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TAPE NUMBER: 1, Side A

February 6, 1992

Let's start from the beginning. Could you tell me where and
when you were born?
I was born on a farm near Thermal, California, in 1908.
Where is Thermal?
Well, it's between Indio [California] and the Salton Sea. At
that time, it was just a railroad stop. I might go back a
little bit . . .
Yes, go back a little bit. Please do.

and tell about my father and mother and how they got to
Thermal. My father was born in Collingswood, Canada. He came
to California when he was in his twenties and worked in a
general mercantile store in Oxnard. The store was owned by a
Mr. Gordon. During that time, my mother came with her
parents, the Armstrongs, to Oxnard from Springfield, Missouri.
They became close friends with the Gordons. In time, Mr.
Gordon sold his store in Oxnard and opened a new general
mercantile store in Thermal. He was so taken with the dry
weather and farming potential that he wrote the Armstrongs
that a forty-acre farm was available and recommended its
purchase. My grandparents visited the property and liked what
they saw. It was just like it is now--desert country--but at
that time there were artesian wells which made the 1land

valuable for farming. They just put a pipe in the ground and
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water would cascade out and over the top of the pipe where it
flowed to a reservoir. So they bought the farm. At the same
time, Mr. Gordon asked my father to move to Thermal to help
manage his new store. It was there that my father met,
courted and married my mother.

My father and mother lived with her parents on the farm
and it was there that I was born. I lived there for two years
when we came to Los Angeles and spent most of the rest of my
life in that city. However, I visited my grandparents for a
month each year for several years enjoying the farm life,
riding the horses, gathering eggs and swimming in the
reservoir.

Well, Collingswood, Canada, is that in Ontario?

Yes, it's about ninety miles north of Toronto. An interesting
aside on that is that one of my grandsons married a Canadian,
and sometime after they were married, we were talking about
roots, and it turns out that she and her family were also from
Collingswood. The rest of her family, grandparents, cousins,
et cetera, still live in Collingswood.

They're still there. Isn't that something?

So my grandson went to visit them and met several Curries in
the area. They came from Scotland, and there's quite a group
there in Collingswood.

Distant relatives possibly.

Yes, I think so.
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Now, did your father come out to California looking for work,
or was it adventure?

I wish I knew that. I never did talk with him about it. 1In
setting up a family tree with my sister, she did a lot of
writing and we have considerable information going way back,
but we never did find out why he came or at what age. We
understand that he finished high school, so he must have been
twenty or so before he left there. By the way, he became a
naturalized citizen in 1918.

What line of work was he in?

He was a clerk at the time he was in Thermal, and worked in
the general mercantile store. Later, he took an ICS
[International Correspondence Schools] course in bookkeeping
and became a bookkeeper. Then, by the time I was in school,
he was a salesman in a fixture/appliance store and sold
fixtures, counters, seats, cash registers, to restaurants,
stores, et cetera. 1In later years when I was in college, he
bought the company; but, unfortunately, it was rather late,
and when the Depression came along in 1928 and 1929, that
ended the business. Then he passed away in 1933.

When you moved to Los Angeles, what part of town did you move
to?

Well, we were in Sunnyside Heights first, and I've never been
able to figure out exactly where that was. It was a
subdivision with very few houses. I remember it was almost

like out on the farm. Houses were perhaps two blocks apart.
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The streetcar went out to what is now Gardena, and he would
ride to the end of the line and then walk a mile or so to our
home. But by the time I started school, we moved to Sixty-
first Street, near the Sixty-first Street School, which is at
Sixty-first and Figueroa Streets. All during my grammar
school days, my parents wanted to live near a school for the
sake of the children. I have two brothers and a sister.
Where do you fall in the family?

I'm the oldest. 1Incidentally, my brother, the oldest of the
two brothers, lost his job and was two years without work
during the Depression. Then he got a job with the county
recorder's office as a clerk. Later I talked him into taking
the assistant powerhouse and station operator's exam. When I
took the examination, there was no assistant class and you had
to have some knowledge of electrical theory, but as an
assistant you had to know very little. So he took that and
passed, and he worked for the Department [of Water and Power]
for thirty-five years.

Oh, did he?

He retired one year after I did. He was an operator all those
years and he retired as the chief operator at Receiving
Station P.

I wasn't aware of that. That's interesting that your brother
was along with you there. Did you go to L. A. public schools,

grammar school and junior high school?
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Yes, after three years at the Sixty-first Street School, we
moved to Forty-third and Olive Streets, and the school was at
Vernon and Olive, half a block away. I remember right in the
middle of the first term the school burned down. I must have
been a good sleeper, because all the family was awakened and
ran out to see the big fire, but I slept all the way through
it and didn't know about it till the next morning.

Is that right? You must have had a clear conscience.

I might say, too, that my mother was very interested in all of
her children's education. She wanted us to get a good start,
so she taught us how to read and write and do simple
mathematics before we were even in kindergarten. As a result,
my brother skipped one grade and I skipped two grades in
school, which wound up that I was pretty young when I
graduated from high school.

Which high school did you go to?

Franklin High School in Highland Park. I took a college
preparatory course and I was rather young, so at that time
UCLA was on Vermont [Avenue] and the principal suggested that
because of my age and perhaps lack of maturity that I go to
work or do something for a couple of years before going to
UCLA. My father, back in 1916 to 1919, had gone to Biola as
a nighttime student and he graduated in the first night school
class. I was interested in following in his footsteps, so I
thought, well, I'll just go to his school. So that's why I

went to school between high school and college for two years.
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Oh, so you went to Biola for that period?

Yes. It's called Biola now. That stands for Bible Institute
of Los Angeles, and it was a certificate course in those days.
Of course, now it's a fully accredited college.

Oh, I see. We had a young woman working with us at the
Department as a part-timer, and she was a Biola student. She
was interested in the ministry. Now, was that the case then,
that it prepared people for the ministry?

Well, it was for anyone who wanted to obtain a greater
knowledge of the Bible, and it was for Sunday school teachers
and also missionaries. I know several who went from there to
UCLA and graduated and then went on to seminary and became
missionaries and preachers.

