When I Think Back...

by Neville Williams

Arthur Spring - 2: Hands-on engineer,
manufacturer and electronic organ enthusiast

Having traced Arthur Spring’s progress from an admittedly casual student to a resourceful tech-
nician at the Breville Radio factory, we now encounter a bewildering series of events which re-
cast him as chief engineer of a successful TV receiver factory. He went on to become a special-
ist transformer manufacturer in his later years, an electronic organ enthusiast — and currently, a
welfare worker introducing fellow senior citizens to the computer age.

Perhaps at this point I should concede
that to detail the Arthur Spring story in
full would require a book, rather than a
couple of articles in a magazine. It
would also call for protracted question-
and-answer sessions, to catalog a life-
time of memories and ensure that the
story flows logically from one to anoth-
er without awkward gaps.

As it turned out, we had to make do with
the exchanges that were practical
between two old timers, in-or-around
their eighties! Helpfully, though, Arthur
did post me a simple chart to help clari-

fy what happened to whom in the radio
industry, affecting his career...

In the first of these articles, we left
Arthur as a handyman/technician in the
Breville factory at Camperdown,
Sydney — near the Royal Prince Alfred
Hospital. He had been involved in the
production of pre-war Breville radio
receivers and been active in the
Company’s wartime war effort, notably
in the production of mine detectors for
use in the African desert campaign and,
later, in the Pacific island encounters.
He emerged from that era not as a recog-

The Spring brothers’ schooner takes shape. Arthur still lives on the waterfront,
but his preoccupation with electronics leaves him no time for maritime pursuits!
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nised engineer but, as he put it:
Breville’s ‘Mister Fixit’ or their ‘Get-
things-done-Bloke’! As such, one might
have found him conferring with man-
agement, engineers in the lab, operators
in the workplace, and clients in the field.
In his spare time, he had an interest in
the ARP organisation — citizens con-
cerned with air raid precautions.
Observing their activities, he realised
that they were completely dependent
on the telephone system, which was
both stressed and vulnerable under
wartime conditions. Could they be pro-
vided with a simple and hopefully
inexpensive radio net operating on
33MHz, which the Department was
prepared to authorise?

The (unofficial) radio ‘ham’ in Arthur
came up with simple prototype trans-
ceiver, fabricated from available bits
and pieces, in a plywood and
leatherette box measuring about 18(w)
x 12(h) x 9(d) inches. The transmitter,
using frequency modulation, called for
a single 33MHz crystal, while the
receiver used phase-locked loop cir-
cuitry, an adjustment knob and a cen-
tre-zero meter to ensure that it stayed
on the net frequency. The loudspeaker
doubled as a microphone.

Simple, but effective

The ultimate in operator simplicity, the
transceiver had an off-on switch and a
press-to-talk switch. Being an FM sys-
tem, the receiver would automatically
lock onto the strongest network signal at
any one time. It would be up to the com-
mon sense of the operator, if and when
to break in.

Tested from the Camperdown factory



to a vehicle under the mass of tramway
cables that encircled Central Railway
station in those days, a pair of Arthur’s
prototypes provided clear communica-
tion free from hash. In another mobile
test along the Pacific Highway, contact
was maintained from Camperdown to
as far north as Mount White, except
‘when the vehicle was overshadowed by
local topography.

As it turned out, the ARP lacked the will
or the money to take up Arthur’s sug-
gestion; but word of the novel noise-free
FM system reached the armed forces via
Breville. They would be interested in a
portable ‘man-pack’ version that could
be set up wherever necessary and opet-
ate either from mains power or available
vehicle batteries. This involved proto-
types, rendered more bulky by the dual
power supply and rolled-up power
cables. They would also favour a proper
microphone to provide better speech
quality in a noisy environment.

In Melbourne, the RAAF set up a test
with a ‘base’ unit on the roof of the
Manchester Unity Building and a
mobile station in a ‘crash’ boat on Port
Phillip Bay. They obtained good cov-
erage of the entire Bay area, extending
to the Rip.

In Sydney, the Navy set up a base sta-
tion in the Garden Island area and
despatched a mobile on a boat headed
inland along the Parramatta River. The
system clearly outperformed the avail-
able Navy AM system but, says Arthur,
“I made myself distinctly unpopular
with the VIP observers by ridiculing the
Navy equipment”.

