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Raggedy, rugged and richly rewarding

Collected QSLs reveal history of amateur 
radio and the march of technology
Michael Goode VK3BDL

About 10 years ago, a friend handed me a box of 

old QSL cards that had belonged to Ted Ironmonger 

VK3WU, ex-G3PO (SK). I have been collecting QSLs 

ever since! My aim with this article is to give a very 

brief historical background and let the cards speak 

for themselves. These cards primarily cover the 

period 1920-1930.  

Where did it all begin, this acknowledging of contacts on 
paper? Th e fi rst published mention was in QST in 1916 
(my comments in italics):

“I am enclosing a postal (a QSL card) from W T 
Fraser of Buff alo NY (8VX) on which he states my 
signals were heard in Buff alo clear and strong. Th is 
is a distance of over 400 miles (probably on about 
200 metres wavelength, 1.5 MHz) and I naturally felt 
somewhat elated as it was accomplished with 1.4 KW 
Chambers open core transformer. . . When one goes 
to the trouble of having a postal printed in order to 
inform those signals that he hears, it seems to me 
that a long stride has been taken . . . I would urge . . 
. the members of the ARRL . . .to notify by postal . . 
. by the very next day the owner of the station whose 
signals they hear. To my knowledge none of these postals 
survive. 

World War 1 intervenes, licences are withdrawn and, 

then, sometime in 1919, amateurs were allowed back 
on the air. In August 1919, another mention appears in 
QST:

“Here’s an idea. Run a suggestion that fellows with 
long distance receiving sets make up themselves a 
form for postcards and send it each time a new long 
distance station is heard . . . Fellows receiving them 
would keep them on fi le . . . or put them on a wall! Th e 
rest is history! 

It seems that VE3NM, in the above card, took the 
suggestion literally! 

Amateurs in the USA returned to the bands in 1919. 
Two of the oldest cards that I have access to are dated 
1920.

The old saying was “please send me some more 

wallpaper . . .” Where did the term ‘QSL’ come 

from? Q codes were formally adopted by the 

International Telecommunications Union (ITU) in 

1912 and amateurs were allocated the block QRA 

to QTR. Each code was a question and an answer. 

QSL means ‘can you acknowledge receipt?’, the 

response being ‘I acknowledge receipt’. 

From the collection of Patrick Rigg.
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Th e fi rst is dated 11 August 1920, for a reception 
report from 6BN in California, who heard 6LC, also in 
California. Note that 6LC is using a “one step” regen 
(regenerative) receiver on an approximate wavelength of 
200m, or 1500 kHz. Th e second is another reception 
report,   from 9TO to 8FT (an unsuccessful QSO), on 
24 November 1920. Read carefully, you can see that 9TO 
was using a spark transmitter running 500 watts and a 
regen receiver. I suspect the wavelength, again, is 200m.

Meanwhile, in Australia
What was happening here? In September 1920, war 
restrictions on wireless experimenters were removed. In 
early 1921, the authorities changed back to the pre-war 
call sign system of X2AA, etc. Some ‘transmitters’, as 
they were called, requested specifi c call signs. So, for 
example, one leading transmitter, Charles D. Maclurcan, 
a prominent early radio pioneer, obtained X2CM. From 
1922, many new licenses were issued, but with no X 
prefi x. I have no QSLs for these X callsigns.

“Give them 200m and higher, they won’t get out of 
their back garden” (anon)…the rest is history…

Th is early Australian QSL card, from 15 November 
1924, provides rather a lot of information.

He is copying P.ICM (in the Philippines) on 95 
metres. His transmitter operates on 120 metres. 
Although this card is not confi rming a QSO, many early 

QSOs were crossband because of diff erent government 
regulations and heavy QRM. 

As with many of these earlier cards, 3AZ states what 
he’s worked and what he has heard. In this case, the 
operator has worked Australia and New Zealand and 
heard USA and Holland. Th ere is no GMT time, just 
local Melbourne time. Like this one, many older cards are 
stained with nicotine smoke as they were pinned on shack 
walls.

Th ere were no nominated prefi xes for countries, so one 
either put the word ‘Australian’, or the letter ‘A’ to signify 
it. New Zealanders used the words ‘New Zealand’, or the 
letter ‘Z’, while the United States used the letter ‘U’.From the collection of Patrick Rigg.