I see. This young lady that worked for us was interested in
missionary work, so that's a continuity there. Well, when I
interview people who grew up in Los Angeles, I like to try to
derive a picture of what Los Angeles really looked like in
those days. I've seen pictures where the subdivisions are all
beginning to spread out and different areas are being annexed
for various reasons, mainly, I suppose to hook into the water
system. What kinds of activities or what sorts of boyhood
activities did you engage in? Was it the typical things like
baseball?

My brother was a great baseball and basketball player, the
athletic type, but frankly I went in more for sedentary type

of activities. I became a Boy Scout, and the Boy Scout
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Handbook told how to put together a radio, so that started me
in my life's work, although I didn't realize it at the time.
But on the way home from school one day I found a five-dollar
bill, and with that I was able to buy a crystal and a headset,
and I made the coupler and condensers and all the rest that is
necessary to put together a crystal set. At that time, the
only voice broadcast in the area was the telephone circuit
between San Pedro and Catalina, so I could listen to that.
Later on, of course, the broadcasting stations came in one by
one. When vacuum tubes came along, I bought some vacuunm
tubes. I put together radios for the family. I built a
loudspeaker set with an automobile battery to provide the
power. I put it on the rug underneath the table. When we
moved, there was no rug there. (chuckling) The battery acid
had eaten up the rug. Anyway, that was my great interest and
I followed through on that. After college I went to work for
Western Auto Supply in the radio department because I had the
experience.

What were the specific duties of that, and what were the
circumstances of hiring in there? Did you just go and apply
or was it something . . .

Well, my brother, before he went to work for the County--
before he was laid off, in fact--he worked for Western Auto
Supply as a swamper. That is, a branch store would order
materials, and it was the job of the swamper to go through the

warehouse, pick out these materials, and put them in boxes for
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shipment to the store. So he got me a job there as a swamper.
Then, after about six months, a German radio man retired and
went back to Germany--this was in 1929--and so I applied for
his job and they gave it to me.

So I went to work as a radio technician, but I soon found
out that I did not know as much as I thought I did about all
of the ins and outs of radios. So I went to what is now known
as Pacific States University to night school. I was working
nine hours a day, with an hour for lunch and an hour each way
on the streetcar to Eagle Rock where my wife and I lived, and
then went to night school after that. And it was six days a
week, by the way, so I put in some long weeks for several
years. Anyway, I graduated and got my certificate.

What was the course of study?

It was radio engineering.

You say it's Pacific States now, what was it called then?
California Radio College. They changed the name in 1935, and
they now grant bachelor of science degrees.

Well, I sort of jumped a topic there, let's go back to a
picture of Los Angeles.

Well, when I was young, occasionally we'd take a drive out
through San Fernando Valley and Susanna Pass, and except for
a small area around Van Nuys, it was all farming country. You
could buy a lot for $300, and $300 was a lot of money in those
days when I was making $25 a week with Western Auto. In fact,

my salary was cut to $23.50 when the Depression came along.
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But when the NRA [National Recovery Administration] reduced
working hours from forty-eight hours to forty, for a while our
hours were cut. Then they allowed stores to go back to forty-
eight hours, and so did I. As I said, we lived in Eagle Rock,
a bedroom community with many city employees. After World War
II, a large lemon orchard in northeast Eagle Rock was
subdivided and we bought a house in 1950 and built a house
where we lived until 1970 when we moved to Westlake Village.
There was no longer room for expansion, and as the houses in
communities like Eagle Rock and Highland Park aged, these
districts became multi-racial and the more affluent homeowners
moved to newer areas such as to San Fernando Valley.

How about the Hollywood mystique? Growing up in the East, you
tend to think of Los Angeles as only Hollywood. Of course,
moving out here I realized that Hollywood is a little corner
of it.

Well, really, Hollywood is just a name. It's only a corner of
Los Angeles, you go through there and you don't see anything
like [what] is shown in the media. It's just hype. I had a
brother-in-law who worked for MGM for many years, and they and
some of the other studios kept people busy. I went to the
studios and that was interesting, but outside the studios,
Hollywood as a city wasn't anything to see.

You mentioned the Depression. You said that your father was

hurt, or essentially wiped out, I guess, by it.
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The Depression wiped him out. Well, he had made big money
when he was owner of the store, and I was driving a Cadillac
and he had a Cadillac and things were going great. Well, he
lost everything, and all he had left was the house. He got a
job as a bookkeeper. It was difficult on that salary to keep
things going, and it affected his health and he died. He was
a good man, a capable man, but instead of investing in real
estate he invested in stocks. Back in the twenties, people
made a lot of money and they invested in what is now known as
blue sky stocks. He bought Julian Oil. You've probably never
heard of Julian, but he was selling oil stock all over the
country. When the Depression came along, they found out that
he hadn't invested in land or equipment, he just pocketed the
money from the sale of stock. Well, a lot of these people

committed suicide, but he escaped to China and lived out the

rest of his life there. They never did bring him back to
justice.
My father invested in coin-controlled lockers. 1In the

Depression, people didn't travel, so what do you use coin-
controlled 1lockers for, also blowout-less tubes. These
inventions were before their day. Then for a while he
invested in dishwashing machines for restaurants--he had been
in the restaurant supply business--and that was before they
invented the domestic machines. It was a good machine, but
restaurants were going broke, they weren't about to buy

dishwashers, and help was so cheap you could hire all you
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wanted for twenty-five cents an hour. So that was the
situation.

And it's interesting because now I think the situation in
Los Angeles is much worse than it was then: people living in
cardboard boxes and homeless because they have no job, no
money, and rents are so high. In those days, you never saw
anything like that. Rent was low and there was no Social
Security, no net to keep people going, but somehow or other
they were able to survive. I know my mother and two brothers
and sister, after my father passed away in 1933, none of them
were working, a couple of them were still in school. I helped
them out a little bit, but fortunately the home was paid for
and taxes were low. They just got by doing odd jobs and you
didn't see people flooding the streets. Of course, the
population then was much less than it is now and people didn't
come from all over to Los Angeles to get the goodies.

