
March 10, 1981 

(return address removed FWS) 

 

Officer in Charge 

Gov’t Radio Station 

Tofino, B.C. 

Dear Sir: 

 I have written a piece for the Society of Wireless Pioneers but am not sure of all the 

facts. 

 I assume that your station is VAE and I am curious to know if it has actually been moved 

to Tofino or if this is just a mailing address and the station is still at the lighthouse. 

  I would appreciate any comments that you have regarding what I have written. 

 

   Very truly yours, 

   (Laurence Gray) 

   K3AK 

 

 

  



ESTEVAN POINT WIRELESS STATION (VAE) 

Laurence Gray 

 

 A number of coastal wireless stations were built in North America in the 1905 to 1910 period.  In 

those days there were few telegraph operators in the United States and Canada that could handle 

International Morse at 24 words per minute because most operators had been trained in “railroad” or 

“American” Morse.  Eleven of the letters and all of the numbers are different between the two codes.  

American Morse is less satisfactory for transmission under noisy conditions because of the spaced 

letters.  For example the letter C is dot-dot-space-dot while sending and I and then an E requires a 

slightly longer space between the second and third dots.  International cable operators used 

International but with cable code the operators were much more adept in reading inked tape than in 

listening through noise. 

 It is for this reason that many of the earlier operators were “imported” from Europe because it 

was much easier to train an operator to use the rather simple electrical equipment than to teach the 

new code.  My father was one of these imported operators.  He had worked in the Glasgow Post Office 

as a telegrapher from 1904 to about 1908.  He applied for a job in Canada and was assigned to Estevan 

Point on the west coast of Vancouver Island in British Columbia.  His name was Andrew L. Gray and he 

died in 1974. 

 Estevan Point is about half way up Vancouver Island and the lighthouse at this location was 

generally the first landmark to be picked up by ships coming from the Orient to enter the Straits of Juan 

de Fuca to go to Vancouver or Seattle.  In those days, it was felt that wireless stations should be located 

as closely as possible to the shipping lanes.  Accessibility by land was not a consideration and to this day, 

Estevan is not reachable by road.  I believe that in recent years the station (VAE) has moved to Tofino, 

which is about 35 miles south of Estevan.  When direction finding was invented, many years later, 

another station was established on this rugged coast at Pachena Point (VAD) which was primarily to 

assist ships in finding the entrance to the Straits of Juan de Fuca.  Another station was located just off 

the northern tip of Vancouver Island at Triangle island but this location proved to be a little too stormy 

to keep the large antenna aloft and this was later moved to Bull Harbor (VAG) which is on a somewhat 

sheltered island at the north-eastern tip of Vancouver Island.  Pachena Point is not far from Bamfield 

which is accessible by road.  Bamfield was the first eastern terminus of 

the Transpacific undersea cable. 

 I’m not sure of the date of the photograph of my father at the 

operating position at VAE but I believe that it is about 1912.  He 

married my mother in 1913 and moved to the station at Gonzales Hill in 

Victoria (VAK) in 1914.  Aft that, he was never to be seen without a 

collar and tie so I am sure that this photograph was taken before 1913.  

In 1914 all of the stations came under the jurisdiction of the Navy and 



all operators wore Naval uniforms.  As chief operator of the Gonzales Hill station, my father was a 

Warrant Officer and the name of the ship he was signed on to was the H.M.C.S. Rainbow.  It is the 

practice in the British and Canadian Navy to assign ship names to all shore station installations and I 

believe but not sure that the name of the Esquimalt Shipyard was “Rainbow”. 

 The photograph of the Estevan operating position shows how valuable electrical power was in 

those days.  They used “coal-oil” or kerosene lamps for lighting at night.  The engine generator was only 

started when a ship was to be contacted or a message to be retransmitted to Victoria or Vancouver to 

put on the landline.  The engines were gasoline driven and gasoline was brought in five-gallon cans from 

Hesquiat which was about five miles away.  Even at Hesquiat there was no dock and ships had to be 

unloaded with small boats or barges.  Gasoline was therefore far too expensive to use for lighting, 

cooking or pumping water.  I suspect that even the lighthouse did not use electric power for the light 

and it was turned by gravity using weights that had to be hoisted up by hand every few hours.  At the 

wireless operating position, the white push-button at the operator’s left was to signal the mechanic to 

start up the engine if a ship was heard. 

 The receiver is a Marconi Multiple Tuner similar to those described in Chapter 17 of “Wireless 

Telegraphy” by Rupert Stanley and written in 1914.  The tuner probably tuned from 300 to 3000 meters 

and the detector would have been either a carborundum or galena crystal.  The calling and distress 

frequency was (and still is) 600 meters or 500 kHz.  Whether or not they bothered to change to a lower 

frequency for handling traffic, I don’t know.  The spark transmitter was probably rated at 7.5 kilowatts.  I 

believe that a 25 kW spark transmitter was installed around 1920. 

