in my stable on the 
wire, an early 1920’s Blue Racer, a 1926 Original, 
a 1936 Blue Racer (crackle finish in excellent 
condition) and of course my personal prize 
possession the original my parents gave me back in 
High School.

Since you enjoyed the brief account in my 
membership application, I figured I would send 
along a longer version, which I wrote for my 
grandkids and a few nephews who are interested 
in ham radio.

Also, included is a short blurb on Charlie, who 
was very important in my youth and whose effort 
helped launch my career as an Electrical Engineer.

I look forward to reading Dots & Dashes; feel free 
to use any of this material in your newsletter.

73, 
Bob K7ZB, 
PX on Wire 11 in Phoenix

April 8th

I’m reading a book, Hue 1968, by Mark Bowden.  
In a chapter on La Chu, he writes of an officer 
named Prince and two radiomen, Jim Wilson and 
Dennis McGuire.  Is that Jim Wilson you?

Tom Tiller, 
Lynchburg, Virginia

(While I was in the Army in the Vietnam War for a 
year, 1967-68, that Jim Wilson is not me.)

April 12th

For those interested in the latest on Solar Cycle 
25, here is the latest prediction.

The NOAA/NASA co-chaired international panel 
to forecast Solar Cycle 25 released a preliminary 
forecast for Solar Cycle 25 on April 5, 2019.  

The consensus is that Cycle 25 will be similar 
in size to cycle 24.  It is expected that sunspot 
maximum will occur no earlier than the year 2023 
and no later than 2016, with a minimum peak 
sunspot number of 95 and a maximum of 130. 

In addition, the panel expects the end of Cycle 
24 and start of Cycle 25 to occur no earlier than 
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July 2019 and no later than September 2020.  The 
panel hopes to release a final, detailed forecast for 
Cycle 25 by the end of 2019.  

For up-to-date information, please read NOAA 
press release describing the international panel’s 
forecast at https://www.weather.gov/news/190504-
sun-activity-in-solar-cycle.

73, 
James C. Owen, III 
K4CGY 

May 12th

I really liked the photo of you on the crossarm, 
reminds me of my youth when we would climb 
poles along the railway to look at the insulators.  
Somehow, we survived the splinters and the 
railroad dicks!

I always look forward to receiving D&D – love 
the personal stories.

Vincent Reh

June 4th

The Apple Valley Model Railroad Club in 
Hendersonville, North Carolina would like to 
express our appreciation to James Wades, Warren 
McFarland, and other members of the Morse 
Telegraph Club for their generous donation of a 
telegraph key and sounder.  While the full project 
is not yet completed, we do have an operational 
system .  We have mounted these items in a 
wooden case and even used vintage wire to make 
these more realistic looking.

I invite any of your members who might come to 
the Hendersonville area to stop by and see your 
donation in action. We believe the implementation 
of hardware and software is unique and we are 
willing to share our efforts with others.  If you will 
be in the area outside of our normal hours, please 
contact us in advance so that we can accommodate 
your needs.

Larry Morton, 
President of AVMRC

Many members chose to contribute to the 
Morse Telegraph Club when renewing dues 

for 2018.  In recognition of the donations, names 
of the donors are listed below in the following 
categories: 

Operators - Up to $10 
Train Dispatchers - $10-$20 
Chief Dispatchers $20-$50 
Superintendents $50 and above.

Please retain this page and your cancelled checks 
for tax purposes, if itemizing. 

Donations go toward furthering the continued 
publication of our wonderful quarterly publication, 
Dots & Dashes, telegraphy education, and other 
causes as directed by our president. 

Thank you for your donations!

Operators

Vernon Avard, Ed Biter, Jr., Bill Cowan, Ronald 
Garling, Gene Greneker,  Paul Gunzenhauser, 

Ted Holland, Matt Jacobs, Wayne Junop, Stephen 
Kistler, Dennis Lampe, David Michael, Larry 
Nelson, Doug Nipper, June Petersen, D. E. Steiner, 
Richard Stroud, Charles Tryor,  Robert Wallace                            

Dispatchers

Dan Allen, Linton Beroldingen, Ronald Berwager, 
William Moyes, George Newell, David O’Farrell, 
Markus Thomerson Raymond Vanzant, James 
Ward, Gary Wellmaker, Vera Weer, Robert 
Plummer,  

Chief Dispatchers

Stephen Bartlett, Manual Caldera, Steve Collings, 
Donald Girton, Walter Hendersen, Patrick O’Brien          
David Pennes, Sam Wilder, Gerald Wizon, David 
Arnold

Superintendents

Rex J. Gossett, Len Solomon - Former Saskatoon 
(KN) Chapter, Dean Steffens  

Morse Telegraph Club 
Contributors
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Welcome Aboard!
New MeMbers of MTC

???
DID YOU KNOW?

Why do the people whom we love eventually die?

This philosophical and religious question has been asked by millions of people over thousands of 
years.