As far as I'm concerned, the Depression was not really
meaningful for this reason: I did not lose a day's work from
the time I started in 1928 until I retired. They've been
giving me a good retirement since. Although the pay was very
low, $25 a week, you could buy an automobile for $200 or $300,
and gasoline was twenty-two or twenty-three cents a gallon if
you went to the right places, and you could buy a bunch of
carrots for a penny. My wife told me years later that when I
gave her my paycheck every week she put it in boxes, in

budgeting it, she said she would allow fifteen cents a day for
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meat. Now, you wouldn't get very far with fifteen cents a day
nowadays. And carfare, we lived about four blocks beyond the
five-cent fare where it changed in Eagle Rock to a ten-cent
fare. So I'd get off at the end of the five-cent fare and
walk to save the nickel. But I wouldn't do that now.
(chuckling) Anyway, we did not require much to live. Our
activities were principally in the church, and that's free,
just going to church, with their evening activities and Sunday
activities. We'd eat out generally on Sunday. We could eat
at Clifton's Cafeteria on Hill Street between Sixth and
Seventh Streets, where you could get a complete dinner for
twenty-five or thirty-five cents, or all you can eat for fifty
cents. Occasionally, we'd buy a fifty-cent all you can eat.
They had a big fountain there. At the foot of the fountain
was ice cream--probably it was ice milk--and vats of it, and
that was free. So, after your dinner, you could get free ice
cream.

Going back a little bit to education, in high school did you
take radio engineering kinds of courses or drafting or
anything like that?

I took the college preparatory course. I had three years of
math, three years of English, and I had history, which was an
abomination. (chuckling)

Why was that?
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Trying to remember all of the dates. Remembering dates is not
easy for me. And then science courses: biology, physics,
chemistry. I had four years of that.

So your radio activity was pretty much your hobby?

A hobby at that time. It wasn't till after I got married that
it became a vocation.

Well, at the radio college, what kinds of courses did you
take?

It was straight radio theory and practice as well as math.
They had equipment so you could build and test radios. Well,
I had done that before so that was easy, so I was their honor
student, I guess you might say.

There was a recent program on public television on the radio
pioneers, [Edwin Howard] Armstrong and David Sarnoff, and Lee
DeForest. Were you aware of what these men were doing or what
the great radio inventors and pioneers were doing?

Oh, yes. Many of them were still living when I started.

It seemed 1like every couple of weeks something new was
happening. You know, to go from a situation where you
couldn't 1listen to the radio in a group--you had to use
earphones--and then to move to . . .

They did not have loudspeakers until the audio tube was
invented. Many of these so-called great scientists and
inventors were not highly educated men, they were
experimenters. I'd delve into developing different types of

radios. While I was working at Western Auto, I became a ham
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radio operator and my call letter was W6CHJ. I built my own
transmitter and receivers. Incidentally, that instigated my
first contact with the Department of Water and Power. I heard
that you could get a 2200-volt instrument transformer from
their salvage warehouse really cheap. Actually, the
Department's system was 4400 volts, but the transformers were
double-wound. By reconnecting the windings in parallel
instead of in series, actually, you could get 2200 volts. I
should note that later the system voltage was increased and

the standard primary voltage became 4800 volts.



CURRIE 15

BC:

TAPE NUMBER: 1, Side B

February 6, 1992

So I went to the salvage yard and picked up a beautiful
transformer on a marble base and used that for the high
voltage for my transmitter. Every time I'd push the key, the
lights in the house would go down a little bit. (laughter)
But, anyway, I corresponded with Japan many times. The first
time I turned it on, I had not yet had the time to string an
antenna on my roof, but I just laid a wire out on the hedge
outside by the back porch where I had installed the equipment.
I keyed CQ, and the first one to come back was a close friend
of mine who had gone to Biola with me. So, anyway, it wasn't
too long after that though that our first baby came along, and
I sold all of my transmitters and receivers for enough money
to buy a washing machine. Anyway, that helped my wife.

But I went on and developed a receiver, a two-circuit,
tuned radio frequency receiver, and it looked nice, and I
thought, well, this is something new and different. So I took
pictures of it and wrote an article and submitted it to Radio
Craft and they published it and I got $25 for it. That was a
whole week's wages. Later on, when working for [Ivan L.]
Bateman, some years after going to work for him, Walter
Matney, the chief radio operator, came across this magazine
and took it into Bateman. "Look here, Burton Currie is an

author." (chuckling) That was interesting for me, too.
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Well, at Western Auto Supply, what was it to begin with? Was
it a warehouse? They would supply anything having to do with
automotive needs?

Right, it was a warehouse. They had their main store at
Eleventh and Grand, and the back of the building and the upper
floors were all warehouse to ship supplies to the stores
throughout the West Coast, and on the roof was a penthouse
where we had our radio repair shop. Western Auto sold their
own brand, Western Air Patrol radios, and they would ship them
out. And when sold, if they had trouble the branches would
send them back to the warehouse and I would repair them. We
had about five technicians.

Later on, Western Auto Supply obtained a franchise with
Motorola, which was the first time on the West Coast for
Motorola, and we sold their car radios. So some of the
technicians were busy installing and repairing the car radios.
I was a specialist and began doing work for special needs.
For instance, Culver City wanted radios where they could hear
the police broadcast. Instead of buying a special police
receiver, they could buy a Motorola, have it modified and it
would be much cheaper. So I did that kind of work. Then,
along the line, Bateman, who was the communication engineer
for the Department . . .