 The send-receive switch is not easy to see in the photograph but the handle can be seen 

between the two lower pieces of paper on the wall.  Safety was not much of a consideration in those 

days and the transmitter r-f, of course, appeared on this switch and the operator had to be sure to keep 

hands off. 

 The box between the send-receive switch and the receiving tuner holds the detector.  In the 

case of the carborundum detectors, the sensitivity could be improved by placing a small voltage (under 

4 volts) in series with the headphones and the detector.  This voltage was adjusted for best sensitivity 

with a potentiometer. 

 During World War II, the only places in North America that were actually shelled by the 

Japanese were the Estevan Point lighthouse and wireless station and Port Stevens which is just south of 

the Columbia River mouth near Seaside, Oregon.  This occurred in June 1942.  At that time my father 

was residing at the Point Grey coast station (VAI) near Vancouver.  The operator at VAE sent four words: 

“BEING SHELLED—CLEARING OUT”.  They turned out the lighthouse and all other lights and all personnel 

retreated to the woods.  Although the Japanese fired may shells, only a few windows were damaged.  

My father spent many hours that evening at the key sending VAE de VAI, wondering, of course if they 

had all been killed or not.  Fortunately, nobody was hurt at either Estevan or Port Stevens. 

 I arrived on the scene in 1915 and spent the first ten years of my life living at VAK in Victoria.  I 

can well remember the arrival of the first vacuum tube transmitter around 1922 and the derisive 



remarks of the operators who felt that King Spark would never be replaced.  This particular transmitter 

was only 500 watts and did not sound as loud at the other end as the 7.5 kW spark.  The broadband 

effect of the spark transmitter, however, was such that the transmitter could be heard in landline 

telephones as well as on broadcast receivers for at least a mile from the station which was essentially in 

the middle of Victoria.  For this reason, the use of vacuum-tube transmitter soon became mandatory.  

The spark transmitters were finally outlawed for all services in 1935.  VAK used a synchronous rotary 

spark gap and every day at the watch change at 4 PM my father would take out the spark electrodes and 

file them down to the special shape that he felt gave the most pleasing note.  If the electrodes were too 

blunt the “note” which was probably 480 Hz would start to sound a little rough.  Later, the vacuum-tube 

transmitters employed a similar wheel with brass contacts which interrupted the CW signal at about the 

same rate.  In 1937, when I was an operator on the S.S Prince George, it was necessary to polish the 

brass contacts on the wheel in the 100-watt transmitter to avoid roughness of the note.  It was always 

necessary to use a modulated transmission on 500 kHz. 

 When I went to work for the Canadian Marconi Company in Montreal in 1938, one of my first 

assignments was in the Transmitter Development Department working on a 1 kW, 100-500 kHz 

transmitter.  Three were ordered by the Canadian government and one was to be installed at Estevan 

Point.  The other two were installed at Halifax, N.S. (Camperdown-VCS) and Yarmouth, N.S. (VAU). 

 One of the specifications for these transmitters was that they had to be on the air from a cold 

start in 5 seconds.  In 1938 there was still no commercial power at Estevan Point and the engine 

generators were only started when traffic was to be handled.  Although the engines could be started 

quickly, the mercury-vapour rectifiers in common use in those days required a 30-second warm-up 

period to avoid flash-backs.  If a ship was in serious trouble, 30 seconds can seem like a long time. 

 Our task was to design a fast warm-up transmitter.  The output tubes were RCA type 833A and 

these easily warmed up in 5 seconds.  For the rectifiers we used copper-oxide at first and we have built 

the first transmitter that had some “solid-state” components installed.  At that time the only available 

rectifiers were made in England.  One shipment of rectifiers was obtained and then the Germans 

managed to destroy the plant.  About that time the newer and somewhat more efficient selenium 

rectifiers became available from the International Telephone and Telegraph Co. 

 Mr. A. L. Gray eventually became the Divisional Superintendant of the British Columbia coastal 

stations.  He retired in 1953 after 45 years of service with the Canadian Government. 

 The coastal stations which were in operation included the following: 

• VAB Vancouver City (Merchant’s Exchange Building) 

• VAC Cape Lazo (East Coast of Vancouver Island) 

• VAD Pachena Point Direction Finding Station 

• VAE Estevan Point (West Coast of Vancouver Island) 

• VAF Alert Bay (South end of Queen Charlotte Strait) 

• VAG Bull Harbor (North end of Vancouver Island) 



• VAH Queen Charlotte Islands (Dead Tree Point near Tlell on Graham Island) 

• VAI Point Grey (near Vancouver at entrance to Burrard Inlet) 

• VAJ Prince Rupert (Digby Island) 

• VAK Victoria (originally Gonzales Hill and later at Gordon Head) 

• VAL Transmitting station on Lulu Island at mouth of Fraser River.  (Transmitter controlled by 

 VAB and VAI.) 

 

 

 

  



 

 

  



 