Death seems cruel, but the answer to this question is: biology. We are like cars in that our parts wear 
out. Turtles live for an average of 10 -80 years; the oldest turtle lived 152 years. Some trees live for 
thousands of years. A bristlecone pine in California has survived for 4,848 years. Our beloved dogs last 
about 12-15 years.

Just be thankful that each of us was born and live purposeful lives for about 80-90 years. Make the most 
of it. Get on the telegraph circuit more often!

Got a burning question? Send your question to me for the next issue of Dots & Dashes. ~Jim

Professor Glenn R. ShowalteR call sign WB3LDJ, 
notes that he has been interested in Morse code 
since he was a young short-wave listener. Glenn 
says that he is sorry to see the code requirement 
eliminated as a requirement for earning the 
amateur radio license. 

Glenn states, “Dots & Dashes has excellent 
layout and design, typography, pictures, 
cartoon and articles, and letters.” Glenn lives in 
Charlottesville, Virginia where he teaches at the 
University of Virginia. 

ChRiS niCholS of Charlottesville, Virginia just 
joined. Our International Secretary-Treasurer, 
Richard Williams, reports that Charles sent his 

$20 membership check with a note on a tiny piece 
of paper with his address scribbled on it and the 
question: “Can I join the Morse Telegraph Club?” 
Richard commented that he would like to know 
where Chris found out about the Morse Telegraph 
Club. 

Glenn and Chris likely stumbled across a copy 
of Dots & Dashes somewhere. I leave copies at 
the library, barber shop, dentist office, fitness 
center, radio club meetings and more. A few of our 
members do the same. ~Jim

Dale liChtblau, KJ4VTS, of Reston, Virginia.

baRRy P. KeatinG
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J. Chris Hausler’s
Book & Movie

ReviewS

*

?

For this column I’m going to review two related 
books. They are related in that the author 

of one of the books was the wife of the author of 
the other. The books are A Baggage Car with Lace 
Curtains, by Kay Fisher, first published in 1979, 
ISBN 0960300422, and 30 Years over Donner, by 
Bill Fisher, published in 1990, ISBN 0870461028. 
These books were recommended to me by Larry 
Cardoza, Secretary/Treasurer of the Sacramento 
Chapter, MTC. Thank you Larry!

Neither of 
these books 
are about the 
telegraph but 
the telegraph 
and the 
telegraphers 
are present in 
them. The two 
books together 
are an 
autobiographical 
story of a 
railroad 
couple. Just 
before the 
dawn of World 
War II Bill 

became a signalman on the Southern Pacific over 
the famous Donner Pass. Although not a telegraph 
job, a signalman spends much of his time climbing 
poles, stringing wire and diagnosing and fixing 
problems, parallel in many ways to the duties of 
a telegraph lineman and even a wire chief. Kay, if 
she wanted to be with her husband, had to accept 
the hardships of living the railroad life, traveling 
around and living in camp cars as his job moved 
from site to site. For a while, to help out during 
World War II, she too went to work for the railroad. 
If you’ve ever enjoyed fictional stories of railroad 
life such as those about telegrapher Eddie Sand, 
here are a couple of real first person stories about 
life working on the railroad in those steam and 
telegraph filled years.

The two books form a continuous narrative. Kay’s 
book describes first meeting her future husband 
in the late 1930’s. He was working a couple of 
sales jobs with a spotty income. Key herself was 
only occasionally able to get various pick up work. 
They got married anyway, but were having trouble 
making ends meet. Then opportunity knocked, 
a job in the stores department of the Southern 
Pacific for Bill. This was shortly followed by a job 
in the signal department and then the position of 
signalman. There was a downside to this latter 
position however. He would be moving around 
from job site to job site, usually too far away 
from home to get home other than for just one 
day each weekend. Without belaboring the story, 
Kay decides that if her marriage is to survive she 
needed to join her husband living in the camp 
cars and the rest of her book is about the trials 
and tribulations of this experience over the next 
several years. 

Kay’s book 
ends just about 
when and 
where Bill’s 
book begins. 
Bill bid on and 
got the position 
of Signal 
Maintainer 
at Emigrant 
Gap, CA. This 
was the end of 
living in the 
camp cars for 
Kay as they 
were then able 
to move into 
a house at 
Emigrant Gap 
provided by the 
railroad for the 
signal maintainer at that location. This was not 
the end of the hardships of railroad life however or 
the end of occasional moves or even separations. 
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Donner Pass is known for heavy snowfalls and life 
in the mountains in the winter, even if you were 
living in a house, had it’s issues. Bill also describes 
some of the work he did over the following years, 
the problems he faced and the many trouble calls 
he took, most always at inconvenient times. He 
finally retired from the railroad in the mid 1970’s. 

