
ANTIQUE
RADIOS

Antique radio cabinets
RICHARD D. FITCH,

CONTRIBUTING EDITOR

:JJ
:J
Z
o
a:
Ia
ui
--l
W

o
o
<l:
a:

94

IT ' S HARD TO TALK ABOUT ANT IQ UE RA

di os w it ho ut also talkin g about th e
cab inets of antique radio s. Those
cab inets are as co llec t ib le as th e
chassis they co nta in. In th e early
days of rad io, it was not unusual to
have an elaborate cabi net fo r th e
speake r and non e at al l fo r the
chassis. Some early speaker cab
inets were so large th at the re was
room in side to mount the chassis,
w h ich many l ist en ers d id . A nd
m any chass is we re mounted in
cabi nets made fo r pu rpo ses tota lly
unrelated to radio.

The antique of the month
Speaking of large cab inets, th e

massive 1940 Philco Mode l 41-616
co mb inatio n rad io/p hono show n
in Fig. 1 has the largest cab inet in
m y co llect io n . M e asurin g 40
inches across and about 48 in ches
hi gh , it co mplete ly dominates my
"s hack ." Usually th e shack is used
o nly for qu arant in e and p relimin 
ary inspection . However, t hat co n
so le was too large to carry dow n to
my " museum" (the cella r).

I recei ved the Phil co just for re
moving it from a location w here it
was unwanted . Not bei ng one to
t u r n dow n anyt hi ng free, I
p lanned to resto re t hat mo nster
and then sel l it (or tra de it) fo r
some o lder (and smal le r) co llecti
b les. But, afte r repai ri ng the chas
s is and h ear i n g t he big-ba nd
sounds emanati ng f rom the gri lle
cloth, I decided to keep it. Now I
l isten to it whenever I work in th e
shack . My o nly prob lem is gett ing
in and out of the shack, because
t he Ph i lco almost comp lete ly
b locks the door.

It s 15-t ube chassis has a broad
cast ba nd an d t hree sho rtwave

ba n ds; and a 14-in ch d ynami c
speake r is located under th e rec
o rd change r.

Antique cabinets
Over th e years, th e rad io cab

in et took th e fo rm of everythi ng
f ro m a simple box to a hu ge elab
o rate ly scro l led cabinet. W he n the
chassis was no lon ger repairab le, a
n ice cabi net might be co nverted
in to a bookcase, a grandfathe r
clock, a lamp, a bi rd hou se, a ph o
nograph , a secreta ry, o r any of a
number of othe r thi ngs.

FIG.l

O n t he ot her h an d , m an y
c locks, etc ., h ad m o r e t ha n
enough space to mou nt a radi o
chassis and a speaker. These days
many co llectors come into posses
sio n of an uniden t i f iabl e rad io
bui lt in to a clock o r some ot her
device by an early radi o hobbyist.
In fact , the only identifying infor
mat ion may be the t ube numbers.
Ma ny reade rs have indicated that
that lack of ident ifi cati on is a co m
mon prob lem.

For many years radi o cab inets
fo llowed (a nd so metimes led )

fashi on s in fu rn itu re des ig n. Of
co u rse , bein g beauti ful wa s not
th e only fun cti on of a radio cab
in et. In add it io n to protecting the
intern al circuit ry, the cab inet also
provid ed a baffl e arrange me nt for
th e lou dspeaker.

Both the magneti c lou dspeaker
an d t he dy na m ic co ne l ou d 
speaker (both of w hich we re di s
cussed here in th e Septe mbe r 1986
i s su e ) so u nd bette r w he n
mounted in a cab inet. Because it
h as t roub le repro du cin g lo w
notes, the mag netic lou dspeaker
greatly benefits from a baffl e.

Enclosure design
Speake r cabinets we ren't used

ju st fo r loo ks and to hou se the
chassis; th ey we re designed to im
p ro ve t he so und produ ced by
spea ke rs. So designers spe nt a
great deal of effo rt t rying to match
enclos ure and loudspeaker to get
th e best look s and the best sound.
Some design ers we nt to fantastic
length s to co me up w it h better
soun d ing speaker enclosures. In
fact, co l lectors w ho dismantl e the
cab inets of some 1930-era co nso l
es may we ll be baffled by t he baffle
arrangement (pun intended). You
may not be able to f ind the speak
er beca use of all of the in tern al
parts! Anothe r area of much engi 
neerin g effo rt was the fab ric de 
sig n of t he lo osel y-woven gri l le
cloth . It was hoped that t he gr i l le
cloth would n't in terfere with the
sound waves.