Don’t shoot now!

But the most spectacular situation con-
cerned the Army Unit manning the
heavy calibre guns on Sydney Harbour’s
South Head. One of the Unit’s regular
exercises involved landing shells suit-
ably close to a target on a moving barge
out near the horizon. The barge was
towed by a tug, which was supposed to
keep in touch with the gunners via a
radio link.

The trouble was that the tug was pow-
ered by two powerful Thornicroft petrol
engines, whose ignition systems inter-
fered seriously with the two-way AM
talk channel. If the towline parted, the
tug obviously could not venture back to
recover it unless they were sure that the
gun crews were completely aware of
what they were doing...

Army radio techs knew that ignition
suppressors would improve communi-
cation, but as sure as they fitted them,
so surely would the tug captain remove
them — because they allegedly com-

A typical bobbin wound power trans-
former. Using high temperature Rola
wire and a high stability bobbin, such
transformers contributed markedly to
the success of Precedent TV receivers.

promised the performance of his
beloved Thornicrofts.

The two-way FM system overcame the
impasse by ignoring the ignition hash,
although the acoustic noise from the
engines aboard the tow vessel still ren-
dered it less than ideal for either recep-
tion or transmission.

The demonstrations alerted the mili-
tary to the potential of FM communi-
cation systems. But by that time,
American equipment was to hand and
there was less urgency for local initia-
tive. Breville filled an order for a half-
dozen or so prototypes, but that’s
about where the story ended.

At a purely personal level, post-war,
Arthur joined forces with his brother
and built a small schooner to take
advantage of the nearby waterways.
Presumably, it was a more successful
venture than his abortive effort to build
an electric car! ’
This was followed by a new house in
1952 — a clear indication that his salary
was no longer only a few dollars per
week, as it had been as a youth at
Radiokes and Crown!

The industry, postwar

Australian radio manufacturers, mean-
while, were busily trying to come to
grips with the postwar era.
Government orders had been curtailed
or cancelled, former employees had to
be accommodated, along with new
technology and new production meth-
ods; and beyond the immediate future
lay the challenge of television, pen-
cilled in for the mid 1950s.

Down in Melbourne, Harold Coles, a
cousin of THE Coles family, was con-
templating the future of Eclipse Radio,

which he owned. As Arthur mentioned,
and I as personally recall, Eclipse had a
reputation for quantity rather than quali-
ty. Rather than attempt a revolution, I
gather, Harold Coles sold out to Sir
Arthur Warner’s Radio Corporation —
the Astor Group.

With the capital so available, Harold
Coles turned to Sydney and decided,
with a partner, to set up a new compa-
ny with the intention of producing
radio sets and black & white TV
receivers for the mass market.
Borrowing his partner’s name, it was
registered as A.W. Jackson Industries.
Where and how it would be set up
remained open questions.

In the meantime, Breville was also try-
ing to reorganise its affairs, conscious
that they had no overseas links with
major TV companies to whom they
might turn for guidance. Bill O’Brien
had split the company into two — the
manufacturing arm and Breville
Wholesalers — presumably to gain a
tax or trading advantage. There was
also vague talk of reorganising the
manufacturing arm as a cooperative,
involving staff.

Looking back, Arthur recalls a climate
of instability, which wasn’t helped
when Noel Smith resigned as chief
engineer to accept a position with
Philips. There were rumours of Bill
O’Brien also quitting. Finally, follow-
ing the Christmas holiday period in
1955, came the news that Breville
Radio had been taken over by A.W.
Jackson Industries under Harold Coles.

Jackson Industries

Under the new management, Breville
personnel continued to produce radio
chasses to current designs. Some were
marketed as Breville and others supplied
interstate to be installed in cabinets car-
rying other brandnames. But dominating
the scene was the big question: what
about television?

At about that stage, Harold Coles
posed this question to ‘Mister Fixit’,
Arthur Spring. Whether he was ready
for it or not, Arthur realised that effec-
tively, he was being re-cast into the
role of Chief Engineer.

On the tape, Arthur confessed that at the
time, he had no ‘hands-on’ experience
with television or TV sets. He had read
about them in technical magazines, of
course, and he had picked up reactions
and opinions from fellow technicians.
But as with the old Breville set-up,
Jackson Industries had no overseas affil-
iates on whom they could rely for back-
ground information.