Both of these books are good reads and I highly 
recommend them. I spent my working life in 
the railroad business with my customers being 
the signal departments of railroads. In this 
capacity I got to know and work with many signal 
maintainers, technicians and supervisors and 
became rather familiar, but from some distance, 
with the type of life they frequently led. Thus much 
of what was in Bill’s book was no real surprise 
to me. I was no stranger to middle of the night 
trouble calls either, but for me this only very rarely 
required going out in the cold and snow or rain 
and heat to fix a problem (That said I did sweep 
the snow out of a few switch machines in my day, 
joining the maintainers at their efforts. After all 
we had to keep that hump yard humping even in 
the worst blizzard). In my case these middle of the 
night calls usually just resulted in me sitting at 
a computer terminal in a comfortably heated or 
cooled room at some job site, or later even sitting 
here at home at my PC, my modem dialed into a 
job site computer somewhere. In either case I was 
just aiding the signal personnel with the diagnosis 
and correction of a problem at that site. 

Kay’s book, however, was a revelation. It is from 
a totally different point of view. It is a fascinating 
look her life in the early 1940’s when jobs were 
hard to come by and so a secure job on the railroad 
for her husband was to be welcomed, and whatever 
hardships it entailed to be endured. It is full of 
stories, both funny and poignant, of the many 
difficulties and occasional pleasures of daily life 
in a railroad camp. Stories of steam powered fast 
passenger trains and heavy freights stamping by 
both day and night mere feet from her baggage car 
home’s front door. Stories of deep snow falls and 
walking through dank dark dripping snow sheds. 
Stories of both the loneliness and the wide variety 
of railroad people she met, some unpleasant, but 
many good as gold. How she survived and even 
prospered in this environment, her doubts and 
even occasionally her tears, made for a book I had 
trouble putting down. It is to my mind a priceless 
document written with consummate skill about 
how it was to live on the railroad in the mountains 
particularly during the early part of World War II, 

a situation few of us can even imagine anymore. 
Kay’s book was published in two printings, the 

second from 1986. I would recommend seeking 
out this second printing as it has an addendum 
describing all the rejections they received from 
reputable publishers claiming no one would be 
interested in reading their story. The only way 
they were able to get it published was to go into 
their personal savings and self-publish the book. 
The publishers were proved wrong, the book 
achieved a modest success. What’s more many 
of the readers of the book from around the world 
started communicating with the Fishers and this 
led to many world wide friends. Eventually they 
met a number of these friends face-to-face as they 
traveled around after retirement and many of 
these friends invited them into their homes to stay 
for a while. Many more kept in contact through 
the trading of letters and photos. They eventually 
became involved with a number of railroad and rail 
fan related organizations. 

Many of the names of the real people in these 
books were changed to preserve their anonymity. 
One of them was an elderly woman telegraph 
operator working at Emigrant Gap who was 
friendly and helpful to Kay. In the book she was 
referred to as Mrs. Merrithew. According to the 
book, after the death of her husband in the late 
1920’s due to a snake bite, she had always carried 
a pistol with her for protection. On a web site page 
maintained by the Donner Summit Historical 
Society there is mention of a Jessica Morse 
who ran for (and lost) a seat in the US House of 
Representatives last fall. It was mentioned in one 
of her campaign advertisements that her great 
great grandmother was a telegraph operator on 
Donner Pass who always carried a pistol with her, 
so possibly the same person. With the last name of 
Morse one wonders what the operator’s real name 
was and if there was any family tie-in with Samuel 
Morse.

The above is just an abstract of the interesting 
tales you will find in these two books. They were 
both, obviously, labors of love. But if you want to 
learn more you’re going to have to acquire copies 
for yourself. Each book contains a number of 
contemporary photographs which help to illustrate 
that time and place and added to my enjoyment of 
them. Used copies of both are available from all the 
usual sources with prices and conditions varying 
widely. But in my humble opinion both books are 
worth seeking out, enjoy!
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Unfortunately, the end of 0f the Canadian 
Association of Train Dispatchers/Rail 

Traffic Controllers came to an end at their annual 
convention, held this year at Stettler, Alberta, 
May 24th to 26th. As my husband, Earl, was a 
CNR train dispatcher, after his death in 2009, 
I was nominated an “associate” member of the 
association, and have attended many conventions 
in the past years.

From a membership of approximately 800 in 
the 1970’s, membership has dropped to around 
40 with members aging and unable to travel, and 
nobody willing to take over the Presidency and 
other official positions. Rail traffic positions have 
decreased, and technology has taken over. There 
is a loss of the sense of heritage and nostalgia and 
directing trains is just another job.

The convention in Stettler was a very enjoyable 
one, which included train rides on the Alberta 
Prairie Railway, a popular tourist attraction. 
Friday were treated to an Alberta beef dinner in a 
lovely refurbished dining car as we rode to Warden, 
Alberta and return. There was a free bar and 
an interesting video presentation of the railway. 
Saturday, after the business meeting, we went on 
a train ride to the historic village of Big Valley. 
Alberta. About 300 tourists were on the train from 
all over the world. On the way we saw a large herd 

of buffalo 
and many 
oil wells. 
At one of 
the stops 
we had 
a train 
robbery 
with three 
masked 
cowboys, 
riding 
horses and 
shooting 
their guns. 
They 
boarded 
the train 
and 
collected 
change for 
a children’s charity, while their horses were tied to 
a shack called the “Outhouse Saloon”.

