He's the man behind one of the most respected names in audio—

Electro-Voice—and one of the most res

cted names in amateur radio—

Ten-Tec. Al Kahn, K4FW, recently talked with CQ’s N4XX.

A CQ Exclusive Interview with:

Aloert Kahn, K4FW

BY DR. THEODORE J. (TED) COHEN,* N4XX

While born in LaSalle, llinois. on July
9, 1808, Albert {Al) Kahn spent his
youthin South Bend. Indiana. His father
manufaciured shirls. Al never attended
college, noting that his sister, who grad-
uated from the Univarsity of Chicago at
the age of 18 and went on to a great
career in fournalism, got all the brains!

Affar bouncing around in a few jobs,
Al started a radio service company and
became deaply involved with sound
equipment. itwasn'tlong thereafter that
fie began building microphones for pub-
lic-address use. This led to the creation
of Eleciro-Voice, which rapidly became
a major supplier fo the public-address,
television, and moving-picture indus-
tries. When Al left Electro-Voice in
1969, following its merger with Gulton
Industries, the company was the lead-
ing producer of guality microphones
and speakers in the United States.

Not one to sit still for toa lang, Al soon
formed Ten-Tec with Jack Burchfield,
K4JU. Today, Al and his wife Anne live
inwhalt once was theirsummer lake cot-
fagein Cassopolis, Michigan, where he
signs K4FW/E. Al is 8 member of the
ARRL, QCWA, OOTC, and FOGC. It s
with great plaasure, then, that we now
prasant an exclusive COYintarview with
Mr. Albert Kahn, K4FW. —Wwevy

CQ: Al, what triggered your interest
in ham radio?

Kahn: My first exposure to ham radio
was at the age of 13, when our Boy
Seout troop acquired an E.|. Company
“Wireless Set.” When we took the set
out of the box and set it up, it failed to
work. | convinced the scoutmaster to let
me take it home, where it took about an
hourtofixit. Once Igotitrunning, | heard

“Media-Tech, 8603 Conover Place, Alex-
andria, VA 22308

MAA {an sarfy U.S. Navy siation.—ed.)
and was hooked. Less than two years
later, when | was 15, | received my first
license from the Department of Com-
merce; my callsign was 9BBI. Fortun-
ately, | found four other friends in high
school who were as excited abouit com-
munications as | was, so as you can
imagine that we had a blast.

kc;:: What did your first station look
like

Kahn: Wall, as you know, thara was
only one amateur radio band in those
days—=200 meters. This is roughly at
the top of today’s AM broadeast band.
The five of us bought Ford spark coils
and had daily Q50s across town using
crystal seis for receivers. Later, in 1922,
| acquired a half-kilowatt rotary gap
transmitter. Socon thereafter, | built a
Hartley oscillator using a UV202 tube.
The CW era had arrived! With 400 volts
on the plate, | was able o get about 10
watts input, with an antenna current of
1.3 amps. The entire rig was built on g
real breadboard. Mo fancy metalwork in
those days!

CQ: Il remember correctly, that first
stationwasin South Bend, Indiana. You
made a contact in 1923 that in many
ways changed your life forever. Tell us
abaout it.

Kahn: It was just after midnight on
November 17, 1923, whan | worked Bob
Baird, UBCWR—now WIMNMN—who at
that time was in Dayton, Ohio. Bob was
born about the same time | was, so here
you had two teenagers staying up later
than their parents liked, to play with their
radios! (Some things never change. —
ed.} Bob was running a UX210 oscilla-
tor with 1000 volts on the plate and 100
walls input. He accomplished this by
using an advanced synchronous recti-
fier. The result was that he delivered 3

Albert Kahn, K4FW.

amps to the antenna, making copy on
my end easy, lo say the least. We want
on to become lifelong friends, and even
celebrated the anniversary of our first
Q50 by meeting on 40 meter CW on
November 17, 2000,

CQ: So it's fair to say that your early
interest in amateur radio led to a re-
warding career in communications-
glectronics?

Kahn: Without a doubt! Radio was
thetechnology of the 1920s, sort of like
computers and the internet are today.
The radio industry—manufacturing and
broadcasting alike—was growing by
leaps and bounds, and many of us got
caught up in the excitement. We want-
ed nothing more than fo work and play
with electronics, which, not so surpris-
ingly, led many hams to seek careers in
this industry.