That would be Ivan Bateman?
Yes, Ivan L. Bateman. Well, Bateman graduated from SC [USC,

University of Southern California] in electrical engineering,
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and then he went to Western Electric back East and worked
there a couple years. Then Roy Martindale, who was the head
of the Operating Division, and the Communication Section was
a part of the Operating Division, he had known Bateman through
his church--I believe they belonged to the Church of Christ--
so he asked Bateman, who had this experience now in addition
to a college degree, to come back and take over the
communication work of the Department. So Bateman came back.
In the meantime, Glenn [M.] Green graduated from UCLA in
physics. At that time, UCLA [University of California, Los
Angeles] did not have a course in electrical engineering--you
had to go to Berkeley for that--but you could take physics.
Well, he graduated with a physics major and he also went back
to Western Electric. His wife didn't like New York at all,
and after two years he asked Bateman if he could come back and
work for him. So Bateman hired him and he was Bateman's
assistant. Bateman at that time supervised the telephone
operators, the radio telegraph operators, and the telephone
and teletype equipment repairmen.
Just on a technical point, why does the Power System need all
this communications activity?
Well, without communications they'd be dead in the water.
There are several reasons, one is voice communication. The
telephone operators, of course, handle the telephone
equipment, answering calls from the public and between

stations in the Department. Then, between Los Angeles and the
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distributing stations--that would be the load dispatcher in
the distributing stations and also the generating stations and
Independence, [California], the headquarters for the Water
[System in the Owens Valley], and Boulder [City, Nevada] they
needed voice communication for control of the power supply and
distribution.

In addition, when I became the communication engineer--
and we're jumping ahead a little bit--we had need for better
cable circuitry between distributing stations, generating
stations, receiving stations, for control and alarm systems.
In other words, if a line were to be knocked down by a car and
grounded, the 1line circuit breakers would open. Without
control, why, it would open all the breakers back to the
generating station, so you needed to just control that one
section and open that one line. So, by having cable circuits
between all of the stations, relay equipment could be operated
so that when one line went out, a voltage would go on the
circuit to stop all of the other lines from relaying. This is
done in milliseconds of time, of course, and one way to
control it was that the nearest station would go first and
then it would take a 1little time before the relay would
operate on the next line, and so on.

Well, they rented circuits from the telephone company,
but between two stations, many only six or eight blocks apart,
the telephone company would route the circuit to a central

station, and from there to another central station and back.
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They used 22-gauge wire, which is quite small, and the voltage
drop in that wire was such that it was difficult to get the
control equipment to work. So we installed our own cable
using larger gauge wire and strung it on our own poles and in
our own underground circuits. We had our own cable splicers,
our own cable men climbing poles, our own underground cable
men, so that the section built up gradually over the years.
Radio was used between Los Angeles and Independence in case
the telephone line that Bateman built in his early days
because it was cheaper than renting a Bell System phone line,
and if that should go out, why, radio would back it up. They
used Morse Code, and we had to have radio telegraph operators,
so all of the men working in those offices were licensed radio
telegraph operators. They used teletype between commercial
offices mainly, and they also used it when they constructed
the Boulder line to provide a means of ordering material.
Every night the lines would be busy and then there would be a
stack of papers in the morning of what they needed in the way
of supplies for the following day's work. I have a story
about that, but that comes later.

Okay. Last week when we had a preliminary interview, you were
telling me about how you hired in at DWP in the first place.
I'd like to get that story.

Well, to me that's an interesting story. I don't know how
interesting it would be for an historian and posterity. I

worked on special projects at Western Auto, and one I worked



CURRIE 20

on was when Green and Bateman decided that when Boulder Dam
was in operation that they would have voice carrier over the
transmission line for dispatching. They would need, if they
could get it to work, a receiver in a car so that a patrolman
patrolling the line within 1,000 foot of the transmission line
could pick up this carrier and be called for service, be
notified of a break, et cetera.

So this is carrier current?

Carrier current.

And it's parallel or within . . .

It's radio, only it's low-frequency and it's put onto the
transmission line through a capacitor and travels over the
line. Because it's low frequency, it doesn't radiate for
miles like a radio station, and it attenuates rather rapidly;
but, generally, with a sensitive receiver you could pick it up
within 1,000 feet of the line. For trial before Boulder was
operational, they put a carrier transmitter on a distribution
line, which has a lot of low impedance circuits on it, and
they had great difficulty getting it to work. They tried
Philco car receivers, who built a special radio for them, and
they had two others. Green had heard about my work at Western
Auto through some friend who had their radio repaired there,
so he came over and brought a couple of their experimental
radios, saying, "We can't do anything with these. Philco has
given up and they won't even repair them anymore and we need

to continue our experiments with the transmitter on top of
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Sub[station] 15. So I fixed the receivers for him and told
him I'd be glad to help them.

Well, it wasn't long after that before Mr. Galvin, the
president of the Motorola Corporation, came to Western Auto,
who was selling a lot of their radios. He had heard about
this carrier application and he wanted to see it, so we phoned
Bateman, made arrangements to meet Bateman and Green with my
boss at Western Auto, Ted Boles. So I went with Boles and
Galvin and met with Bateman and Green at Sub 15. We climbed
a vertical ladder thirty feet up from the second floor onto
the roof, and there was a penthouse there where they had this
transmitter. So we saw it, but that was my one and only
contact with Galvin and my first contact with Bateman. I had
worked with Green before. So that's how I knew about the
Department's communications system. That was my only visit,
the only time I'd ever seen the inside of a substation. Well,
here is how I got into the work, and this is rather a long
story. I don't know how much you want to tape.

Fine, I want it all.

Well, this 1is the most interesting part of my 1life.
(chuckling) As time goes by, you know, work becomes more
routine, but in those days it was very exciting. I took an
examination in 1933 for police radio technician. I had just
graduated from Pacific States and I had taken the examination
that was given by the Dealers Association in Los Angeles and

I passed with the highest grade they had ever given. I got an
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A-plus on it and my boss Ted Boles congratulated me and I
thought that was nice, so maybe I can pass this examination.
So I took the examination, written and oral, and passed number
two. Well, in the Depression there were very few hires, and
as a result of that, for the two-year life of that list, they
only hired the number one man part-time, so I did not get the
job.

With that experience in mind, I took another examination
and it came about like this: A close friend of mine at church
was going to medical school to become a medical doctor.
During summer vacations he worked for DWP as a station
operator-emergency appointment. In those days, the Civil
Service Department under previous mayors was rather lax and
they did not follow up on requirements to keep examinations
current for all the lists where there'd be a hire. If they
did not have a list, then the Department could make a six-
month emergency appointment. Within that six months, the
examination should be given and that would be the end of it.
But Civil Service wasn't doing that.

