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VWOA NEWSLETTER 
Email Issue #37                                                Francis T. Cassidy Editor 2008 

 

 
The 2008 VWOA AWARDS LUNCHEON 
went as planned on Saturday, April 26, 2008 
on the Top Deck of the Seamen’s Church 
Institute in Manhattan. 
 
 

Frederick H. “Fritz” Raab, Ph.D. in Electrical 
Engineering, with Call Sign W1FR and owner of 
consulting company Green Mountain Radio 
Research of Colchester, Vermont was the main 
speaker at the Luncheon.  As Photos and 
reactions of the Luncheon are received, they 
will be published in this VWOA Newsletter. 
 
He spoke on “The Revival of 600 meters" in 
his present capacity of Experimental Project 
Manager for The 500 KC Experimental Group 
for Amateur Radio. 
 
The DeForest Audion Medal was awarded to 
 

Frederick H. Raab Ph.D. 
 

    HONORING HIS TECHNICAL  ACHIEVEMENTS  IN 
     THIRTY FIVE YEARS OF RADIO ENGINEERING 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Frederick H. Raab Ph.D. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



John Curtis received the VWOA MARCONI MEMORIAL  AWARD PLAQUE for his lifetime efforts of 
perfecting electronic circuits to generate Morse Code as exemplified by the development of the Curtis 
Keyers. 

The History of Curtis Keyers 
By Brad Mitchell, N8YG 

February 5, 2002  

 
Modern transceivers incorporate many features that not long ago were 
considered accessories: CW keyers and SWR meters come to mind. John 
Curtis, K6KU, created an electronic iambic-keyer circuit and subsequently 
offered an IC chip to do the job. He revolutionized keying, as we know it.  

 
Born in Bradford, Pennsylvania in 1930, John Curtis became the 
typical boyhood ham. He and several high school friends got 
licenses at the same time, then built and operated Amateur Radio 
equipment. Then other things--work and college--came along and 
John did not attain the Extra Class license until later in life. He 
decided to get a feel for the requirements of the Extra Class test by 
undertaking a circuit design project. John built a keyer circuit and 
learned about digital electronics.  

 

His prototype worked. In fact it worked quite well, according 
to his ham radio friends. They convinced him to produce 
keyers. With prototype in hand he put an ad in Ham Radio 
Magazine announcing the Curtis Electronic Devices EK-38. 
The -38 was John's age--a product numbering scheme that 
would continue. Ham Radio reported there was a slight 
problem with the ad. The name Curtis Electronic Devices 
was too long for the small ad. So with a swipe of an eraser, 
Curtis Electronic Devices became Curtis Electro Devices.  

John spent many hours preparing to produce the EK-38 and 
keep his normal day job as well. But eventually he formed his 
own business. The EK-38 was a great keyer, but it only had 
dit memory, and lacked weight control. Many hams were 

interested in weight control because various transmitters had different keying characteristics. In 
1969 he introduced EK-39. It included dah memory as well as weight control.  
 

 
John Curtis, K6KU. 

 
The prototype keyer EK-38. 



What else could a ham want from a keyer besides dit and dah 
memory weighting? Memory of course. In the late '60s, 
memory? Yes, memory. The EK-39 was modified to include a 
special-order memory feature. But the technology was just 
emerging for read-only-memory (ROM). In fact the first EK-
39M keyers were programmed with "SC-ROM." Hams who 
ordered his keyer might have been surprised to know that 
Curtis used a pin to scratch their call signs into a ROM chip 
that was positioned under his microscope--hence the name 
SC-ROM. A programmable diode matrix and ROM soon 
replaced this tedious process.  

Curtis' electronic keyer business soon had a loyal following. 
Quite a few hams followed Curtis' every move and would order any new keyer he created. More 
success followed. The EK-402 had a 20-character programmable memory. It sold for $289.95 in 
1971.  

 

 

Up to this point, Curtis could have been just another keyer 
designer but what happened next was truly revolutionary. 
John had established a lot of contacts while working at 
Signetics in the '60s. These paid off for him when he decided 
that a keyer circuit could be implemented on a chip. He 
started with not one design, but two. The 8043 and the 8044 
were announced at the same time. The 8043 was designed as 
a completely custom integrated circuit in CMOS. At the same 
time, International Microcircuits was looking for a chip in 
which to test their gate array technology. The first chip down 
the line was the 8044, produced for Curtis. The 8043 worked 
first try. It was limited to dit memory, and sold for $7.95 in 
quantities of 50 or more in 1973. The 8044 also worked right 

off the bat. It offered dah memory in addition and sold for $24.95 in 1975. The 8044M was 
introduced in 1980. M stood for meter. A meter could be hooked up to a pin of the 8044M to 
indicate sending speed.  