At Big Valley we were met by people in period 
costumes, and passengers were taken on a wagon-
ride tour of the town, and later fed a huge buffet 
dinner in their town hall. On the ride back, we 
were entertained with a cowboy playing country 
western music.

The train excursion runs most Saturdays during 
the summer months and is well worth-while for a 
day’s visit.

The next day, back in Calgary, Church Beckett 
(former Secretary/Treasurer of the MTC Maple 
Leaf Chapter), his wife, from St. Thomas, Ontario, 
and I went to a gig where Calgary MTC Chapter 
member, Bill Atkinson played and sang with his 
five-piece group called “Peter and Pals” Although 
recently, Bill had a heart attack, he still keeps on 
singing and playing at a number of senior care 
homes.

End of an Era
By Lavina Shaw
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“30” Silent Keys 
News of our brothers and sisters who have closed the key

Montana “MT” Chapter

JoSePh (Joe) GRoSS, age 89, passed away on 
December 16, 2018 at the University of Utah 
Hospital in Salt Lake City after suffering from a 
stroke.

Thanks to Burton Stenslie, MT Chapter 
Secretary-Treasurer for this brief notice.

Milwaukee-Madison “MW” Chapter

Duane buChwalD StouGton, age 86, passed away 
in June 2018. Duane started his railroad career as 
an agent in Avoca, Wisconsin in April 1961. He was 
an agent operator on the Milwaukee Road, mainly 
on the Madison Division. He ended up working the 
clerk’s position. 

Thanks to Robert Pluntz, Secretary-
Treasurer of the MW Chapter, for this 
information. 

FReD MaRtin of Fond du Lac, age 82, passed away 
in April 2019. Fred retired as captain of railroad 
detectives in Fond du Lac. He learned telegraphy 
from his father, who was the agent with the Soo 
Line at Lomira, Wisconsin. Earlier in this career, 
Fred joined the Navy and became a com tech for 
four years. Later, Fred earned his amateur radio 
license, call sign NU9P.

Thanks again to Robert Pluntz for this 
information.

Grand “GC” Chapter 

RobeRt wolFe of Hammond IL, ham call sign 
K9HEZ, recently passed away.

He was a long time member of the Morse 
Telegraph Club.

Thanks to his son, Joseph Wolfe, for this 
brief notice. 

This is a meeting of the ORT (Order of 
Railroad Telegraphers) at Savannah, GA., 
May, 1921. The photo belonged to Grover 
Garrott of Frankfort, Indiana who was a 
delegate to the meeting.
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The first message sent by Morse code’s dots 
and dashes across a long distance traveled 

from Washington, D.C., to Baltimore on Friday, 
May 24, 1844 — 175 years ago. It signaled the 
first time in human history that complex thoughts 
could be communicated at long distances almost 
instantaneously. Until then, people had to have 
face-to-face conversations; send coded messages 
through drums, smoke signals and semaphore 
systems; or read printed words.

Thanks to Samuel F.B. Morse, communication 
changed rapidly, and has been changing ever faster 
since. He invented the electric telegraph in 1832. It 
took six more years for him to standardize a code 
for communicating over telegraph wires. In 1843, 
Congress gave him $30,000 to string wires between 
the nation’s capital and nearby Baltimore. When 
the line was completed, he conducted a public 
demonstration of long-distance communication.

Morse wasn’t the only one working to develop 
a means of communicating over the telegraph, 
but his is the one that has survived. The 
wires, magnets and keys used in the initial 
demonstration have given way to smartphones’ 
on-screen keyboards, but Morse code has remained 
fundamentally the same, and is still — perhaps 
surprisingly — relevant in the 21st century.

Although I have learned, and relearned, it many 
times as a Boy Scout, an amateur radio operator 
and a pilot, I continue to admire it and strive to 
master it.

Morse’s key insight in constructing the code was 
considering how frequently each letter is used in 
English. The most commonly used letters have 
shorter symbols: “E,” which appears most often, 
is signified by a single “dot.” By contrast, “Z,” the 
least used letter in English, was signified by the 
much longer and more complex “dot-dot-dot (pause) 
dot.”

In 1865, the International Telecommunications 
Union changed the code to account for different 
character frequencies in other languages. There 
have been other tweaks since, but “E” is still “dot,” 
though “Z” is now “dash-dash-dot-dot.”

The reference to letter frequency makes for 
extremely efficient communications: Simple words 

with common letters can be transmitted very 
quickly. Longer words can still be sent, but they 
take more time.

The communications system that Morse code was 
designed for — analogue connections over metal 
wires that carried a lot of interference and needed 
a clear on-off type signal to be heard — has evolved 
significantly.

The first big change came just a few decades after 
Morse’s demonstration. In the late 19th century, 
Guglielmo Marconi invented radio telegraph 
equipment, which could send Morse code over radio 
waves, rather than wires.

The shipping industry loved this new way to 
communicate with ships at sea, either from ship 
to ship or to shore-based stations. By 1910, U.S. 
law required many passenger ships in U.S. waters 
to carry wireless sets for sending and receiving 
messages.