Anyway, in the Powerhouse and Station Operator Group,
they had a need for a number of station operators to go in
training for the opening of Boulder Dam in 1936. So, in 1934,
they had an examination and I took it, upon the recommendation
of my friend. I passed number 112. Well, with my experience
of number two never being called, I tore the notice up and

told my wife, "Well, that was a waste of time," although it
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was interesting. A year and a half later, my wife called me
at work at three o'clock on a Friday afternoon. She said,
"You have a call here. It says you must report in two days."
Well, I wasn't going to take a chance of 1losing out on
Saturday and Sunday. (chuckling) So I dashed home and
thought, well, gee, I look terrible. I grabbed a haircut on
the way home. By the time I got a haircut, went home, changed
my clothes, got dressed for an interview and got down there,
the office was closed. But there was a girl in the personnel
office who said, "You go up and see Roy Martindale--he's the
head of the division--and talk to him. Because we have
instructions to send all interviewees to him," rather than
Herbert [H.] Cox, who was the head of the Operating
subdivision or group--section they call it now.

By that time, it was after working hours and I went up
and talked for over an hour with Martindale. He was a very
good man and I knew him all through the years until I became
Assistant Chief Electrical Engineer. He kept telling
everybody, "Currie is my man. I made him." (chuckling)
Well, Civil Service never makes anybody. But, anyway, as I
said before, he was active in the Christian church, I believe
it was, along with Bateman, and he carried a Bible on his
desk, and I talked with him a little bit about these things.
He said, "Well, I'll tell you, we're in need of men for the
summer." Now, this was in May, and he said, "We can put you

on now through the summer." I said, "Well, look, I've got a
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permanent job. I can't afford to take a chance and get laid
off on the basis that the following spring you'd rehire for
Boulder Dam." He said, "Well, you look like a good man. I'll
find you a job. 1I'll personally promise you that if you get
laid off in September after the summer vacations, I'll get you
an emergency job as a gardener." And that paid almost as much
as a powerhouse and station operator, $110 a month. After six
months you went to $135. Well, $110 a month was about what I
was making at the time, $135 sounded like a millionaire's
salary. I could get a better car, I could get a better home
with $135. Anyway, I said, "Well, I'll take it." So he said,
"Well, you come down next Monday and see Herbert Cox." Now,
I'll go in briefly to the reason why Martindale was doing the
interviewing. I don't know if this is for posterity, but
Well, it is, absolutely.

Back in those days--prior to my days--Ezra Scattergood was the
General Manager and he was the one who developed the Power
System, designed all of the generating stations, the
substations and so on. He was a great person.

A great man.

I met him a number of times. When I was there, he was doing
consulting, he was a consultant. I went to his home and fixed
his radio a time or two. He lived out on Adams Boulevard in
one of those great big homes, and so did Pepperdine, the owner

and developer of Western Auto, and I went to his home several
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times--to fix their radios, not as a guest. But, anyway,
Scattergood was quite a dominant personality, aggressive, and
he kept things pretty much under his thumb.

The Department was small in those days. It was like a
big family. When I went to work there, it was not like it is
now. Everybody knew everybody else. They had Christmas
parties by division and I got to meet everybody in the
Operating Division. Then they had picnics every year, and
these things were great for morale.

Well, Roy Martindale was an easygoing person in charge of
the Operating Division. He got along well with Scattergood,
did whatever Scattergood told him. At that time, there was a
Distribution Division, which included the overhead and
underground distribution design and construction section with
[Carl] Heinze at its head. It was a very large division and
they were building up rapidly. I think it was in 1922 they
took over the Edison Company holdings. We had Edison power in
Eagle Rock and we were turned over to the Department of Water
and Power and we got a new meter, the rates dropped and the
costs dropped, which made me happy. Anyway, there were
several other supervisors who were looking to Heinze for
leadership. I don't know what the underlying cause was.
Perhaps Heinze figured, well, Ezra is going to retire one of
these days and I'm going to take over as General Manager. He
got a 1little outspoken and there was friction, and so

Scattergood didn't fire him, he just eliminated the position.
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There was no more Engineer of Distribution, so he was out of
work. He became a consulting engineer and I met him later
when I joined the Electric Club.
What was Heinze's first name? Was it Carl?
Carl Heinze, you've heard about him?
Oh, yes, of course.
Anyway, what happened was they eliminated the position and
they put Distribution under Martindale and they split it up
into Overhead Distribution and Underground Distribution. They
put Cox, who was in charge of the receiving and distributing
stations, and who had aligned with Heinze, in a straightjacket
under Martindale, so that Martindale did all the hiring to
make sure that things were kept clean and pure. So that was
the reason for this interview by Martindale. Well, anyway, he
said, "You come down Monday, go to Cox and he'll sign you up."
So I went down there early Monday morning and talked to
Cox. He said, "You understand now that you're so far down the
list, this is just temporary employment for the summer and
then we let you go." I said, "No, I don't understand that at
all. I talked with Martindale Friday night," and he jumped.
I said, "He said that he would see that I was carried through
one way or another until you hire more operators in the spring
for training and the opening of the Boulder Power Plant." So
he said, "I make no promises," and I said, "Well, I don't want
the job then. I've got a permanent job now. I'm not taking

the chance of being out of work for four or five months." I
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said, "Why don't you call Martindale?" So he picked up the
phone, and I don't know what they said, but he came back and
said, "Well, you can have the job and Martindale says that
he'll take care of you. That's his responsibility, not mine."
Very abrupt. Later on, I found out he was a nice man, but he
didn't like being told how to run his business.

The first impression, yes.