In 1981 Curtis found that many people liked the mode B keying characteristics of Ten-Tec, 
Heath, Nye, and Accu-keyers. Mode B simply added an extra dit or dah when the operator 
stopped sending--depending on which was sent last. If a dit was sent last, an extra dah would be 
sent. If a dah were sent last, a dit followed. John's keyers did not do that, so he added the feature 
in the 8044B (according to John, Mode B was actually a design error by an unnamed company). 
Curtis introduced several keyers incorporating his new full-featured ICs. The first was the 
EK430 incorporating the 8043 chip. John also introduced a fully integrated keyboard chip called 
the 8045.  

The EK-39M with SC-ROM. (See text for 
explanation of this unique 
nomenclature.) 

 
The elegant EK-4900 with speed meter 
and a host of other features. 



Finally in June 1982 Curtis Electro Devices produced its last 
keyer, the Lil' Bugger. Offered as the K5 or K5B, it 
incorporated the 8044 or the 8044B chip, respectively. It sold 
for $39.95 and was quite popular. The company had relatively 
few manufacturing problems. John tried overseas production of 
his circuit boards and encountered quality control problems. In 
England where the keyer was quite popular, the name Lil' 
Bugger wasn't acceptable, and hams there asked John to ship 
the unit in unmarked boxes.  

The K5/K5B was the last 
Curtis keyer. But wait, 
there was another Curtis 
chip--the one that probably 
was best known--the 
8044ABM. This final keyer 
chip was introduced in the spring of 1986. It incorporated 
selectable A or B modes and the speed meter. This truly was 
a top of the line chip, and became an industry standard. 
However, microcontrollers debuted in the '80s and Curtis 
chips were no longer in demand. John stopped selling them. 
MFJ purchased the 8044 line and now offers an improved 
8045ABM. Curtis ceased operations April 1, 2000.  

ARRL member Brad Mitchell, N8YG, lives in Brockport, New 
York. He and co-inventor Gary Diana, N2JGU, started Embedded Research Co and developed the 
TiCK keyer-chip line. Mitchell studied the Curtis Electro Devices products to learn as much as 
possible about their design and the history of iambic modes A and B before creating his own chips. 
Mitchell is no longer associated with Embedded Research Co. He can be reached at n8yg@arrl.net.  
 

 
 

The Lil' Bugger, K5. 

 
The final Curtis IC--the 8044ABM. MFJ 
now offers an improved unit-the 
8045ABM. 
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*****************************  
WENDELL’S NEWS CORNER 
After sending out VWOA Newsletter #34 with 
the Featured Author Jim Farrior, Wendell just 
received this message, which is attached and 
includes the most recent photo.  Suggest 
those of you who requested all of the FOUR 
PARTS of his Book, file this photo with his 
story. 
----- Original Message -----  
From: Jim Farrior  
To: Wendell R Benson  
Sent: Wednesday, April 23, 2008 6:04 PM 
Subject: Photo attached 
Wendell, 
I appreciate very much that my CCC paper that 
is being run and hope that some who like 
ancient history will find it interesting.  I'm 
getting terribly forgetful, and I just 
remembered having been asked for a more  
recent photo to go along with the article.  
 
The attached photo is quite recent as it was 
taken this morning.  Please let me know if it is 
suitable. 
 
Incidentally, the receiver on the top shelf is an 
old Hallicrafters S20R that I bought in 1940.  
It still works.  Underneath it is the TenTec 
Century 22 that I took each year to the jungle 
in Guatemala for a number of years each 
summer.   
 
 

  James  S. "Jim" Farrior  W4FOK 
April 23, 2008 

 
On the lowest shelf is my old TenTec Omni, 
external Oscillator, Power Supply, and antenna 
tuner that I bought in 1980 when I retired.  It 
still works like a charm.   
 
I wouldn't buy a new rig now since I can't see 
well enough to use all of the little buttons, etc.  
Also, at the right on the middle shelf, you will 
see a telegraph sounder in a resonator.  The 
unit at the left of the Hallicrafters is a 
converter that will operate the sounder from a 
tone input.  Underneath it is a tape deck that I 
use mostly for playing American Morse tone 
tapes that operate the sounder.   
 