After the Titanic sank in 1912, an international 
agreement required some ships to assign a person 
to listen for radio distress signals at all times. That 
same agreement designated “SOS” — “dot-dot-dot 
dash-dash-dash dot-dot-dot” — as the international 
distress signal, not as an abbreviation for anything 
but because it was a simple pattern that was 
easy to remember and transmit. The Coast 
Guard discontinued monitoring in 1995. The 
requirement that ships monitor for distress signals 
was removed in 1999, though the U.S. Navy still 
teaches at least some sailors to read, send and 
receive Morse code.

Aviators also use Morse code to identify 
automated navigational aids. These are radio 
beacons that help pilots follow routes, traveling 
from one transmitter to the next on aeronautical 
charts. They transmit their identifiers — such as 
“BAL” for Baltimore — in Morse code. Pilots often 
learn to recognize familiar-sounding patterns of 
beacons in areas they fly frequently.

There is a thriving community of amateur radio 
operators who treasure Morse code, too. Among 
amateur radio operators, Morse code is a cherished 
tradition tracing back to the earliest days of 
radio. Some of them may have begun in the Boy 
Scouts, which has made learning Morse variably 

Morse code revolutionized 
communications 175 years ago

By Eddie King
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optional or required over the years. The Federal 
Communications Commission required all licensed 
amateur radio operators to demonstrate proficiency 
in Morse code until a rule change in December 
2006. The FCC does still issue commercial licenses 
that require Morse proficiency, but no jobs require 
it anymore.

Because its signals are so simple — on or off, long 
or short — Morse code can also be used by flashing 
lights. Many navies around the world use blinker 
lights to communicate from ship to ship when they 
don’t want to use radios or when radio equipment 
breaks down. The U.S. Navy is actually testing 
a system that would let a user type words and 
convert it to blinker light. A receiver would read 
the flashes and convert it back to text.

Skills learned in the military helped an injured 
man communicate with his wife across a rocky 
beach using only his flashlight in 2017.

Perhaps the most notable modern use of Morse 
code was by Navy pilot Jeremiah Denton, while he 
was a prisoner of war in Vietnam. In 1966, about 
one year into a nearly eight-year imprisonment, 
Denton was forced by his North Vietnamese 
captors to participate in a video interview about 
his treatment. While the camera focused on 
his face, he blinked the Morse code symbols for 

“torture,” confirming for the first time U.S. fears 
about the treatment of service members held 
captive in North Vietnam.

Blinking Morse code is slow, but has also helped 
people with medical conditions that prevent them 
from speaking or communicating in other ways. 
A number of devices — including iPhones and 
Android smartphones — can be set up to accept 
Morse code input from people with limited motor 
skills.

There are still many ways people can learn 
Morse code, and practice using it, even online. In 
emergency situations, it can be the only mode of 
communications that will get through. Beyond 
that, there is an art to Morse code, a rhythmic, 
musical fluidity to the sound. Sending and 
receiving it can have a soothing or meditative 
feeling, too, as the person focuses on the flow 
of individual characters, words and sentences. 
Sometimes the simplest tool is all that’s needed to 
accomplish the task.

Eddie King is a PhD student in electrical 
engineering at the University of South Carolina. 
This report was originally published on 
theconversation.com.

This is a recent picture of the fourth grade class of 
Friendsville Elementary visiting the telegraph 

display at the Oakland B&O Museum. About twenty-
five students at a time visit the museum from the 
Garrett County elementary schools. We divide them 
into three groups, railroad safety, railroad history, and 
the telegraph display. They rotate through these in 
about twenty minute intervals.

We have a table with a six volt battery, two KOB’s, a 
connecting wire on overhead poles, and some display 
items. The display items are a pen recorder, relay, and 
battery jar. The battery jar is very simple with a zinc 
strip and a copper strip to illustrate the principle.

We start of by asking how many use cell phone 
texting. The results are in the picture. From there I 
send the first few letters of the alphabet, and my name. 

There are two posters, one in front of me and the other 
at the far ends of the table with instructions how to 
hold the key and a few lines about spacing and rhythm.

The rhythm part is easy because most of the students 
are studying music. Then I pick a student’s name and 
send that, using music notation to show the proper 
timing, and how the operator forms the letters with the 
key.

Then I show them that there is only one wire. Then I 
show them how to use the circuit closers to change the 
direction of the transmission. Then two operators work 
the keys. One sends their name, then the other replies 
with their name. Usually we have enough time for all 
of the pairs to try it. 

Here are two stories from the past. First, we had 
a number of people in the room where the telegraph 

Telegraph at the 
Oakland B&O Museum

Submitted By Morgan C. France
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An Ornate KOB
By Ted WB3AVD

display is. I was explaining the telegraph display 
when I noticed two teenaged girls in the back standing 
side by side texting with their cell phones. So I asked 
them what they were doing… So I picked on them 
and sat them down at the keys and explained the 
circuit closers. 
I was surprised 
that they both 
seemed to be 
interested.

I was working 
the museum 
by myself, so I 
left to take the 
group through 
the rest of the 
displays and out 
into the yard 
where we looked 
at the rolling 
stock. It was 
some time later 
when I got back to the telegraph display. When I got 
close I could understand both sides of the conversation. 
They were sending about eight words per minute… Any 
faster and I would have been under the table.

