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THE FEATU RES, FUNCTIONS, AND CA

pabili t ies of today's autosou nd
equip me nt are remarkab le-and
were ce rta i n ly un dream ed of
w hen I did car-aud io repa irs and
in stallati on s at a Delco-Radio war
ran ty stat ion in Q uee ns, New
York. It was my fi rst civi lian job
afte r an 18-month st int in the U.S.
Army Signal Co rps.

The .new car radios that I han
dled in 1949 were impress ive by the
standards of th e day. Push-p ull6V6
or 6K6 outp ut t ubes provided 8 to
10 watts of power-which was
abo ut as hi gh as you were likely to
find in the typical ho me conso le
radi o . All of the sets had vibrato r
dri ven tra nsforme r power sup
pli es that we re a sort of mec hanical
versi on of to day's so l id -s tate
sw itc h ing p ower supp lies. Th e
supplies provided 250vo lts or so to
the pl ates and screen elements of
th e o utput tub es, whi le the tube
fi lame nts were direct ly heated by
th e car's 6-vo lt batte ry. As many as
seve n tubes were found in the
hi gher powered sets with their ex
tra RF stages and push-pu ll out put
ci rcuits. Alt ho ugh pr imitive by to
day's standards, th e radi os we re
th e end product of a lon g evo lu
t io nary process that started during
the late 1920's.

The fi rst "car" radios were actu
ally b ig batte ry-operated sets in
woode n cabinets that were
w rested out of the ir normal livin g
room locati on s and into the back
seats of cars. Of co urse, the sepa
rate horn had to co me alo ng, too,
unl ess yo u were conte nt w it h
headphon e listen in g. Desp ite all
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the effort , the elect rica lly noi sy au
to motive ignition systems of th e
day eli mi nated any possibil ity of
mus ic o n the move. But if yo u we re
parked with yo ur mo to r off in an
area of reason abl e reception , and
if your antenna was good eno ugh,
you co uld usually f ind something
to listen to . Some of th e early ph o
tos show hom e-grown antennas
st rung high over a car on fr on t and
back T-bars that bear a st riking re
semb lance to backyard clothes 
lin es.

Dedicated car radios
Since radio in those days was

very mu ch of a build-it-you rse lf
hobby, it wasn't lon g before some
drivers began assemb ling and in
stall ing sets designed spec ifically
for car use. Their task, I im agin e,
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was not too mu ch differen t from
th at faced by to day's autosound in
stalle rs dealin g wi th hi gh-powered
t r ia m p lifie d mult i- sp eak er sys
tems. In other wo rds, w he re do
you fit al l th e parts?

The radi o 's elec t ro nic co mpo
nents were hou sed in a metal cab
in et abo ut th e size of a large br ead
box, and it was co nnected to a sep
arate encl ose d spe ake r th e size
(and shape) of a hat box. The vo l
um e and tunin g co nt ro ls we re
usually hou sed in a separate small
modul e, whi ch was cla mpe d to
t he s tee ri ng co l u m n and
mechanically lin ked to th e elec
t rica l compo nents w ithin th e chas
sis box. The "ae rial" mi ght be a
large grid of chicken wire hidden
ben eath th e car's cloth-cov ered
roof. Th e sepa rate tube-filam ent



"A" batteries, h igh- voltage "B" bat
te ries, and bias "C" batte ries were
in stall ed , if po ssibl e, un der t he
car's f loorboards. To ease the in
stallatio n task, co mpanies such as
Chrys le r, Studebaker, Pierce-Ar
row, and othe rs sho rt ly bega n
building cars with bu ilt- in-roof an
te nnas and the req ui red f loor-cut
o ut battery co m pa rt me n ts (see
Fig. 1).

Eventu ally, sh ie ld ing tec hniques
an d "s uppresso rs" were d e
ve lo ped that reduced elect rica l-ig
ni ti on noi se to an acceptable level
fo r mu sic on th e go-and O EM
car-radio install ati on to ok off. In a
promotional effort late in 1929, th e
A ut o mob i le Radio Corpo rat io n
joined fo rces with a large New
York City Dod ge dealer in a suc
cessful 30-day showroom dem on 
stration . By 1930, 34,000 un its had
been sold , and the car radi o was
slow ly evo lving f rom a novelt y to a
necessity. Despite magazi ne arti
cl es claiming th at radi os kept d riv
ers awake and ale rt, more t han
o ne lo cali ty t ried to pass o rd i
n an c es aga i ns t t he m o n t he
grounds that t hey caused loss of
atte n tio n and d rowsin ess and
co uld eve n di stract th e driver s of
o the r cars. The Radio M anu factur
e rs Associat io n (RMA)- now th e
EIA- successfull y fo ught all such
efforts to out law car radi os.