73, Jim 
************************ 
 
 



 

 4

 Larry & Ann Waggoner celebrating  
their 40th Anniversary in Las Vegas 
----- Original  
Message ----- From: Larry Waggoner To: 
Wendell R Benson ; Francis T Cassidy  
Sent: Saturday, April 05, 2008 10:38 AM 
Subject: Magazines 
 
Wendell and Francis, Old radio magazines 
seem to gather around this QTH.  I have five 
issues of Communications magazine from 
September 1941 to June 1942.  Each issue 
has a least a page of VWOA news. I've 
attached copies of the five VWOA reports that I 
found.  73's Larry 
 
Larry P. Waggoner WØKA 
Broadcast Technical Consultants 
8112 West Meadow Pass 
Wichita, Kansas 67205-1647 

****************  
----- Original Message -----  
From: <John McGonigle> 
To: "Wendell R Benson" 
<wenben@nyc.rr.com> 
Sent: Monday, April 07, 2008 10:10 AM 
Subject: Re: : Magazines 
Hi Wendell: 
Many thanks for sending me these, they mean 
very much to me. I have been down with the 
super bug all last week and still have not 
recovered. Again I appreciate your thinking of 
me. 73, John 
From: Wendell R Benson 
<wenben@nyc.rr.com> 
Date: 2008/04/05 Sat AM 10:27:47 CDT 
To:  John McGonigle 
Subject:  Magazines 
John:  You may be interested in this email from 
one of our vwoa members.  The copies of the 
vwoa news from those years when your father 
was President.  I noted at least one photo of 
him.  73 Wendell ww2g+++  
*********************** 
EDITOR NOTE: 
These VWOA Newsletter are the first that I 
have seen, since joining the VWOA.  They are 
from a time when one of our existing VWOA 
Directors (John McGonigle) remembers his 
Father as the President of VWOA.  I will attach 
a copy of these old Newsletters as last pages 
in forthcoming Issues.  Thanks again Larry for 
thinking about us. 
********************** 
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********************** 
More News from Finland 
----- Original Message -----  
From: "stig-olof jokinen"  
To: "Wendell R Benson" 
<wenben@nyc.rr.com> 
Sent: Saturday, April 05, 2008 1:31 PM 
Subject: uscg 
 
Hi Wendell, 
 
Regarding Your fabulous Coast Guard, I can 
tell You that many Åland people are very 
grateful for their efforts at sea. This is only one 
story. 
 
On December 26th 1968 an Åland tanker 
named "Ragny" broke in two in apsn 38´48"N 
60´58"W in a heavy storm on a run from 
Freeport to Trondheim. 

 
The cut was a little aft midships and 
immediate. The crew in the rear part of the 
ship never saw their midship again. Experts 
think it sunk quite fast and took the mate on 
the bridge, chief steward, a messroomboy, 
ships captain, chief officer and chief engineer 
with it. The latter three dining in the captains 
saloon as it was dinner time. 
 
The rear part of the ship was still afloat with 
31 crewmembers onboard.  The 2nd officer, 
who was dining in the officers mess aft, 

became a hero as he insisted that the crew 
should stay onboard and not launch the 
lifeboats while the stern still was afloat.  Using 
the emergency transmitter (telegraphy only) in 
one of the lifeboats, the R/O, who also was 
dining aft, could send a SOS and establish 
contact with ships in the vicinity.  If it had not 
been dinnertime the R/O would have been 
midships as well. 
 
On the 28th Your CG evacuated from the still 
floating rear part of the ship, in very rough 
and severe conditions, all 31 crew into a CG 
Cutter using a line and a boatswains chair. 
 
Åland is a small island with ca 26,000 
inhabitants, so many has a relative, or knows 
someone who had a relative to somebody 
onboard. 
 
I came to be a very small part of this drama. 
M/V Agneta/OFYY where I worked at that time 
had just passed Gibraltar on a voyage from 
Italy to Canada when we got the news. 
 
I had the very sad job to be a messenger to 
tell our chief engineer onboard that his 
brother, who was M/T Ragny’s chief engineer 
was lost at sea. 
PS  I came to know this 2nd Mate, as we 
were both signed on the small passenger ferry 
Viking2.  
73 Stig-Olof+ 
*****************  
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----- Original Message -----  
From: "stig-olof jokinen" 
<stigolof@aland.net> 
To: "Wendell R Benson" 
<wenben@nyc.rr.com> 
Sent: Monday, April 07, 2008 7:33 AM 
Subject: merits 
 Hello Wendell! 
 I feel I have to add following to the description 
of my R/O career. 
 