CQ: How did you come to start
Elactro-Voice?

Kahn: | bounced around a bit in my
early 20s, not really knowing what |
wanted to do. Finally, | started a little
radio service company and soon spa-
cialized in sound equipment. In those
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An Oclober 19898 photo of Bob Baird,
WONN (left), and Al K4FW, atf Al's sia-
tion in Cassopolis, Michigan.

days, good microphones for public-
address systems simply were not avail-
able. | thought | could build better mics
than those on the market and started to
experiment an my own. Soon there was
more demand for my microphones than
for my service, so | formed Electro-
Voice for the purpose of manufacturing
quality microphones. It didn’t take long
before we were the major supplierto the
public-address, television, and moving-
picture industries.

CQ: How did you happen to seize
upon Electro-Voice as the name for
yaur company’y

Kahn: Mow that's an interesting
story. | think it was back in 1929, or so
... we had built a sound system for
Knute Rockne, then coach of MNotre
Dame. Rockne was in poor health, and
he asked us to build the system that had
speakers pointing in four directions.
That way he could sit on the platform and
coach four squads by switching among
the various speakers. Mr. Rockne was
extremely happy with our system and
retermed to it as “my electric voice.” From
there it just seemed natural to name the
company Electro-Voice.

CQ: | understand that you are the co-
inventor of the *Differantial Noise Can-
celing Microphone,” which was widely
usedduring WW Il by the U.S. Army and
Marines. Who worked with you on this
and how did you come to invent this
impartant piece of wartime communi-
cations equipment?

Kahn:In 1941, was in New York Gity
having lunch with Cheney Beeklay,
then advertising manager of QST

Jack Burchfield,
KLU fleft), and
Al Kahn, K4FW,
co-founders of
Ten-Tec.

‘Beak" had some vague ideas about a
microphone that would cancel back-
ground noise, but he had no idea how
to build such an item. He had talked to
others about his ideas, but was dis-
couraged by their lack of interest. |
thought it could be done. The fact that
war was looming on the harizon, with its
nead for better communications equip-
ment, also stimulated my thinking. Any-
way, when | returned home, | began
experimenting with the phase relation-
ships between sounds from close and
distant sources, It didn't take long for
the light to dawn, and | soon had a work-
ing prototype of what was to become
the Army's T-45 Lip microphone.

CQ: I'll bet that inventing the micro-
phone was easier than selling it to the
military 7!

Kahn: (laughing) You'ra right. Invent-
ing the microphone was the easy part:
getting it accepted by the military was
unbelievably difficult. | first approached
the people at Fort Monmouth and
Wright Field. Both rejected my inven:
tion. Than | called an old friend, Col.
Web Soules, who was stationed at Fort
Knox. Web and who was also WIDGM.
He and | kept a ham traffic schedule,
and we got to know each other pretty
well. He asked me to bring down one of
my noise-canceling microphones for
testing. | did, and we found that it
worked beautifully inside an M2 tank. In
the meantime, | worked for Leo Beranek
and 5.5. Stevens at the Cruft Labs of
Harvard University, running exhaustive
tests on the microphaone. We spent
weeks making arficulation tests under
& wide variety of conditions. When they
published and circulated their findings,
which gave top ratings to my noise-can-
caling microphone, the barriers fell by
the wayside. It wasn't long before |
received an order for 100,000 micro-
phones, now called the T-45, from the
Marine Corps. Within a month or two we

were producing 2000 microphones a
day using thrae shifts.

CQ: What was the principle behind
the T-45 mic?

Kahn: The design was simple. It was
worn on the upper lip. Sound coming
fromthe rearwas reversed in phase and
mixed with sound from the front. The
result was noise was cancelled before
it could degrade the operator's voice
signal. In all, we found that the micro-
phone extended the communications
range of the tank by 40%. | shared the
patent with “Beek.” The Signal Corp
thought enough of the invention to place
a secrecy order on the patent. After tha
war, the FAA required all commercial
aircraft pilots to use Electro-Voice Dif-
ferential microphones. As you ean
imaging, with the microphone such a
hat seller, a lot of people tried to braak
our patent, but none succeedad.

CQ: You, of course, were the presi-
dent of Eleciro-Voice. In growing the
company, you apparently preferred to
hire hams for key positions. Why was
thig?