Wh en cars w it h solid-stee l tops
appeared in 1934, the chic ken-w ire
grid in th e roof was suddenl yno
lo nger a feasib le ante nna opt io n.
A ll sorts of alte rnat ive locatio ns fo r
the antenna we re t ried, includ ing
a wire strung under th e run ning
b oard . As radi os became more
sensitive, t he w h ip antenn a be
came a pract ical and easy-to-i nstall
alte rnat ive, and it 's been in use
eve r since.

Car-rad io sales rea lly took off
during the post-WWII boom. In
ea r ly 1947 , t he Na t io na l
Assoc iat io n of Broadcasters (NAB)
rep orted th at t he re were ove r
seve n million sets on the road. Of
co urse, they al l used t ubes and
we re AM only. FM was barely off
the ground as a broadcasting me
di a, and the invent ion of the tra n
sisto r was abo ut a year away. In the
late f ift ies, FM was f inally ju dged
sufficie nt ly popular to warrant it s
use in a car. It f irst appeared as an
opt io nal be low-dash adapto r de-

sig ned to be co nnected to the ex
istin g rad io . By th at time, th e AM
radi o itse l f had evo lved into a
sleek un it , on ly a littl e larger th an a
cigar box.

Hybrid radi os
In the mid-1950's, t ransistors be

ga n to appear i n cons u me r
products, but it took seve ra l more
years before t hey fo und th ei r way
into car radi os. A 1960 Lafayett e ra
d io catalog offered seve ral models
with "trans istor powered" chassis.
The sets were actual " hyb rids" in
that the t ransistors were used only
in the output circu its and th e rest
of th e funct io ns were handled by
t ubes. The adva ntage of suc h a
co nfiguration was th at the newl y
developed RF tu bes, li ke th e out 
put t rans istors , co u ld wo rk di
rectl y fro m the car's12-vol t battery,
thu s elim inat ing th e need fo r a
hi gh-vol tage supp ly with it s trou
bl e-pron e vib rato r.

Th e t ran sistor-ou tpu t c i rc u its
had the vi rt ues of coo l ope ration
and ve ry low curre nt d rain , but
t hey did result in lower power-out
put rati ngs and some strange out
put imped an ces. I re me mbe r
in st all in g a h ybrid A M/ FM
M otorol a that req uire d a 32-o hm
speaker. In th e early 1960's, stereo
came to FM , bu t not yet to the car
radi o. Co nside ring the barely ade
qu ate specs of th e typ ical FM set,
it 's li kely th at th e eng inee rs fo und
that a ste reo FM radio had exces
sive multipath and sig nal-f luctua
t ion probl em s in a movin g vehicle.
In fact , it was we ll into the 1970's
before AM/Ste reo FM car radios
became commo nplace.

Tape pl ayer s appeared some 
w hat earl ie r, part icul arl y o n th e
West Coas t. A 4-track Fid elpac
based mach ine made a brief show
ing bu t was shortly swamped un
der by the pro liferatio n of the 8
track fo rmat. It was only after the
early success of 8-t rack car pl ayers
th at Nor th Ame rican Phil ip s dec id
ed that cassettes mi ght also be a
viab le source of mobile music.

Future formats
Judgin g f rom the number of pro

to ty pes I saw in Jap an , t he
Jap an ese at o ne t im e were se
ri ou sly co ns ide ri ng making th e
mi crocassett e a hi-fi med ium for
both hom e and car. But eit her the

task proved too di ffi cult (w hich I
dou bt) or th ey we re di verted by
ot her fo rmats that th ey conside red
more p romi sin g . Spea k ing of
promisi ng fo rmats-despite all the
promot io nal efforts, I'm not op 
t imistic abo ut widespread pub lic
accepta nce of CD car players-and
I fee l only slig ht ly more posit ive
abo ut OAT.

As to co nvenie nce , th e OAT for
mat has more goi ng fo r it th an CD,
but I doubt that the typical car
sound bu ff wi ll ru sh to trade in a
high-quality cassette player fo r a
OAT machine w hose only real ad
vantage is ext ra playin g t ime and
co nve nie nt random access- par
t icularly co nside ring how cost ly it
wi ll be to bu y and feed. As with
CD, the genuine sonic advantages
of OATare unlikely to be heard in a
movin g vehicle. With in a year or
so, we sho uld know wh eth er CD
and OAT were able to successfully
tak e th eir shows on th e road. R-E
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(RE-BBS)
516-293-2283

The more you use it the more
useful it becomes.

We support 300 and 1200 baud
operation.

Parameters: 8N1 (8 data bits, no
parity, 1 stop bit) or 7E1 (7 data
bits, even parity, 1 stop bit).

Add yoiJrself to ouruser files to
increase your access.

Communicate with other R-E
readers.

Leave your comments on R·Ewith
the SYSOp.

RE-BBS
516-293-2283
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