 I quitted the work at sea by 1979 and joined 
the Finnish Coast Guard in 1980. My base was 
Finnish CG Center Mariehamn/OGA, which at 
that time also served as a Maritime Rescue 
Subcenter (MRSC) for the Åland region. Later, 
all responsibility of the International Maritime 
Rescue Operations in finnish waters were 
concentrated to one and only MRCC in Finland 
operated by the Finnish CG, namely Turku. 
  
Operators in these  CG MRSC:s and MRCC:s did 
not work on 500 kHz at all, only monitoring 
2182 kHz and VHF ch 16 (h24). As a fact 
there were only 2 other international R/O:s 
employed by the CG when I joined. 
  
As a head operator in Mariehamn and also 
responsible for the education of the other 
operators working there, I believe I was able to 
bring about some knowledges from the years 
at sea and from my work at Mariehamnradio. 
 
 I was retired from The Finnish Coast Guard as 
a Ltn in 2004. 

 
 PS The Finnish Coast Guard is sorting under 
the Authority of The Finnish Border Guard, 
which is ruled by the Ministry of the Interior. 
DS. 
 73 
 Stig-Olof+ 
**************  
Comments received on VWOA Newsletter #36 
on Featured Author Walter Prang 
KZ5WP 
 
> ----- Original Message -----  
> From: "John C. Timmel" 
<JohnTimmel@americanvictory.org> 
> To: "Walter Prang"  
> Cc:  "Jay Martin"  "TimTeahan"  
> Sent: Friday, February 14, 2003 3:10 PM 
> Subject: Re: KKUI 1951 
 
Dear Mr. Prang: 
 
I was delighted to receive your e-mail!  We are 
always excited to meet former AmVic crew 
members.  I have forwarded your note to a Mr. 
Charles Fuss who helps us track individuals 
such as yourself.  As he is very knowledgeable 
about the ship, I am sure you will enjoy 
corresponding with him.  I hope to be able to 
welcome you back aboard someday. 
 

All the best, 
 
Captain John C. Timmel 
Founder & President 
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American Victory Mariners Memorial & Museum 
Ship 
705 Channelside Drive, Berth #271 
Tampa, Florida  33602 
Ph: (813) 228-8766 
Fax: (813) 228-8769 
Website: www.americanvictory.org 
******************  
----- Original Message -----  
From: "Don Berger" 
<dberger46@verizon.net> 
To: "Wendell R Benson" 
<wenben@nyc.rr.com> 
Sent: Wednesday, April 23, 2008 11:54 PM 
Subject: Re: KKUI 1951 
 
Thanks Wendell -   We still have a foto of 
Walter Prang onboard the American Victory 
and I am grateful to have his e-address now.     
Several of us have the ship's equipment 
operational now and make regular CW  
contacts with  KSM (old KPH)  using ship's 
equipment on commercial frequencies.  When I 
saw the recent newsletter I promised myself to  
contact Walter and ask/answer questions 
about the ship. 
 
Capt John Timmel is a fine man, Tampa Bay 
pilot, and is greatly responsible for the 
American Victory being here in Tampa, as a 
museum ship which can navigate on her own 
power, and gives dockside tours to the  

public all week and weekends. 
 
We have a great time onboard the vessel and 
during the annual "Night of Nights", make 
contacts with multiple coastal stations by CW 
on commercial frequencies.  We also have an 
active Ham station, W4AVM, set up next to  
the ship's Radio Room, with several active 
hams.  W4AVM members meet onboard the 
ship the first Wednesday of each month. 
I will send Walter an email tonight. 
Thanks and 73 
 Don Berger  W4CQC/WPD/KKUI 
************************ 
We at the VWOA Newsletter would like to hear 
from you and try to pass along to the rest of 
the VWOA stories of events that you have 
experienced and that you feel the rest of the 
membership would enjoy hearing about.  Send 
us a picture or two and we will try to include it 
in one of our Email Newsletters. 
We would prefer to hear from you by Email at: 
 

  ftcassidy@optonline.net  
or  

wenben@nyc.rr.com   
 

but if you must, send mail to: 
 

VWOA 
PO Box 1003  Peck Slip 
New York NY  10272-1003

 
 

 
 