My impression of him was very poor. The other thing I found
out that Green and Bateman and most of the operators told me
was that [with] Cox you had to be a Mason in order to advance.
I said, "Well, I don't believe that. It's Civil Service and
I'm not going to join the Masons." So, anyway, I found out
that it was not true, but I signed up and I did work at Sub 5
where they had rotating machinery. It was a rotating
condensing unit to provide capacity into the distribution
system to make up for the inductance of the distribution
lines. My job was to check the condensing machine, sweep the
floor, read the meters, and to turn on the street lights in
the evening and turn them off in the morning. At that time,
it was a dangerous job because they had coils that swung up
and down with a counterbalancing weight which kept them
centered so that the current was constant at 6.6 amps. If a
number of street lights burned out, why, it would be too much
current because of the lowered resistance, so a coil would
raise a little ways to reduce the current to the required 6.6

amperes. So, when you turned this apparatus on, you had to
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release the coil, swing it all the way open, stand by, and
throw the big switch and watch to make sure it came down and
settled quickly. Well, they exploded once in a while.
Fortunately, I was never around when one exploded. There were
a number of accidents while I was still an operator. One
experience that I heard about concerned the head of Station
Maintenance who was an odd individual--smart but not too
practical, they told me. He was telling some of his
maintenance people, "Now, when you get on top of these
switches to clean them, you want to stay away from the
adjoining busbar because they are very dangerous. You can get
within six inches of one and it will flash over, see?" And he
pointed to it, and he got too close and it flashed over and
knocked him off the ladder to the floor. I've never forgotten
that. But they had a number of men killed that climbed on
transformers or switches without grounding them and they were
killed.

Well, did you need any sort of training for what you were
assigned to do?

Principally by word of mouth. I worked in two-man stations,
and they had a senior operator and I was a junior operator,
and he told me what to do and did what training was necessary.
Also, they had a training program by books that were put out
by Ernie [Ernest P.] Bryant, who was the teacher. He was
another one of those that were aligned with Cox, so they

demoted him from Assistant Chief Operator to schoolteacher.
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He overcame that later on and he was my boss for a while. So,
anyway, Ernie Bryant wrote these lessons and I would work
through the lessons. It took about a year, and I learned all
of the functions necessary to operate. I worked at Station 5
for two weeks on the day shift, which was wonderful. I could
hardly believe, after working so hard, so many hours, so many
days a week, that I only had to work five days a week and all
I had to do was sweep when I came on the shift, take a reading
once every half hour and sit there and read magazines. It was
unbelievable. But I'll tell you, after a year of that, you
get so sick of it that you want to get out of it and do

something else.
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Well, I worked for two weeks on the day shift, but then they
assigned me to the graveyard and the bubble broke. I worked
on the graveyard for five weeks, and I couldn't . . .
Graveyard being the night shift?

Yes, from 11:00 P.M. to 7:00 A.M. There was very little
activity but you didn't dare put your head down on the desk,
because if you didn't call in to the load dispatcher every
half hour . . . I don't think the readings were all that
important. I think they were just checking to make sure that
the operator was awake. (chuckling) Anyway, I couldn't sleep
when I'd get home, and it got so that I couldn't stay awake on
the job and couldn't stay awake driving home. I'd drive
halfway home from DS 5, which was at Fifth and Mateo, and I'd
have to stop and pinch myself and get out of the car and walk
a couple of steps to get awake enough to get home. I was
about ready to quit and go back to Western Auto, because they
told me anytime I wanted to I could come back to work there.
But, fortunately, they transferred me after five weeks of
graveyard to Sub 4 at Slauson and Figueroa, where I worked for
a few months on the P.M. shift, and that was fine.

That would have been from, say, one o'clock to eleven o'clock,

or something like that?



CURRIE 31

BC:

The P.M. shift was from 3:00 P.M. to 11:00 P.M., and that
meant that I had my mornings free. Incidentally, now,
speaking about graveyard, my brother worked graveyard all of
his life. He wouldn't work anything else but graveyard. He
was a night person and I was a day person. I get up real
early but I couldn't stay awake nights.

Anyway, I worked the P.M. shift there. I had worked
there a few months when [H. S.] Benham, the chief operator of
the B system, including Sub 4 and about a dozen other
distributing stations in this system, came over. I remember
him sitting on the rail and swinging his feet and saying,
"Currie, how would you like to go to [Receiving Station] B and
work the P.M. shift?" I said, "Well, I'll do anything to make
sure I don't have to work another graveyard. What do you have
in mind?" He said, "Well, I was talking to Glenn Green. I
told him my radio didn't work and he said, 'You've got a man
working for you that's an expert, so he'll take care of all
your radios.' So if you'll come out and take care of the
radios and work the P.M. shift, we'll train you in the work,"
because it was a lot more work at B than in the substation.
So I went to work for Benham and that worked out real well.
I enjoyed the work and I was never laid off.

Sometime later I received a call from the Station
Maintenance Chief, the head of Station Maintenance--I spoke
about him a while ago. Mr. [A. B.] Jones, the head of the

Station Maintenance, who had charge of all the generating and
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receiving and distributing stations maintenance. The work
consisted primarily of overhauling station switches and
transformers. They also overhauled pole transformers for
distribution. He came out to Station B one afternoon and
said, "I heard that you are a radio man and are familiar with
carrier current devices. When they activate the Boulder
Transmission Line, I have been given charge of the carrier
control circuit,"--it was built by Westinghouse--and he said,
"T would like for you to go to work for me and it will be
pretty quick now because the equipment has come in and we need
to test it and install it, and you'll be in charge of carrier
maintenance. But it's not a full-time job, you'll work with
the electrical mechanics to overhaul the switches." I didn't
care much for that, but I said, "Well . . ." Oh, then he said
also, "That will be a higher-paying job than the electrical
mechanics." They got $185, which was the scale then, and the
foremen got $225. "You'll soon work up to make $225." Well,
I wanted to be financially independent, too, so I said, "Well,
Bateman had told me to stand by, that he was going to use me
for the installation and maintenance of the Boulder powerline
carrier for communications. But I haven't heard anything from
him, and it's been a long time, and I don't know when and if
I'll ever get that job. 1I'll go to work for you."

