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UK Technology in WW II

• Radar 1934 onward leading to the 
magnetron.

• Enemy Radio Interception.
• Breaking of Machine Cyphers.
• Intelligence distributed by radio.
• Radio Direction finding Huff-Duff.



WW II Background

• WW I Treaty of Versailles

• 1920/30 technology: cyphers and radio

– Room 40, GC&CS.

– Hams built their own equipment.

• 1930s, Clouds of War

– Development of radar 1933 on

– GCCS Breaking Machine Cyphers 1936 on.



Late 1930s

• England’s Treaty with Poland.

• 1 Sept. 1939 Germany Invaded Poland; 
declaration of war by the UK and France.

• Active war in Eastern Europe then air 
attacks on England July 1940 onward.

• US neutral but offers supplies. LL

• US Enters WW II Dec. 11, 1941 after Pearl 
Harbor Attack.



Wartime

• Upon UK declaration of war, 2 Sept. 1939, 
British hams were ordered to surrender 
transmitters and crystals to the Post Office 
(managed licensing). (Later in US ham 
transmitting was prohibited).



Wartime

• Request for English hams to monitor for 
‘spies’. ID card, could enter premises to 
investigate.

• No spies heard.



Volunteer Interceptors

• But. . . A huge proliferation of 
encoded CW messages.

• Hams recruited as ‘Interceptors’.
• Mostly under or over military age.
• Ramped to 1,500+ ‘VI’ hams.



VI Activity

• Mostly home made regenerative 
receivers, two or three tubes.

• Assigned a frequency range.
• Hand recorded encrypted Morse 

code messages
• Mailed messages to Box 25, 

Barnet, Hertfordshire. (Herts for 
short!)



Eddystone Kit Receiver, 1931



Notes

• Germans used English CW 
abbreviations to be ‘low profile’. In 
the following message:

• Abbreviations: SRI, PSE, CALL, NEXT
• Use Q codes QSA, QRK, QTC.
• ‘Bertie’ is code name for Berlin.



VI Log Sheet, 1941



Radio Security Service

• VI grew into RSS.
• Recruited hams via Radio Society 

of Great Brittan.
• Know Morse Code? Avoid the 

active war.
• 2,000 interceptors of a staff of 

3,000.



National HRO Receiver

• Designed in the early 1930s
• 9 tube superhetrodyne.
• Separate power supply.
• Plug in coil bank for band switch
• 10 turn dial with 10 linear feet of 

calibrated band-spread!
• 1,000 for intercept service.
• 10,000 total War production.
• Today’s  price $4,500.



National HRO



HRO Inside



HRO Plugin Range



Intercept Station, see HRO



Intercept Station



RSS Resources

• 20 sites, some receive and some 
transmit.

• 3 shifts a day, 7 days a week.
• Operator positions, typical:

• Hanslope 33
• Thurso 20
• Forfat 26
• St. Euth. 17
• Gilnakirk 18



Hardware

• 1,000 National HRO receivers!
• At one site:

• 10 to 35 operator positions.
• 7 Rhombic antennas, up 50’
• 5 V-Beams up 75’
• Many end-fed wire at 450  

angle.
• Wide-band amplifiers.



RSS Results

• Estimated 500,000 intercepts
• 97,000 Abwehr hand code (Ger. 

Intelligence)
• 160,000 Enigma machine cypher.
• Bletchley Park had a staff of about 

10,000 people.
• Decoded output was known a 

Ultra (above Top Secret).



Summary

• Had major impact in North Africa, 
Greece, homeland bombing, 
Battle for the Atlantic (submarine 
warfare), simulated spies XX, D-
Day.

• Estimates suggest technology 
(decryption and radar) reduced 
World War II by at least two years.