Second, once again we had a large number of 
visitors in the museum listening to my story about 

the telegraph. In the back was a matronly woman 
with a young girl. The woman was signing to the girl 
as I talked. I mentioned that Thomas Edison, who 
was a telegraph operator, was deaf. Immediately the 
girl started signing to the woman who came over 

and asked me 
how someone 
who is hard of 
hearing could 
be a telegraph 
operator. I 
motioned the 
girl to come 
over. I told the 
woman to ask 
the girl to put 
her hand on 
the table while 
I was sending. 
My sounder was 
right next to the 
key, and the girl 

could feel the code through the table. The look on her 
face was priceless.

Actually, something memorable happens every 
time people visit the display. Anyone interested in 
our display can contact me for a personal tour of the 
museum.

I’ll start with a truth-in-advertising disclaimer. 
I’m an amateur radio operator, a ham; I know 

CW, but haven’t yet tackled American Morse. And 
as I maneuver into my early 60’s, I shall confess 
to a few misgivings as to my ability to learn “a 
new language” … but I’m not ruling it out, either! 
That said, I’m also a (very) amateur and self-
taught hobby machinist, whose obsession over 
the last several years has been building my own 
telegraph keys. It’s probably no surprise that 
after perusing many hundreds of old photos of 
telegraph instruments (Tom Perera’s Telegraph 
Collectors Reference CD is one of my favorite 
sources), I would inevitably succumb to the lure 
of trying my hand at building a few sounders. I 
also admired the traces of ornamental treatment 
which sometimes appeared on older instruments, 

and felt that this could be, well … embellished a 
bit, too. My telegraphic, ah … projects, often take 
on a life of their own, emerging several hundred 
hours later (no kidding!) where I would have never 
expected. So here’s an example: the first of a series 
of at least four rather-heavily-ornamented KOBs 
(keys on board) which I’m working on, modeled, 
conceptually, on the seasons. Let’s have a look at 
the “late winter-early spring” device, the first of 
my set to actually reach completion (see attached 
photos).

Now when you see this, you might indeed ask 
yourself, “what was he thinking?” … and that’s a 
fair question! For transitioning from late winter 
into early spring, I was thinking of some snow still 
on the ground, with a few yellow green tendrils of 
plant life—tentative and fragile--starting to show 
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through. The blue and glass and shiny aluminum 
hints at some water ice and icicles hanging on 
yet, and down on the ground, brown soil showing 
through a melting snow bank … yeah, I know, I’m 
stretching things a bit … 

The metal 
filigree “deck” 
that the key 
itself is built 
on was based 
on a Victorian 
Christmas 
ornament (I 
think!), in this 
case scroll-
sawed into 
1/8” aluminum 
plate. The key 
consists of 
two horizontal 
levers and 
paddles—it 
operates as a 
“cricket” (like 

two straight keys side-by-side), whose manual 
keying is accomplished by tapping the two paddles, 
alternately, using the middle and index fingers. (It 
can also be wired up as an iambic cricket for CW 
sending.) Its actually easier to do than to describe-
-quite intuitive actually, like tapping two adjacent 
fingers on a desk top!

The sounder appears between the filigree deck 
and the base; its two electromagnets which were 
wound on cores 
of gray cast 
iron on my 
miniature lathe. 
The clapper 
itself—below 
‘deck’ and right 
in front of the 
electromagnets—
is suspended 
by two pivoting 
rods which are 
tensioned by 
small horizontal 
springs which 
appear above 
the deck. 

Another adjustment, which also appears above 
deck between the two blue paddles, shifts the 
spacing between the clapper and the magnet cores.

The tension on each key lever can be modified by 
turning the spring adjustment beneath each lever. 
The upper travel limit for each lever is adjusted by 
turning an eccentric wheel which impinges on the 
top of each lever, where small screw adjustments 
for gap spacing also appear. Four binding posts 
appear 
throughout 
the rear 
half of the 
upper deck, 
accommodating 
different 
electrical 
configurations. 

Finally, 
a note on 
the colors. 
After all of 
the metal 
pieces were 
machined 
to size and 
polished, the 
blues and greens, as well as basecoats on the flat 
horizontal surfaces (base top and filigree top), 
were applied using a powder coat gun. These were 
then baked to cure in a kitchen toaster oven. Local 
Altoona (Pennsylvania) artist Frank Modico—a 
retired railroad worker (welder)--then lovingly and 
painstakingly applied (with small artist’s brushes) 
the “snowy” finishes which appear atop the base 
and the filigree deck, using paints which are 
designed to mimic the appearance of stained glass!

So there you have it, a project, as they say, I 
got “carried away with” … with several more to 
come. My greetings to you from the home of the 
(former) Pennsylvania Railroad. And if any of you 
have any information or photos of KOBs wherein 
“crickets” (a pair of up-and-down straight key 
levers) were mated with sounders, drop me a line. 
My “archives” seems a little short in that area, and 
I’d love to see a few!

