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About two years ago, the Rockford Amateur Radio Association (RARA) was contacted by the staff of 

the Midway Village History Museum in Rockford Illinois to see if we were interested in constructing a 

1900-1910 telegraphy system for display and operation.  The principle audience would be school chil-

dren, but obviously adults could also enjoy it. The then club president, Tom Shouler, N9VJU, and my-

self AB9SX went to Midway Village discuss the potential of the project and the boundary conditions 

needed by the Museum. 

 

The project had been discussed at the museum for many years, but few resources were available. One 

gentleman was a former railroad telegrapher, not an amateur operator.  But his inventory was limited to 

one key, a sounder, and a relay. The battery was a modern alkaline cell and was limited to operate one 

key and sounder with no communication possible.  His knowledge was invaluable.  

 

Jim Holich, AB9SX, Rich Range, WB9SFG, and John Olson, W9JGO looked at some possible sites for 

the exhibit. There was no railroad station, and our choice of buildings was finally pared down to two. 

We needed to use some rationale to make the sites plausible to the visitors. We chose the Bank and the 

Printing Office. While it would have been nice to have a larger network, we made the assumption that 

finance and the latest news would be important to that community.  Obviously the system would have to 

be connected to a network, but that was beyond the scope of the project. 

 

We offered to do the project with donations from the club members at no cost to the Museum. We 

brought the concept to the club meeting for extended discussion. Everyone was excited.  We first asked 

members to look at their inventories to see what we could scrounge. We ended up with several sounders 

and a few keys. It was around the time of our local Hamfest, so several members went to see what they 

could find at a reasonable cost. Dennis Johanson, K9VMJ found a sounder amplifier with an articulating 

stand that was original and in good condition with a nice patina. He also found a nice small power sup-

ply that we could hide. 

 

We thought we were ñoff to the racesò. That assumption proved to be wrong. A number of difficulties 

arose after discussions at a number of meetings. The first issue was the discovery that our CW operators 

could not decipher the dots and dashes of the sounders. In addition, American Morse, not International 

Morse was used at the timre. A suggestion to parallel code oscillators to the sounders was made.  We 

could hide a wire from an ear piece up the left sleeve of the operators shirt so the patron could not see it. 

Easy! Right? 

 

We then had another setback when the Museum had to cut staff to meet their budget. The project fell 

between the cracks. We kept on asking about the progress at our meetings, but we had lost our contact 

person. Rich Range persisted with e-mails to the Museum which eventually led to Laura Furman, Cura-

tor at Midway village. Rich arranged a meeting and we went back to the Museum to re-deliver our pitch 

for the project. Laura was very excited, so we then resumed activity with increased fervor. Back to the 

club meeting. 

 

We decided that we needed to discuss circuitry. A number of other members were brought into the wid-

ening group. Rich Range, WB9SFG, and John Olson, W9JGO and myself, AB9SX got together to do a 

mock up. We made a series circuit connecting the keys and sounders using the shorting bars on the 

keys. 
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One sounder worked and the other didnôt. After scratching our heads for a while, we discovered that the resistance of the 

sounder coils were different. We didnôt have enough current to pull down the sounder bar on one sounder. We measured 

the resistance on both sounders and decided to use a resistor to balance them.  By using a decade box, we empirically 

found the right value. We then tried the circuit again, and ñEureka!!!ò it worked. Boy, we were in high cotton. 

 

 Dennis Johansson, K9VMY had a number of circuit boards printed for the code oscillators. He donated two of them to 

the project. They worked beautifully by themselves. Now, how do we get these powered into a series circuit? Suggestions 

flew all over the place. We went from opto-isolators to many other complicated schemes. John Olson, W9JGO suggested 

that we take a step back and see if we could simplify this. We would have to hide all this 21st century technology and it 

really did not belong in an early 20th century display anyway. By poking around, we found that the voltage at the Sound-

ers was 12 VDC. All we had to do was watch polarity. 

 

Some woodworking had to be done to make a sounder amplifier for the second sounder. Dave Larsen, N9ZXL responded 

by fabricating a viable replication. 

 

We took the mock up to Midway Village for a demonstration. It performed well. A final schematic was documented and 

we planned an installation day. We had a lot of help. Tom Shouler, N9VJU, John Olson, W9JGO, Jim Holich.AB9SX, 

Dennis Johansson K9VMJ and his brother, Gordon Seaman KC9NEX, Al Abanes,KD9AHZ, Doug Abrahamson, 

KC9SDO , Rich Range, WB9SFG and Dan Hunt, N9DCH.  

 

 Routing the wire turned out to have its own issues. There were several utility poles for display behind the buildings, and 

fortunately they were not live. The original plan was to attach the wire to the crossbar between the two buildings. The 

poles were not safe to climb. The solution was to use an air boss to get the wire over the cross bar of the pole. Entry 

points to the buildings involved penetrating an outside wall of a historic building. Dan Hunt was a real resource because 

he is a security system installer and he had many tricks in his bag. The entry point is barely noticeable.  The museum 

maintenance supervisor, Shawn drilled the hole in the masonry wall of the printing office. We ran the wire parallel to an 

existing conduit. 

 

It was time to test the circuit. It stopped working. John Olson compared the installation to the schematic, and discovered 

that two wires had been switched.  Correcting the mistake, were again operative.   

 

The CW operators were Rich Range and Al Abanes, both veteran Naval Radiomen. The first message sent was the same 

message that Samuel Morse and Albert Vail sent on January 6th, 1838 across two miles of wire. It was ñA patient waiter 

is no loserò. This is not what we were taught in school. The message ñWhat hath God wroughtò was sent at the opening 

of the Baltimore-Washington telegraph line on May 24, 1844. Coincidently, this was the date that we finished the instal-

lation at the Midway Village Museum. We learned some history as well. 


