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It was the summer of 1976 and the CB 
craze was in full swing. I jumped on the 
bandwagon with an AM only radio that I 
had purchased from Radio Shack. This 
new hobby was fun as I could talk to 
people all over town, and was making new 
friends. My call letters were XM42-6484 
and I was supposed to use it every time I 
started or ended a conversation.

It was not long before the airwaves started 
to get crowded and call signs were being 
replaced by strange sounding names. 
I went back to the shack and traded up 
for a single sideband rig, hoping to cash 
in on the lesser used mode and restore 
things to the way they were initially. But, 
unfortunately, this did not happen as just 
about everyone bought a rig, the service 
was deregulated and the crowding got so 
bad that the noise level exceeded an S9, 
so on a clear day you could hear yourself 
across the street. I was starting to get very 
disillusioned with this new hobby, quickly.

One day I was driving on the 401 in 
Toronto and I saw a car pulled over with 
the hood up. I pulled in behind him to see 
if I could render any aid – and there I got 
my first taste of Amateur Radio. He was a 
ham – at that time in Ontario there were 
no call letter plates – and was on a 2m 
rig making a call home to get some help. 
I was flabbergasted, it was so clear! You 
could actually hear the person on the other 
end, no S9 noise level, just crystal-clear 
FM sound. Now I wanted one, yesterday. 
It was definitely something that was meant 
to be as later that year we purchased a 
computer at work from a local company 
that was a hotbed of Amateurs and I and 
made quite a few Amateur friends. I was 
eager to get started studying for my ticket 
and it was not long before I teamed up with 
my instructor and got started.

In those days the Amateur exam was 
administered by the Department of 
Communications. The exam consisted 
of the following: code receiving and 
transmitting at 10 wpm; a regulations 
paper; schematic diagrams of two 
popular circuits; and an oral exam at the 
end. It was a little gruelling, but to learn 
the code I bought a Heathkit recording 
by Russ Farnsworth, and for the rest I 
picked up a Canadian Amateur Radio 
Federation (CARF) Study Guide that had 
the regulations and some “DOC approved” 
diagrams, and explanations on how  
they worked. 

The process also involved two steps:  
first you had to pass the exam and for that 
you received a certificate; and with that 
in hand you could apply separately for a 
station licence.

The day finally arrived when I was to sit 
the exam. First, came the dreaded code 
receiving and I really was not ready for it. 

You put on a set of headphones, listened 
to a cassette recording and transcribed 
the code onto the answer sheet. If you 
missed a letter you could go on to the 
next word – as a single letter wrong was 
taken as a word mistake – and you were 
allowed only three mistakes on the test. 
Any more, and you failed, which I did 
the first time, second time and then the 
third time. No problem, the Examiner told 
me that I could come back and do that 
again another day, and proceeded with 
the remainder of the test. I left a little 
disappointed, but I was closer to having a 
ticket than I had been before.

By late spring in 1977, I had changed 
jobs and was sent on a business trip to 
Japan, arriving home only a few days 
before the date of my next test. Thinking 
I should postpone it, I was talked into 
going instead as I was “so close last 
time”. So when the date came, off I 
went to the DOC again. First passage: 
almost; second passage: even closer; last 
passage: not close enough. Round two. 
Not this time. 

I did not make another appointment as 
I knew that I needed some additional 
motivation and more practice, but I did 
need to get it done as the American Radio 
Relay League (ARRL) was holding its 
convention in Toronto that year. 

A few days later I came home to my 
apartment and checked my mail and 
there was a large, ominous government 
envelope in my mailbox, looking quite 
officious. I opened it up and to my 
surprise, there was my certificate!

My first call was to my instructor and when 
I told him that I had failed the code test 
the second time and had a certificate in 
hand, he told me to go ahead and get the 
station licence, as they would never check 
the records – turns out he was right as 
less than three years later they stopped 
administering exams and destroyed all 
the files – regardless of my pass mark. 
However, thinking that if an audit of the 
files ever occurred, I would be in deep 
doo-doo, I called my old friend and 
roommate and told him the same story. 
His response was “you don’t really feel 
like you earned it, do you?”, and he was 
right. I could not go ahead with a clear 
conscience and apply for my licence.

My next call was to the DOC, to the 
Examiner who signed the certificate.  
I explained that there was an error, which 
he could quite not fathom at the time and 
I arranged an appointment to see him the 
next day. When I showed up in his office 
he had pulled my file and found the error. 
I had been awarded a 70 percent mark 
for my last effort, but he had written the 
mark down on the next line which was for 
Theory, which had a pass mark of  

60 percent; and the second score sheet 
was in the file on top of the original. When 
he had reviewed my file earlier, he noticed 
that I had a pass mark and he issued the 
certificate. His mistake was not looking 
at the original score sheet to verify that I 
needed to retake the Theory exam as I had 
already passed it on the first go around. He 
was so relieved that he made me a promise 
that I would be able to get on the air right 
away if I passed the exam the next time. He 
gave me his master book with all the call 
signs and told me to pick one and to come 
and see him once I had passed the exam to 
get back my certificate so that I could then 
use my new call sign that same day.

The next time around I was a little more 
relaxed and had practised more and was 
confident that I would pass this time, 
knowing that I could get on the air later that 
day. I had brought a transceiver with me and 
was itching to use it. On the first passage I 
got four words wrong – not enough to pass, 
but closer than I had ever been. Same 
story for the second. Now I was on my third 
attempt at my third sitting, and there had to 
be some mojo in that! To my surprise, it was 
a repeat of the first passage! It appeared 
that they only had eight altogether so from 
here on I would be hearing them all over 
again. No need, as I hit the magic bullseye 
of only three words wrong – I had finally 
passed.

I left there with my certificate in hand and 
was on the air immediately with my new 
call sign, VE3KCH, or as I used to spell it 
phonetically, “three kilowatts can hurt”. I 
kept this call sign until I moved to Alberta 
some six years later and, not even thinking 
to ask about two-letter call signs, I became 
VE6ABV (“another bloody victim”). 

After I had hit the magic date of 10 years as 
an Amateur, I did finally go to the DOC and 
ask for a two-letter call. I got VE6VH, my 
current call, which if you listen to in Morse 
code, sounds like a train rattling down the 
track.

Martin Alcock, VE6VH, has been an Amateur 
for 40 years and is a software engineer, 
author and humourist. He was born in London, 
England in 1954 and emigrated to Canada 
with his family in 1969. His first experience 
with Amateur Radio was when his father gave 
him a copy of the Radio Amateur’s Handbook 
and later watching the operator on board 
the SS Empress of England as they sailed 
from Liverpool to Montreal. He finished his 
education in Canada and became a software 
engineer and worked in Toronto until 1983, 
when his interest in radio and microcontrollers 
landed him a job with a cellular phone 
manufacturer in Calgary, Alberta, where he 
lives today. He was one of the founders of the 
Novatel Amateur Radio Club, has received 
two awards of merit from the Calgary Amateur 
Radio Association, and is a member of the 
Quarter Century Wireless Association. More 
can be found on his website at www.ve6vh.org.
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