Nevertheless, on one memorable day,
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Arthur was summoned to the manage-
ment office to meet a group of VIPs
from Pye (UK) who were interested in
A.W. Jackson’s plans. Since the
Australian TV system would have
much in common with the British, Pye
might be able to offer advice, supply
key components, etc.

A sticking point was reached when the
Pye group made it clear that they regard-
ed the use of a conventional power
transformer as wasteful. They were
bulky, heavy, expensive and an unnec-
essary source of heat in the cabinet.
Said Arthur: “Having produced my
share of transformerless AC/DC radio
sets in my day, I knew how unpopular
they were in Australia. The potentially
‘hot’ (live) chassis had to be totally
enclosed to prevent possible contact;
spindles had to be isolated, as also did
external connections (aerial, earth, pick-
up, loudspeaker, etc. Servicemen and
testers hated them!”

Mains transformers

“We finally had to agree to differ, but
the visit did prompt me to take a clos-
er look at the question of power trans-
formers. Rather brashly, perhaps, I
insisted that I’d rather live with a phys-
ically hot transformer than an electri-
cally hot chassis!”

To date, the factory had relied mainly

on Henderson transformers and while
they were reliable, they were certainly
bulky and relatively expensive. But as
it happened, Rola Australia chose that
critical moment to announce the
release of Rola high temperature
enamelled winding wire, featuring a
much higher temperature tolerance
with much less risk of inter-layer
breakdown. Arthur checked and found
that the ratings were genuine, as dis-
tinct from over-zealous advertising.
No less to the point, news arrived of a
product called ‘Black Grylon’, which
was an opaque grey mouldable nylon
with an unusually high temperature sta-
bility— good for moulding bobbins.
Now promoted to Chief Engineer,
Arthur set about designing a trans-
former bobbin which could support a
layer-wound primary in one section
and secondary windings in the other —
all wound with high temperature Rola
wire. The result was a relatively com-
pact transformer, easy and cheap to
make and with ratings adequate for a
B&W TV set.

Yes, it ran ‘too hot to touch’, but well
within ratings for the wire and bobbin. It
was, in fact, subjected to deliberate
overload but without trauma. Conscious

‘of the irony, Arthur recalled that, some

time later, Jackson Industries supplied
similar transformers to Pye Australia!

At

One of the pre-production prototypes, this ‘Vernus II” organ still stands in
the Spring music room. Having acquired a controlling interest in Jackson
Industries, Philips decided against proceeding with production.
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Obviously proud of his. ‘baby’, Arthur
mentioned that a couple of his competi-
tors later tried to copy the design for
their own TV sets — but not very suc-
cessfully. One omitted to use high tem-
perature wire; the other tried to cut costs
by winding the layers at blinding speed.
Both ran into problems, whereas the
original Jackson transformers ‘just
never failed’.

Screen size debate

One other area where Jacksons encoun-
tered difficulty was in relation to the
size of the picture tube. Suppliers, and
particularly Philips in Holland, were
well stocked with 17-inch (diagonal)
types, along with the relevant scanning
components. As a result they were doing
their level best to persuade Australian
manufacturers to launch in this format.
Admiral, on the other hand, was deter-
mined to go for a 21-inch picture and
Arthur Spring was one of those who
foresaw — correctly — that they would
dominate the market if they did so. He
accordingly prevailed on Jacksons to
follow suit. Contrary to dire warnings,
they managed to get all the 21-inch
tubes they needed, some being imported
and others manufactured locally.

As far as the circuit configuration was
concerned, most of the early develop-
mental work was handled by two peo-
ple — Arthur himself as Chief
Engineer and a backup technician/wirer
(the late) Reg Carroll.

Three-metre ‘breadboard’

In the absence of an overseas affiliate,
Arthur pored over as many circuits as he
had access to in magazines and compa-
ny literature. One of the things that
intrigued him was the number of elabo-
rations in the various designs that
seemed to be superficial, but still adding
to the valve count.

Arthur’s own philosophy was that
valves tended to deteriorate from the
day they were switched on, and that
every valve included in a design was a
potential source of ultimate failure —
and a potential reason for a service call.
Since Jackson Industries’ receivers were
intended to be both price-competitive in
their own right and sold as ‘other-brand’
chasses, they simply could not afford to
be trouble-prone.