Kahn: You're right! In those days,
people who held ham tickets had agood
understanding not only of the technolo-
gy, but also of the electronics industry.
Almost all of my staff were hams. includ-
ing WOIOP, who was our vice president
of marketing; W8UPN, our purchasing
agent; W405U, who managed our
Sevierville, Tennessee plant; and
WSBHI, who was responsible for ac-
counts payable. |In spite of the pres-
sures at work in the postwar years, all
were active on the bands using bath CW
and phone.

CQ: All indications are that you grew
Electro-Voice's line of microphones and
speakers into a premier line of products.

Kahn: Yes, the team was very suc-
cessful. Inthe last year that | was pres-
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Ten-Tec's manufacturing facilities in Sevierville, Tennessee.  Since jts founding in 1969, Ten-Tec has always
enjoyved a reputalion for high quality in the amateur
radic equipment it manufaciures.

ident sales reached $20 million (in 1969
dollars! —ed.). We had 1000 employ-
ees, three plants in the U.S,, and one
plant in England. Our stock was on the
American Stock Exchange,

CQ: You and Electro-Vaice also were
involved with the old Radio Manufac-
turing Engineers, or AME, company,
weran't you?

Kahn: Oh, yes! At the end of Woarld
War Il, BME had falien on hard times. |
was a vary good friend of the president,
Eric “Shaw" Shalkhauser, WOCSZ, and
s0 | bought the company. Russ Planck,
WSRGH, stayed on as manager. It was
my intention to continue and expand the
RME line of receivers, and indeed, we
did produce several new models. (For
mere information on RME, refar to Jog
Veras, N4QE’s “Radio Classics” col-
i in the August 2007 issue of CQ. —
ad. | Whatever we did, it just didn't seem
to be enough, and the BME division
continued to lose money,

By now, Electro-Voice was a public
company on the American Stock Ex-
change, and we couldn't continue to
oparate at a loss for our own pleasure
at the expense of our 2000 sharehold-
ers. At about the same time, we devel-
oped and patented a torgue-drive
phono pick-up cartridge, which was the
first cartridge 1o reproduce stereo sig-
nals. Orders were pouring in from al-
most every phonograph manufacturer
in the States, and our Buchanan plant
reached full capacity, so we converted
the RME plant to the production of thesa
carridges. While this was happening, |
received & call from GC Electronics,

offering to buy the name and assets of
RME. It wasn't long before we fraded
RME for their American Microphone di-
vision, and that pretty much spelled the
end of RME. The last receiver we pro-
duced was the AME 6900,

CQ: Electro-Voice was merged into
Gulton Industries in 1969, and you left
about six months later. Did you plan to
refire at that time? After all, you were
63, and no one could blame you if you
wanted to turn down the flame a bit. so
o speak.

Kahn: Well, truth be tald, | just didn’t
get along with the rest of Gulton's man-
agement. But retira? Hell, no; | was just
getting started. Jack Burchfield, K4JU.
and | decided to start Ten-Tec in Se-
vierville. Jack, who at that time was
WSBCRD, was an engineer in the
Electro-Voice engineering department.
He had a Masters degree in engineer-
ing from the University of Michigan, and
it didn't take him long after joining
Electro-Voice to become our Chief
Engineer for Consumer Products. Jack
was a great CW operator, and like me.
he loved contests. We frequently spant
the evening before a contest plotting
optimum propagation paihs. Needless
to say, we became very close friends.

CQ: When you left Electre-Voice and
formed Ten-Tec, it seemed lagical that
Jack should join you.

Kahn: Of course! The Ten-Tec plant
was completed in the summer of 1969,
and in September of that year Jack joinad
me o launch our new ling of amateur
products. Our first product, the Power

Mite PM-1 transceiver, was aimed at the
QRP crowd. This liitle CW transcelver
ran 2 watts output on 80 and 40 meters
and sold for $49.95. We even sold the
basic PM-1 circuit modules, tuning dial,
etc., separately; completely wired. it sold
for $259.95. Both the modules and the
transceiver were big sellers.

CQ: How did Ten-Tec's praduct line
evolve from there, and to what do you
attribute your success?