The KOB, with one of its two straight-key levers 
visible at center right (the long square brass 
rod). The two paddles (the blue circles) appear 
at right. Several of the instrument’s binding 
posts appear ‘above deck’ on the left.

A side view of the KOB. The two straight keys 
are above the filigree deck (with the blue edge). 
The sounder, with its two electromagnets, lies 
between the ‘deck’ and the base.

A view of the KOB from the operator end. The 
two paddles are above deck, on the two blue 
posts. The sounder is below, with the clapper 
facing the viewer.



Page 21 • Dots & Dashes • Summer 2019

MY DADDY'S ADVICE IS: DON'T BECOME A STATISTIC

The great event of the 19th century has been 
appropriately celebrated. The people of the 

United States do nothing by halves. If the building 
of a railroad across the American Desert — uniting 
the Atlantic and the Pacific by bonds of steel — 
was a magnificent undertaking, so has been the 
celebration of this wonderful achievement. The 
American people have shown by their acts of 
rejoicing, that they fully appreciate the results 
that must necessarily follow in the wake of speedy 
communication between the Atlantic and Pacific 
States.

The last spike was driven on the 10th of 
May, whereupon, instantly, the glad news was 
telegraphed over the country, and the cannons of 
San Francisco, Virginia City, Omaha, Chicago, 
Boston, New York and a hundred other places, 
announced the joyful tidings to millions of 
expectant people. We hail this as the greatest 
event, which has happened for this coast, since 
the finding of gold at Sutter’s mill. Twelve years 
ago this Sprint, Wells, Fargo & Co. commenced 
running their line of stages, now the coaches have 
gone as the Pony Express went. The building of 
one line of railroad insures the construction of 
others. The Northern Pacific with terminus at 
Portland, Oregon, and the Southern Pacific with 
western terminus at San Diego, must be built. The 
traffic and travel of the country demand the roads. 
We rejoice with every man on the Pacific coast that 

this great railway across the continent is finished, 
and sincerely hope that “Yankee ingenuity” will 
invent ways and means to keep the road open to 
travel every day in the year. The men who have 
so speedily and successfully carried this national 
enterprise to success, are well deserving of the 
American people.

A grand future opens up for the Pacific slope. 
Let our people show the strangers that visit us 
this Summer, that we appreciate and comprehend 
the situation. Men to labor and women to beautify 
and adorn are needed on this coast. They will 
come to us, now that transportation is easy and 
comparatively cheap, if we only act the part 
of wisdom. Those who have lands must sell at 
reasonable prices. Lands are only valuable as they 
are settled and cultivated. Let no grasping, narrow 
spirit of immediate gain ruin the bright hopes of 
our future. Let us live and let live—people the 
country. Settle up Southern California and in three 
years we will all be crazy with delight over the 
completion of the San Diego and Southern Pacific 
Railroad.

Historical photos and articles from The San Diego 
Union-Tribune archives are compiled by merrie.
monteagudo@sduniontribune.com. Search the U-T 
historic archives at NewsLibrary.com/sites/sdub.

On this date in 1869, a golden spike was driven in Promontory, Utah, marking the completion of the first 
transcontinental railroad in the United States. Not long afterward, the editors of the Union prematurely 
predicted that everyone would soon celebrate the arrival of a cross-country rail link to San Diego — an 
event that would not occur until 1885.

From The San Diego Union, Wednesday, May 26, 1869:

THE GREAT RAILROAD 
CELEBRATION

Submitted By Richard Williams
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Want Ad Section
For Morse Telegraph Club MembersHouse Track

AVAILABLE: Book Tales of the 
American Telegraph. Issue #3 includes 
a photo layout. John B. Ryan, 11017 
E. Sprague Avenue, Spokane, WA 
99206.
WANTED: Re-enactors for Locust 
Grove, the Samuel Morse Historic Site 
in Poughkeepsie, NY. Please contact 
Andrew Stock, Curator of Education 
and Public Programs at a.stock@
morsehistoricsite.org or (845) 454-
4500 x13 if you are a Signal Corps 
re-enactor who may be interested in 
participation in history of telegraphy, 
including the annual Civil War 
weekend.
AVAILABLE: Period attire for 
telegraph operators of any era. 
Authentic reproduction hand crafted 
clothing will be made to your exact 
fit by a certified seamstress at 
reasonable prices. Several MTC 
members already have attire provided 
by this talented and well educated 
lady. Contact Valerie Mathers at (410) 
768-3162.
AVAILABLE: Pen & ink railroad 
drawings on stretched canvas, frame 
print, art print and greeting cards. 
See these on the website of Dots 
& Dashes member Peter Hamel at 
Peter Hamel Fine Art American.com. 
Telephone (705) 472-8860.
AVAILABLE: Book. Hubert Jewell, 
President of the Washington-
Baltimore Chapter, offers us his 
biography titled, Working on the 
Richmond, Fredericksburg & Potomac 
Railroad. This book is chalked full of 
facts and descriptions of railroading 
and of Morse code communications. 
Hubert’s book is available from the 
RF&P Historical Society, Inc. PO Box 
9097, Fredericksburg, VA 22403-9097 
or from the web site www.frandp.org. 
The price is only $25.15 postage paid.
AVAILABLE: Crests, “Order of 
Railroad Telegraphers” with emblem 
in the center, $12 each. Email Mary 
Roy at terttu@shaw.ca or mail Mary 
at 3874 Winlake Crescent, Burnaby, 
BC V5A 2G5, telephone (604) 420-
1292.
AVAILABLE: Vintage Rule Books of 
North American Railroads, at least 
30 volumes, as far back in time as 
1890. To purchase this valuable set 
of historic documents, call, e-mail, or 

