VINTAGE RADIO

By RODNEY CHAMPNESS, VK3UG

The era of high performance sets:
the Radiolette Model 31/32

Commonly called the “Empire State”, the
Radiolette 31/32 represented the new breed of
high performance sets that were introduced in
the mid-1930s. It’s a 5-valve receiver with some

interesting features.

By 1935, the autodyne converter
and the anode bend detector were on
their last legs, at least as far as their
inclusion into superheterodyne re-

ceivers for the consumer market was
concerned. The depression was about
over too, hence there was feverish
activity within the various radio
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manufacturing plants to design new,
better and bigger sets. These would
use the new pentagrid converters in
lieu of the autodyne configuration and
the new duo-diode triode/pentode
detector and first audio valves in place
of the previous anode bend detector/
amplifiers.

In reality, no major improvements
in domestic radio design and perform-
ance came after these two important
circuits. Any developments of impor-
tance for AM radio reception had al-
ready occurred by the time octal-based
valves appeared. Sure we ended up
with miniature dual valves, more effi-
cient RF/IF coils and transformers,
and eventually used iron-dust and fer-
rite core with good results but these
were refinements on what had already
been invented and developed.

With the advent of ICs, a number of
design variations have been intro-
duced which have made sets quite
versatile. However, that’s another
story. \

The Radiolette Model 31/32

The Radiolette model 31/32 was
one of those much-improved sets, be-
ing designed and built circa 1936. It is
commonly called an “Empire State”
because of the stepped arrangement
of the bakelite case, as seen in the
photograph. Some vintage radio buffs
will, no doubt, have observed that the
correct knobs are not on this particu-
lar set at this stage.

I'was asked to service this set which
had apparently been bought for $25 —
a bargain. Yes, a few bargains are still
to be had when it comes to vintage
radios. My job was made easier by the
fact that not a lot of work had been
done on it over the years. What’s more,
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Fig.1: the circuit diagram for the Radiolette Model 31/32.

are reasonably well matched.

So it seemed that the set would be
left with very good performance at
one end of the dial and mediocre per-
formance at the other. But wait — in
some sets there is a minor modifica-
tion that often improves the perform-
ance of the oscillator stage and hence
the overall performance of the receiver.
Sets using 6A7 converters, as in the
Radiolette, often benefit from this al-
teration.

That said, I don’t normally contem-
plate modifying vintage radios unless
there is a very good reason to do so.
Indeed, some manufacturers pub-
lished lists of alterations that could be
carried out to improve performance.

Getting back to the Radiolette, if the
oscillator circuit is altered to the con-
figuration shown in Fig.2, the grid
current will be more constant across
the band and the conversion efficiency
will be improved. If you compare the
complete circuit (Fig.1) and the

amended oscillator circuit, it will be
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seen that the major difference is the
placement of the padder capacitor. In
this case, the performance of the set
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Fig.2: modifying the oscillator
circuit as shown here improves
the set’s performance at the low-
frequency end of the band.

was improved at the low frequency
end of the band and is now quite
acceptable.

Volume control

Replacing the volume control is a
major job in these radios. The set has
to be virtually dismantled and a par-
ticularly narrow potentiometer in-
stalled, otherwise the floating sub-
chassis will be shorted to the main
chassis. In this case, however, a nor-
mal potentiometer was installed (as
shown in the under-chassis view),
coupled with a piece of heavy-walled
plastic tubing as a universal coupling.
This meant that the control had to be
offset so that it didn’t foul the tuning
capacitor.

A small piece of galvanised steel
sheet was used to support.the new
volume control and this sheet was
soldered to a metal dividing panel on
the gang. Actually, I'd rather not have
had to do this but there was no other
easy solution. Sometimes things like
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