Kahn: We produced some great
equipment over the years, including the
TX-100, AX-10, Argonaut, Century,
Corsair, and others. Did you know that
Ten-Tec had a number of significant
firsts” in the industry? We had the first
all-solid-state transcaiver, the first solid-
state linear amplifier, and the first multi-
band QRF transceiver, the Argonaut.
Today, the OMNI VI Plus, Jupiter,
Scout, and Pegasus carry on the com-
pany's great tradition. The Japanese
are serious competitors of ours, of
course, but | think the reason we have
been so succassful is that we build the
kind of gear that we ourselves would like
to use, and we build this gearto the high-
est standards found in our industry to-
day. | think, too, that hams like our direct
sales policy. Not only does it provide
them with cost savings, it also forges a
closer connection with the factory.

CQ: Ten-Tec's products always have
garnered the highest approval ratings
among amateur, commercial, and mili-
tary users. To what do you attribute this?

Kahn: There are several reasons,
First, | learned early in my career that
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equipment should be designed fo
require a minimum of Service. Second,
if service is needed, it should be accom-
plished quickly and at the lowest possi-
ble cost. To my mind, suparior service
is the key to satisfied customers. Fin-
ally, we always felt that if a customer
had faith encugh to buy our products,
we should not, under any circum-
stances, take advantage of him or her.

CQ: There's no guestion, Al, that Ten-
Tec's generous service policies have
endeared the company to generations
of amateurs! But let's change the sul-
ject & bit. We understand that you are
guite an avid contester,

Kahn: Oh my, yes! | have participat-
ed in most of the major contests held
over the years, many times from an off-
shore location. Some of your readers
probably worked me during various
contests when | was signing calls such
as HVICHN, J37M, GEBBF, GW5BEF,
K4FW/KL7, K4FW/V4, WaDUS, and
¥EADUS. By the way, WSIOP and | acli-
vated the Vatican station, HV1CN, for
the first time in the CQ WW contest, and
a second time, two years later. Every-
thing since then has been anticlimactic.

CQ: Speaking of the CQ World-Wide
D¥ Contest, you played a pivotal role in
keeping that event alive in the early
1950s. Could you tell us about that?

Kahn: Well, itwas really agroup effort
by four of us. After Larry LeKashman
left CQ in 1949, the new editor (Perry
Farrall—ed.) didn't have much interest
in contesting and kind of let the CQ WW
slide. At about the same time, Larry
resigned a rather high-level job with

Al Kahn, K4FW, in his shack in
Cassopolis, Michigan. He remains
an avid contester to this day.

RCA and joined me as sales vice pres-
ident and a member of the board of
Electro-Voice, However, he never lost
hig high regard for CQ and his friends
there, and he often visited with them.
When it became obvious that COwasn't
interested in the contest anymaore, Larry
contacted Vic Clark, W2KFC (laler
WaKFO—ed.), Hal Brooks, WIVW, and
me. My call at the time was W8DUS.
Together we made up the “International
DX Club," and took on the task of run-
ning the World-Wide DX Contest.

During those years, Electra-Yoice
was growing fast and had not yet gone
public, so financing the contest was no
problem. Fortunately. we had an office
staffto handle details. Larry tore into the
contest effort as if we were introducing
a new product. He sent rules ta every
QSL Manager and to all U.S. and for-
aign clubs. Total saturation! It worked.
Legs arrived at Box 73, Buchanan,
Michigan and were sent on to the Poto-
mac Valley DX Club, as arranged by Vic
Clark. The effort was a success, and it
was fun, but all of the credit should go
to Larry LeKashman for arranging and
implementing the contest. All | did was
supply the funds and clerical help.

We ran the contest for two years, afler
which time CQ got a new editor who
understood the value of contests. He
called me up ane day and asked, “Could
we have our contest back?” The restis
history,

CQ: We know that you still are active
onthe air taday. What equipment do you
use and what modes and bands do your
favor?

Kahn: Oh, yes, I'm still active! | have
an OMHNI ¥l Plus, a Hercules, and a
M2 You'll find me on all of the HF
bands plus & and 2 meters, | prefer CW,
but | do keep a few skeds on SSB.

CQ: As we draw this interview to a
close, what are the kinds of things for
which you want to be rememberad Dy
generations to come?

Kahn: That's a tough one, Ted. It
would be enough to be remembered for
bringing some measura of enjoymentio
the thousands of amateurs worldwide
who used, and are using, Electro-Voice
and Ten-Tec products.

CQ: Al, you've had a remarkable life.
Thanks for sharing it with us.
Kahn: Thank you.
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