Well, that was a rash decision, I was just too anxious to
get out of operating into a higher-paid job, I guess. But I

got to thinking it over and I decided, well, I'll go down and
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talk to Martindale. So I went down after hours and talked
with him for an hour and a half. He rambled about this, that
and the other thing, but I got two things out of the
conversation that I remember: one, is that he did not think
that the job with Jones, carrier maintenance, would pay any
more than a communication man. "It's the same kind of work,
why should it pay more? So his commitment to you probably was
not a commitment. That's subject to my recommendation and
approval." The other thing that I got out of the conversation
was: "That may be a longtime commitment and you should not
get into something for the money, you should get into it
because you like the work, you're capable of handling it, and
you'll be interested in doing it." I said, "Well, you've
helped me make up my mind. I don't have much interest in
Jones' job or working for him. I like Bateman and I'd like to
work for him."

There was a fellow at Station B, a new man that came in
who had worked on some carrier equipment in a small way at
some other utility. So I called Jones and told him that I
could not work for him, I felt that I should go to work for
Bateman and stay in the communications end of it. But in
order for him to get a man, I could recommend this operator
who had carrier equipment experience. Jones was real unhappy,
kind of mad, but I think he got over it because this other man
turned out to be pretty good; it worked for him and we were

friends after that.
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So, in time, Bateman called and I went down and he said,
"T want you to come work for me and I'll arrange for the
transfer." So I went to work for him as a powerhouse and
station operator. The Civil Service again had not called the
examinations for the men who had been working in
communication. For example, Glenn Green was still a power
station operator and he had been working for Bateman for
several years. So I worked for him, and before I get into the
work I was doing, should I jump ahead and go into the Civil
Service procedure, or just as it comes?
No, that's good. That's good, go through that and we'll get
that out of the way.
Yes, it's in my mind. I worked for Bateman for several years,
and we'll talk about the work that I did, but there was a
telephone man who had worked for General Telephone for many
years, an older person, Bert Anderson, who worked for Bateman
and who had gone with Bateman to the city hall on loan for six
months to work with them on the proposal to develop a
communications system for them, as he had done for the
Department, have their own communications equipment and stop
paying rent to the telephone company. Well, it was a good
proposal but it did not fly because the telephone company
raised so much objection. They said, "We will not tie your
system into our public system." Well, there's no way that
would work. But Bert Anderson, being a telephone man, had

gotten into the DWP in the Civil Service class of electrical
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repairman, which was closer to what he was doing than anything
else.

So an examination came up for electrical repairman and
electrical mechanic, so Bateman said, "Take those examinations
and that would be better for you, and I won't have so much of
a problem with Civil Service if they ever question why you're
working in communications as a power station operator." So
Civil Service gave these examinations. Green and I took it.
I had never repaired a motor in my life and I wound up number
one. Just before the examination, because of dishonesty in
the Civil Service--I believe it was under [John C.] Shaw and
his regime--they got a new mayor and he threw out the whole
Civil Service and hired all new men, Ph.Ds., paid them $75 a
month, and they were theoretical men, not practical men. I
was high in theory so I knew what the books said, so I could
answer the questions, and these practical men who didn't know
that much about books did not do so well. They were real
unhappy, but I told them, "Well, look fellas, I don't know
your business, I admit that, and I took this examination to be
appointed as an electrical repairman or electrical mechanic in
the Communication Section. 1I'll never take your job, so why
worry about it?" And they were satisfied. So Bateman
appointed me electrical repairman. Green turned out to be
number one as an electrical mechanic, but Bateman thought he
should keep him in the same class. He came out number twelve

or so as an electrical repairman, so he got down to him
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because they had to hire a number of electrical repairmen to
replace those who had been working without classification.
So, as time went on, Civil Service finally caught up to the
need for a communication series, and in 1942 there were other
examinations and we were appointed. There had been many
changes in organization and that was a requirement, but I'll
go into that later.

Anyway, when I went to work for Bateman, he said, "Well,
the first thing you do is to help install the telephone
carrier equipment which will be delivered next week. So I
want you to go with the Western Electric engineer to Boulder
City and stay there for the several weeks it will take to
install it, and Green will go to Station B at this end. The
other two terminals will go to Victorville Switching Station
and Silver Lake Switching Station, the intermediate stations
on the Boulder line." So, on last-minute notice, I went to
Boulder and stayed in a hotel there.

The Department was going to operate the entire plant for
all of the other entities, including Pasadena, Burbank,
Glendale and the Southern California Edison Company. So the
operators were 1living in houses originally built for the
construction workers and they were not being used when they
moved them in there. But I had to go to the Boulder City
Hotel. This was a two-story building, a nice hotel but
without air conditioning. Well, I went there in the summer on

many occasions, and I couldn't go to bed until one or two
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o'clock in the morning because it was so hot. Windows open,
it was steaming hot, so it was not the best of circumstances.

I stayed there two weeks and we installed the carrier
equipment. The Western Electric man had mechanics do the work
and we checked out everything they were doing and then tested
it. I was in on the testing, so I got a good foundation on
how it operated. Westinghouse submitted a lower bid for their
system, which was higher power, but it was the standard AM,
amplitude modulation transmitter-receiver, similar to the AM
stations here today. But this was a special Western Electric
design. The carrier was single sideband carrier suppressed.
When you did not talk, there was no carrier on the line. When
you talked, only the single sideband went out, so all of the
power was in the sideband. You reinserted at the receiving
stations a carrier, and then you had communication. What it
meant was that you had to keep that sideband absolutely on
center frequency, otherwise you get a warble and the voice
communication would be gibberish. So it was a special system,
and by using that system the noise component was way down
compared to the AM system. Bateman persuaded management to
purchase the more expensive Western Electric system, and it
turned out to be very fortunate because after we got that
installed and working Bateman asked me to develop a receiver
for the patrol cars. These were sorely needed because as soon
as the Boulder Transmission Line went into service the

patrolmen at Boulder, Receiving Station B, and also at the
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switching stations, Victorville and Silver Lake, had to stand
by at the stations or at telephones along the line, so that in
case of a powerline outage they could be called immediately.