Arthur’s work plan involved a proto-
type which was a string of modules
ranged along a table in the lab, adding
up to a complete TV receiver. It was
three-odd metres long, with a tuner at









analysing the tonal content of an organ’s
sound. In casual conversation, the
observation provides a lead-in to an
anecdote from his primary school days.
The young lady teacher, I gather,
decided to organise a junior choir for a
school function. One by one, the kids
were summoned to the front of the
class and bidden to sing the opening
lines of their favourite song, hymn or
nursery rhyme. When Arthur’s turn
came, she broke in with: “You’re no
good. You’re tone deaf!”

Says Arthur: “I wonder what she’d say
if she could know that the tone deaf kid,
as an adult, had spent a goodly propor-
tion of his evenings tuning and voicing
electronic organs, and experimenting
with loudspeaker systems for them?”

Nearly 80, still busy!

Nor was his interest in organs confined
to a hobby level. When contemplating
areas of possible expansion for Jackson
Industries, Arthur had organs very much
in mind. In fact, in laying out the new
Jackson factory, referred to earlier, he
had envisaged how certain areas could
be re-allocated to provide the space and
environment for evaluating electronic
organs and other audio products.

He had also shared his interest with Sir
Arthur Warner, who backed him to the
point where the Jackson team designed
and produced a batch of 25 pre-pro-
duction ‘Vernus’ prototypes. One of
them currently graces the Spring music
room — a typical instrument for the
home or suburban churches, with stag-
gered 42-note keyboards and a 13-note
pedal clavier.

When Philips took over, they conferred
with the Eindhoven Management —
who liked the instrument, but decided
that it didn’t fit in with their worldwide
marketing plan. The prototypes were
sold and Peter Held was left lamenting.
He was the organist who had been nom-
inated to demonstrate the instrument.
(Ironically, engineer Neville Oates of
Stromberg-Carlson had a similar dream
to bolster Ais ailing Company, but they
never got beyond a few factory models
and stock of surplus ‘bits’ — which
were sold to hobbyist/readers of this
magazine to be used in building up as
the E4 ‘Playmaster’ Electronic Organ.
That left organist Bob Swann similarly
out on a limb!)

As for Arthur’s own present instru-
ment, he describes it as ‘not user
friendly’. It has been the testbed for
numerous experiments, and has never
really been ‘finished’. A musician
could play it and like what he heard,

but might well be taken aback when
he/she searches for other voices!

Computers too

Ah yes — computers. Back in the
1980s, Arthur was conscious that he was
reasonably well informed about analog
circuitry but knew little about digital
techniques and even less about comput-
ers. For him the way to learn was the
practical approach and, issue by issue,
he plodded in the footsteps of Jim Rowe
culminating in the construction of an
elementary computer.

His next step was to buy a small Apple
computer, which appears to have been a
developmental model immediately pre-
ceding the Apple II series — commonly
credited as being the world’s first com-
mercial personal computer.

About that same time I myself had
bought an Apple Ilc with Appleworks
software, and I remember chatting with
Arthur on the phone one day about our
respective Investments. Even then, a dif-
ferent approach was evident. I was using
mine principally as a word processor,
with database and spreadsheet on call.
But Arthur had plunged into program-
ming and I remember switching on my
‘BeeModem’ to see whether it would
translate the characters from Arthur’s

computer onto my screen. It did.

Much later, the Hunters Hill Council
decided that it would be a good idea to
set up a facility to introduce interested
senior citizens to the computer age.
For starters, they provided the space
and a ‘386 PC.

Arthur was a senior citizen, he was
certainly interested, and within a short
time he became one of the moving
spirits behind the initiative. In particu-
lar, he discovered that as local busi-
ness people re-equipped with the latest
hardware and software, many were
happy to make surplus units available
gratis to a ‘good cause’.

Arthur didn’t pretend to be a computer
technician, but he did know enough to
couple serviceable units together to make
a serviceable whole. So the senior citizens
of Hunters Hill now have access to 286,
386 and 486 PCs by courtesy of the
Council, local business people — and one
of their own number who has been in the
‘wireless game’ for over 60 years!
FOOTNOTE: Arthur assures me that he
is very happy to share thoughts with
people of like interests. Readers who are
interested in contacting him can do so
by writing c/- the Electronics Australia
office — but please include a stamped,
addressed envelope. <
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