Th rou gh the 1930's the abi lity to
repro du ce bass notes was t he
most desirabl e feat ure, and one of
th e hott est sell ing po ints, of many
co nso le radios. Bass respon se was
im proved by using a lar ge re-
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th e side of a cab ine t is a good clue
that a radio wasn't origin ally a con 
so le radi o . Conve rtin g t ho se
speaker cabinets to co nso le radios
sure ly d idn 't p lease th e cab ine t
manufacturers, because th e add
ed shelves and other components
did little for th e cabinet's sound
qua lity. If a back panel was pres
ent, it had to be rem oved to allow
heat diss ipation , and h eat was
something there was plenty of in
early chassis w it h big tubes. Also,
an AC-powered amplifier located
close to a speaker often created
hum t hat didn't exist w he n t he
speaker was mou nted in the cab
inet alo ne.

Baffle design
Sound waves emanat ing fr o m

the front of the speaker cone mu st
be separated from the out-of
p hase so u nd waves ema nat i ng
from the rear. On e fai r ly suc
cessfu l attempt to separate those
sound waves looks like a speaker
mo unted on a padd le. The " pad
d le" is cal led a baffle board , and
t he assemb ly wa s des ig ned to
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producer, by adding bass and tre
b le co ntro ls, and by using a well
de signed enclosu re.

In th e developing days of radi o ,
not ju st the type of speaker, bu t it s
location were items of contentio n
among design ers . In an eff o rt to
improve reprod uction , she lves
were in stall ed, removed, insta ll ed
in another locat ion , and so on , in
early cabin et des igns. Info rmat ion
on that type of alteration , and
others, could be obtained from
the ear ly radio magazin es.

For some un kn own reaso n, cab
inets fo r radi o chassis we re not
very popular. Buy ing radi os in bits
and pi eces was t he beginning of
"compo nent" sets, w hich yo unger
readers may think began wi th hi-f
in the 1950's. Act ually, co mponent
sets are as o ld as rad io itse lf.

Ma ny speaker cab ine ts we re
large enough to use as closets. En
terprising experi me nters knew
t hat an overs ized speaker cab inet
and a cabi net-less chassis co uld be
combi ned . Even then, as li ttl e as
25% of the gri lle area might be
taken up by the speaker.

Of co urse, it would have bee n a
cr im e to de stroy t he front of a
bea ut ifu l speake r cab inet to
moun t a chassis with tu n ing d ials,
vo lume controls, etc., p rot ruding
th rough the fro nt. But there were
ways aro und that. To main tain the
integrity of t he fro nt pane l of the
cabi net, one pl ace to pu t the tun 
in g knob, vo lume co ntrol, and
power sw itc h was on the side . Of
co urs e , t he chass is had to have
provision for app ropriate shaft ex
tenders, as we ll as for other me
chan ical f ixes .

Co nvert ing a co nso le speake r
cabi net to a co mp lete self -con 
tained radio was a very pop ular ac
t ivity in the late 1920's. There we re
thousand s of builders, and that ex
p lain s w hy many col lectors have
att ract ive, professional-looking ra
dios that they can't seem to be
able to identi fy.

The cabin et s t hem selve s were
mad e by hundreds of d ifferent
cabine t mak er s; many of th em
di dn' t bother to label th eir work .
All it took was a few simple altera
tions, suc h as add ing a she lf, to be
able to mount the chassis in the
cabinet.

A homem ade tuni ng knob (wit h
a paint ed d ial) t hat is mo unted on
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MISCELLANEOUS

of th at typ e of ant ique radio , suc h
as th e Gri gsby Grunow Majestic;
some RCA mod els w ith a ph ono
mounted over th e speaker (from
about 1933); some RCA Radiol as;
th e St ro mbe rg-Carlso n Highboy,
and several Phil co mod els, such as
th e nine-tube model 90B show n in
Fig. 2.

FIG. 2

It may have been a good id ea to
mount the speakers at ear height,
but tuning some of those sets was
difficult. You mi ght have to get
down on your knees to see the
tuning dial , which somet imes was
mounted a scant 14 inches above
the floor.

So some people used the bot
tom part of the speaker cabinet as
a baffl e. The speaker faced down
ward, so sound came out of th e
bottom of the cabinet. That type of
cabinet co u ld be used only in
rooms with h eavily carpeted
floors, because th e echoes that re
sult co u ld d egrade the sound
quality.

The speaker-design war s ended
in a compromise: Speakers were
mou nt ed in th e bottom of th e
front pan el facing forward . The dif
fe rence in sound (from the upper
position) wasn't noticeable, and
th e radio was much easier to tune
wh en the dial was mounted above
th e speaker.