write to James Gaw at 54 Colonial 
Drive in Kemptville, Ontario, Canada 
K0G 1J0, j.gaw@bell.net, or (613) 258-
0243
AVAILABLE: “Morse code machine” 
and old billing forms from the estate 
of Jack Griffin. Phone Kay Griffin 
at (321) 231-0447 or write to Kay at 
12239 Montevista Road, Clermont, 
Florida 34711.
AVAILABLE: Six “bugs” including 2 
Dow and 3 Vibroplex, (one old with no 
markings), all working well, two sounders 
– relay, resonator box – many blank, 
train order forms, defunct Northern 
Alberta Railways schedules and many 
other Railroad items. These will make 
an excellent start or an addition to any 
museum or personal collection. Price $500 
Canadian. Contact Al Renflesh in White 
Rock, British Columbia at (604) 531-1082.
AVAILABLE: Book titled Principles 
of Telegraphy by the Department 
of the Navy. Teletype – Printing 
Telegraph Systems. Description and 
Adjustments, Signal Distribution Test 
Set Teletype – general description 
and theory or operation for Model 28 
printers. Teletype Adjustments (2) 
Type Bar Printer Page Printer Models 
15 & 20. Maintenance Track Bulletin 
#248. Parts Transmitter Distributor 
Bulletin 1041. Tele printer Circuits 
and Equipment by the U.S. Army. Call 
Hubert Jewell at (540) 423-1014 and 
make him an offer on these rare items

WANTED: Old telegraph keys to be 
restored. I restore vintage telegraph 
keys from the 1800’s to the turn of the 
century, no cheap or contemporary 
keys and you must have all of the 
major parts. No steel lever Triumph 
keys please. Donate your old key and 
I will restore it for my own use. If you 
send a photograph of your key, and 
you want to sell it to me, let me know 
the asking price. Edward D. Biter, Jr., 
320 Walker Road in Dover, Delaware 
19904.
WANTED: A Vaughn automatic 
telegraph instrument which runs off a 
reel to reel tape recorder. This gadget 
causes the sounder to click away 
with no operator present. Years ago, 
Sid Vaughn, a professor from Iowa, 
made a batch of these. If you have one 
available, I would like to purchase it 
from you. Donald Mahoney Telephone 
(608) 444-0898, 1237 North Westfield 
Road in Madison, WI 53717.
AVAILABLE: A collection of 
telegraph, Western Union, and Postal 
Telegraph items. These include paper, 
instruments, self-winding clocks, and 
other items related to telegraphy. I 
would prefer to sell these items as a 
group, not individually. Contact Gene 
by email at k4mog@bellsouth.net
AVAILABLE: WD-1 commo wire, 
steel insulated wire in coils, about a 
mile long.  Good for telegraph demos. 
FREE!  Contact Walt Mathers by 
phone at 410 768-3162 or by email at 
Whirlygigger@msn.com.
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Notices & iNvitatioNs

Morse Telegraph Club, Inc.  
Dial-Up Information

U.S. (KB) HUB
1-269-697-4506/4508/4513 

(Michigan-Ace Holman)

CANADIAN (HN) HUB
1-888-822-3728 (toll free)

MORSE KOB PROGRAM
on the web at www.morsekob.org

DUES
U.S. First Class postage $20.00

E-mail delivery $12.00
Canadian is now by chapter

Foreign Air Mail postage $26.00

Ham Radio Web Sites
For those of you who are amateur  

radio operators, here are four current  
web sites that I find useful: 

www.arnewsline.org
www.usrepeaters.com

www.qth.com
www.qrz.com

Keep iN touch...
Your participation in Dots & Dashes is important.  
We need your stories, club news, announcements 

and reminisces to keep it lively and interesting for 
everyone.

Jim Wilson, Editor
Dots & Dashes

2742 Southern Hills Court
North Garden, Virginia 22959

(434) 245-7041
E-mail: telegraphjim@gmail.com

For membership changes, address updates,  
dues and other information dealing with 
membership or with chapter operation,  
contact your local Chapter Secretary or:

Richard Williams 
International Secretary-Treasurer

PO Box 181591, Coronado, CA 92178 
runnerrichard@hotmail.com 

(619) 818-9017

Please do not send address changes for  
Dots & Dashes, dues renewals, etc., to the 
Editor. All mailing lists and membership 
rosters are prepared through the office 

of the International Secretary.
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