From the collection of Patrick Rigg.

From the collection of VK3BDL.

Th is contact between US station 8ADG and Australian 
station 3YX was in 1926 (from the postmark on the other 
side of the card). Th ere is no mention of the band that 
was used. Interestingly, 8ADG is in New York state.

Th is is a report of reception of a QSO on 200 
metres, between 6EB in California and 9BEU, that 4AA 
overheard in New Zealand. 4AA’s achievements are listed 
on the card; 1600 miles (2575 km) on phone and 8000 
miles (12,875 km) on CW. His transmitter operates on 
120 metres.
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Spark dies out as choose-a-prefi x rules

Th is US card above, from 1923, is for a contact between 
two American stations; presumably the ‘8’ call area is 
mid-west. It is interesting to note that the “Spark coil set” 
equipment option has been crossed out. Th ere are few 
spark cards after 1923. Below is probably one of the last, a 
diehard headed “Spark Forever”, dated November 1923.

From the collection of VK3BDL.

George N. Schafer was running a “1KW” spark 
transmitter in Kansas City, Missouri. Note that this is a 
spark-to-spark QSO with 9CA.

Here are some more cards exemplifying the use of 
single-letter prefi xes: A for Australia, Z for New Zealand 
and U for the United States, etc.

From the collection of G4UZN

From the collection of VK3BDL.

He has worked U9CK on 40 metres. Like most 
cards of this era, very specifi c details are given of the 
transmitting tube type, plate voltage and current; he’s also 
quoted 0.7 amps of antenna current.

From the collection of VK3BDL.

Th is is interesting card from New Zealand, sent in 
response to a report from a British Broadcast Listener, 
boasting he’s “Th e world’s furthest south DX station.” Th e 
operator notes that his receiver covers 37-101.5 metres 
(roughly 8.1 MHz to 2.9 MHz) and transmitter covers 
“50-90m” (roughly 6-3.3 MHz) and holds the “World’s 
CW record,” working F8AB for a distance of 13,000 
miles (20,922 km). 

Continuing his scoreboard, he notes being heard 
in places such as Indo-China (Vietnam today) and 
Mesopotamia (now Iraq). See the note that New Zealand 
is 11.5 hours in front of GMT, not 12!

From the collection of VK3BDL.

G2NM was Gerald Marcuse, a very well know British 
ham who established Empire Broadcasting. He was the 
British rep to the International Amateur Radio Union 
(IARU) in 1923 and chairman of the RSGB over 1929-
1930.

Changes to amateur bands
During the period 1925 to 1926, the regulatory authority 
here, the Postmaster General (PMG), made several 
changes to the bands amateurs could use. On 28 July 
1925, they advised amateurs could use the 20-36 metre 
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band (15 MHz to 8.3 MHz). On 23 June 1926, it was 
further varied, the PMG off ering the 125-250m, 85-95m, 
32-37m, 21-23m and 8-10m bands.

In 1927, another international radio conference 
decreed that Australia should use the prefi x OA, eff ective 
from 1 February 1927, so we then had calls such as 
OA3GR and OZ3CM; ‘O’ was for Oceania, and ‘A’ 
for Australia, with ‘Z’ for New Zealand.  Elsewhere, ‘E’ 
became the prefi x for Europe and ‘B’ for Belgium etc, 
resulting in calls such as EB4EW.

Here, OA3GR worked NU-1CMP (band not 
recorded) in the United States in November 1927. Later, 
OZ3CM in New Zealand works W6JG on ‘41 metres’.

From the collection of VK3BDL.

Note that he has worked OA (Australia), NU (North 
America – United States), NA (Alaska), OH (Oceania 
– Hawaii), OO (Oceania – Polynesia), and EF (Europe – 
France).

From the collection of VK3BDL.

Th is card is from Belgium EB -4EW (Europe 
– Belgium). He has worked EW-EM in Hungary. 
Technology has advanced apparently, as he adds “fi lament 
current AC”.

Only a couple of years later, yet another international 
agreement saw calls changed to the current VK plus a 
number prefi x; for example, VK5BY below. Th at change 
came into force at midnight on 31 December 1928.

