Paid to Listen to the Wireless

(This is an article I did for the magazine "Coastguard" in about 1969. It is a bit dated in parts, but, then, so am I!)

Ah yes, I expect some of you will assume from this title that there has been a sudden and dramatic change in the Government's attitude toward radio licences, but you would be wrong. During the daylight hours I work for the Postmaster General, and generous though he may be, I can assure you that he does not allow thoughts of this nature to even flit across his subconscious. This article is all about the rather specialised type of listening we do in our Coastguard look-outs. Not for us is Radio One, with the stately musicianship of Laughing Jack Swampfever and the Hounds of Bedlam; instead we have the scintillating cut-and-thrust of Radio 2182.

All the programmes are unpublished and come as a complete surprise. As we wait, all agog, perched on the edge of our wooden stools, we never know what, if anything, is coming next. It may be a Japanese making his 50th attempt to contact Algiers, a Greek calling the Folkestone Pilot, a shore station advertising the latest gale warning, a Pan message, or, what is most likely, a combination of all four, resulting in a noise like the Mad Laird having his first bagpipe lesson. 

Fortunately for us, English is the universal language on 2182 and we are able to understand most of what happens without having to learn about ten other languages. There is, however, the occasional exception. I have heard one of the operators at Niton Radio, Doubtless just returned from some frolic on the Costa Brava, knocking off the odd gem from his Spanish phrase book. -"Pardon me, Senorita, but your mantilla appears to be trailing in my custard" - but , happily, these are only temporary lapses.

In the look-out at Fairlight we have a remote loudspeaker, which means we cannot listen to any other frequency. To overcome this I have made a set of my own. This is quite easy really, - all you need is a handful of transisters and three weeks of sheer genius. Anyway I am now able to enjoy the whole of the entertainment at first hand. The ship-to-ship conversations are very good as a rule. The coaster skipper's unstinted praise of his owners, and the trawler-man's unqualified satisfaction at his catch! Some items are, frankly, disappointing. The Navigational Warning is an acquired taste, while the Traffic List sounds to me very much like the News in Norwegian the B.B.C. used to put out during the war. One thing is certain, you younger Coastguards won't be able to dance to it!

There is also a touch of mystery. Every night when the long distance transmissions start coming in, we hear the Spanish Donkey Men. "He-haw, he-haw" they go on for hours, far into the night. There are several theories about this, but my opinion is that the Spanish authorities take out shiploads of unwanted farmyard impe rsonators and dump them at sea.

There is also something strange at Scheveningen Radio. At any time of the day or night, Sunday or Christmas Day, the voice is always the same one. Have they found the man my boss is always looking for, or do they have triplets or even quads on the staff?

After a while it is possible to recignise the voices of the Coast Radio Station operators and in some cases to form a mental picture. This may not, however, be very accurate. Just across the Channel from us is Boulogne Radio and one of the operators reminded me a little of Charles Boyer. I imagined him just doing the job to fill in the time between visits to the Casbah. Then one night he was called by one of those gorgeous-sounding Scandinavian female radio operators. Evenin my advancing years, I could sense that my binoculars were steaming up, but the imitation C Boyer was right onthe ball "Good evening sir, what have you for me?" Ah well, so much for the French national image!

When at last, the night's entertainment is over, and we mingle again with ordinary people, we can allow ourselves to feel just a little superior. They may have read their papers from end to end, but only we know about that unlit buoy lurking half-way up the Skagerrak.
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