Early speaker cabinets often had
thin suppo rt ing legs, but later th e
legged cabinets gave way to mod
els th at were enclose d almost all
th e way to the fl oor. The ext ra cab
in et, besides confo rming to more
mod ern id eas about furniture de
sign, gave the engin eers new ways
of reinforcing th e bass notes. The
ext ra len gth of th e cabin et mad e it

*

the Musi con e can be adju sted
from side to side to accommodate
the listener 's pl easure.

As with other compo ne nts of
developing radio , th ere was mu ch
co nt ro ve rsy ove r which type of
cabin et was best, and how compo
nents should be mounted in side
it. Some de signers thou ght that
th e speaker should be mounted in
the top of th e cab inet so that
sound would be directed at th e
ears of the listeners in th e room.
M any readers have sent in photos
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complement th e furn iture th at was
in style at that ti me (the late 1920's).

One baffl e board , th e 1928-ish
Musicone, was made by Crosley.
When first introduced, th e Musi
cone sold for under $40.00 com
plete. That was quite a buy, wh en
you consider that a m agn eti c
speaker was included. The Musi
cone is an attractive piece of fur
niture with an ornate , scalloped,
so l id maho gan y baffl e , an d a
three-leg ged st an d . St an d i ng
about 40 inches tall , th e baffl e of
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w here on th e scree n .
I f yo u th in k t ha t a s i ng le

characte r per line may not provide
much info rmati o n, bear in mind
the fact that th ere are 30 usabl e
f ie lds per second . So in two sec
onds the system can tran smit al
m o st two co m p lete lin e s of
subt itles , w hic h th e mi cr o
processor t he n integr ates into a
single di spl ay. Cha racte rs don ' t
co me up on the scree n one at a
t ime un less th e captio ni ng is being
done in real tim e.

You mi ght wonder wheth er th e
ada pte r can simply st ri p off the
vi deo in form ati on an d d ispl ay
on ly text (in the mann er of Tele
text). A Teletext bull et in-board is,
in fact, o ne of t he opt io ns
provided by the adapter's function
selector. Fo r example , the Teletext
mode is used to pi ggyb ack new s
b u lleti ns fro m t he ABC netw ork
o nto broadcasts, and real -tim e
school news and noti ces on edu
cat io nal stat io ns. R-E

Trou bleshooting hints
If you have a cab inet w ith a " Lab

yr inth," yo u mu st rem ove a fe lt
hood to get at the speaker. Be sure
to replace the hood (be hind the
speaker) and al l cabi net parts, or
t he sound wi ll not be rep roduced
as t he ma n ufactu re r in t end ed.
A lso, speake r ca bi nets w it hout
b ack s sho u ld sta n d abo u t six
in ch es from a wa ll, or in a co rne r
fo r best sound .

M ost early cabi nets we re made
of ex tre mely heavy wood. Th e
"Sonic A rc" baffle made by RCA
req uired a heavy cabi net. So did
t he i r m o d el t hat pum p ed bass
tones th rough pipes and emitted
t he m in phase throug h the bottom
of t he baseboard .

When yo u d ismantl e th ose cab
in ets to service the loudspeaker,
d on ' t dest roy al l th e early eng i
neer s' hard work. Be su re to re
pl ace eve ry t hi ng ju st as it was
when yo u f inis h. Rem ember : that
in clud es any so u n d -deadeni ng 1----------------1
material, and especially th e heavy
f lat o r curved backboards .

Help needed
I am comp iling a list of usefu l

readi ng materia l for incl usion in a
fut ure co lumn. If yo u have a book,
magazine, newsletter, cata log, re
pri nt , o r other source of informa
t io n that you co nsid er particu larly
usefu l, I'd appreciate it if you
wou ld let me know about it. Please
incl ude a sample issue, or com
plete publ ication data , in cludi ng a
source where it can be purchased
byourreaders . R-E

possible to de lay the sound waves
(by bo uncing t hem aro und in sid e
t he cabinet) unti l t hey were i n
p hase w ith th e waves coming from
the fro nt of the co ne .

Haves and needs
We have one " have" t his month ,

and a co pule of " needs."
Ton y Peterson (800 12th Ave. NE,

Blain e, MN 55434) need s a 1939
St ro m be rg Carlso n, 12- tub e re
mote co ntrol un it .

John Kendall (301-877-3593) has
a Jackson model 648 tube testerfo r
antique tubes. George E. Kemmet
(60-05 70th Ave., Ridgewood, NY
11385) need s someone to repair a
Majest ic Model 90.
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