Another ‘chatty’ card, still using local times but 
stipulating the time diff erence to GMT, which seemed 
to be the common practice. He boasts Worked All 
Continents (WAC) and 43 countries. Note the list of 
memberships across the bottom.

Also on the same date, the following bands were made 
available: 1200 to 1715 kHz (250m band), 1715 to 
1990 kHz (150m band), 7000 to 7300 kHz (40m band), 
14,000 to 14,400 kHz (20m band), 28,000 to 30,000 
kHz (10m band), and 56,000 to 60,000 kHz (5m band), 
the 40m, 20m, and 10m bands we still have today.

Max Howden A3BQ, OA3BQ, VK3BQ
One cannot consider the early halcyon days of radio 
without mentioning Max Howden. He was fi rst to 
contact North America and England from Australia. 
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Th is 1923 card to him below is not confi rming a 
contact but asking for Max’s operating frequencies. It 
shows he was active in 1923. You note the phrase “not 
heard yet.”

But, on 2 November 1924 Max worked 6AHP in 
California, bridging the Pacifi c for the fi rst time. A3BQ 
worked on 86 metres, running a power input of 120 
watts. Th e American station used a wavelength of 75 
metres (4 MHz). Th e occasion was reported in the Herald 
newspaper of 4 November 1924. Th e card below was 
sent in November 1924 recognising a number of contacts 
(“often”). 

From the collection of Sam Dellit VK1DXA.

And another card from 27 November 1924, confi rms 
a crossband contact, 88 to 79 metres. “I could read you 
20 feet away…” and “receivers 4 to 200m” (4m was an 
indicator of things to come!).

From the collection of VK1DXA.

From the collection of Sam Dellit VK1DXA.

Th e next challenge was England and Europe. Below 
is a card from 8AB, Leon Deloy in France, dated 10 
May 1924, looking to work Australia. Deloy was the 
fi rst to work across the Atlantic to North America on 17 
November 1923, contacting 1MO and 1XAM in the USA.

Th en, on 13 November 1924, A3BQ worked G2OD 
in England on CW! 

Th en, a contact was made on phone on 9 February 
of 1925 – both world fi rsts! Th e November 1924 QSO 
was the fi rst contact between Australia and the UK (and 
Europe), while the February 1925 contact was the fi rst by 
voice.

Th ese are amazing achievements with very 
unsophisticated equipment!

Interestingly, below is the “Commeration (sic) Card” 
commemorating a QSO with G2DX in November 1924, 

From the collection of Sam Dellit VK1DXA.
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characterised as “. . . for the glory of the British 
Empire.” (Of interest is the fact that Ken Alford 
was licensed in 1912, worked for the Marconi 
Company, and did research on thermionic valves – 
Ed). 

Finally, let’s fi nish with two interesting cards – 
one from VK2NS and one from VK4DO, both 
giving personal historical backgrounds and both 
who operated pre-WWI.

He “fooled” (experimented) with spark in 
1914 as XAZ (from an old callbook), gained 
Worked all Continents (WAC) on the “old 9 
MC band” (probably 32-37m) and was 
President of the VK RCC (Rag Chewers’ Club).

Interesting to note that Harold transmitted 
on 240 metres (1250 kHz) before broadcasting 
began in Australia; 4DO was established in 
1921, he heard American broadcasting on 312m 
(960 kHz) and worked into the US in June 
1926 “with 140 volts on the receiving valve” and 
“heard in New Zealand using loop modulated 
‘fone’ and 90 volts on the receiving valve.”

It was Isaac Newton who said: “If I have seen 
further, it is by standing on the shoulders of giants.”

Resources
• An excellent site with thousands of QSL 

cards from all current and deleted countries, 
1920 to the present: http://hamgallery.com/
qsl/

• 1914 amateur callbook (my grandfather 
is listed there as XLK): www.raotc.org.au/
earlycbook.htm

• An excellent article by Max Howden, on the 
WIA website: https://tinyurl.com/3rbfen47

• An excellent interview with Max Howden 
by the National Library of Australia: 
http://nla.gov.au/nla.oh-vn2239852
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Th e way we were: AR, October 1933