Well, this was a waste of time to have some of the men
patrolling and some of the men standing by at the stations, so
development of the car receivers received a high priority. If
they worked we could save a tremendous amount of money. So I
decided we'd start out with the latest model of the Motorola
car radio. I ordered some coils, condensers, et cetera,
necessary to convert the standard broadcast receiver to the 90
kilocycle powerline carrier frequency. Then I developed an
oscillator to reinsert the carrier into the car receivers,
which included a dial that the patrolmen could adjust in case
it went off frequency a little bit. (Because it's hard to
keep a receiver stable in a car where the temperature varies
from 30 degrees to 150 degrees.) So it took me about three
weeks to get all the equipment, install it, and make the
modifications necessary to get it working.

In the meantime, I worked with a mechanical genius, who
was an assistant to Bert Anderson, the man's name was Paul
Anderson, and he designed the box for me to install the
auxiliary carrier equipment. The box was installed on the
radio cover and made electrical connections by means of banana
plugs to permit removal of the cover for maintenance. The box
held the oscillator components which generated a constant

carrier to feed into the receiver. I installed an adjusting
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screw on top of the box to permit adjustment of the signal
input. I also put the aforementioned dial on the front of the
cover.

The day I installed the first receiver in a patrol car
Bateman wanted to try it out, even before I had time to
install an antenna. We went out to Euclid Avenue and drove up
the hill to the transmission line. We could hear an excellent
conversation by the Load Dispatcher loud and clear, at a
distance of 1,200 feet from the Boulder Line. Needless to
say, Bateman was elated.

This was the prototype for additional receivers, which
worked so well and saved so much patrolmen's time and money
that my reputation was made.

Where were you at the time? Physically, where was your
workshop or 1lab?

Well, that's interesting, too. Bateman did not have a shop
for his men, but the teletype repairman who had to have space
worked in the basement at Second and Broadway, 207 South
Broadway, and I had to have a room with a counter so that I
could work on these receivers and I had to have some
equipment. So I went out and bought all the equipment,
ordered the parts for these receivers, and they took a room
from a records center next to the elevator on Hill Street, and
it was about ten foot square, very small. It wasn't large
enough for an office, but it had a window in it so I could see

out, and I installed all the equipment necessary to set it up
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for converting these receivers. Then, as time went on, they
needed more and more. We bought more receivers and we
eventually wound up with sixty of them. We even used them
around town for lines between receiving stations, also on the
transmission line to the Gorge Plant in Inyo County.

Anyway, I worked there, and then as we needed more and my
time was needed for other projects, why, Milton [I.] Ravich,
who later became superintendent of the communication shops,
came up to assist me. He was a radio telegraph operator, and
he came to this little office and I showed him how, and after
building several of them, I turned the whole job over to him.
In order to stabilize, because a receiver normally is not very
stable, and having to add considerable capacity to the
variable capacity that was in the receiver, the capacitors
that I bought, even though they were supposed to be zero
shift, changed capacity and changed frequency in time and it
was not very good. So I built a heat box about two-foot
square and I put the receivers in there. Then, with the lamp
in the box, I'd heat it up from low temperature to high
temperature.

I would check the capacity of condensers that I would
buy, as to the capability of maintaining a steady capacity,
and I found out that buying special negative temperature-
coefficient condensers I could counterbalance the positive
change with heat of the rest of the circuits on the receiver

and I could keep the frequency quite constant with very few
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changes manually by the patrolmen with the dial in front.
They'd set it once when they start out, maybe once an hour
later, and then it would do for the rest of the day. So that
was one of the things that I worked on, and turned that over
to Ravich.

You're in the Operating Division now, right?

In the Communication Sections in the Operating Division
working for Bateman, who reported to Martindale.

Okay, we're talking about 1936 or 19377

Nineteen thirty-six was when I went to work for Bateman and
went to Hoover Dam to install the carrier.

I also got into telephone work. After getting the
Boulder Transmission Line carrier into service, why, it was
necessary to have also our own office communication. During
the time of constructing Boulder Dam, Bateman had built a
single-pair telephone 1line from Los Angeles to Boulder,
Nevada. Before I came to work for him, he had ordered three-
channel single sideband carrier suppressed telephone,
equipment from a concern in Dallas, Texas. So, after working
on the car receivers, he said, "You know, we have to make
tests on this telephone equipment to make sure it meets our
specifications, and it will take about a week of tests or
more. Will you go to Dallas and make these tests for me?" So
I did that and I went by train.

Was that the first time out of state?
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That was the first time out of state, other than going to Las
Vegas and Boulder Dam, so it was quite an experience. We
worked in the daytime and then in the evening they took me to
restaurants and so forth.

Would that have been the southern route, you'd go through
Phoenix and then across Arizona and New Mexico or something
like that?

It goes south of Phoenix. Actually, you go through El Centro,
El Paso, Albuquerque, Tucson, across the plains of west Texas
to Dallas. So that was quite an experience. I found that the
equipment wasn't all that great, that there was a lot of side
talk, so I had them reverse the audio frequencies to the other
sideband, and also to change some of the frequencies that they
were using. We finally got the crosstalk down to a negligible
point. They also used real cheap panels and I told them to
change the panels. If our men saw that, they would think that
they were buying from China. So, anyway, by the time I got
through and sent curves of all of the channels to Bateman and
assured him the talking tests were satisfactory . . . In
fact, I finished all the curves and I hadn't heard from
Bateman in a couple days, so I sent him a telegram: "T'm
sending the curves. All is satisfactory. I can't see
anything else to do, so I'm coming home." Immediately, a
telegram came back: "Stay there till I tell you to come
back." (laughter) So he had a couple of other tests and he

wanted me to stay around until it was packed and ready for
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shipment, to make sure that everything was okay and all the
changes I had requested were done. So, anyway, that was a
very good experience and enlightening in more ways than one.
So that introduced me to telephone work.

Then I worked with Bert Anderson on telephone lines and
then we also bought some telephone line repeaters for the
switching stations and we had to work on those. So there was
enough work on the telephone line and the powerline carriers
that Glenn Green and I made the circuit about once a month for
several years, spending a week, going all the way to Boulder
Dam and checking not only the station equipment but also
checking the car receivers that I had installed.

Down through the years, I gave talks on our powerline
carrier and radios in cars. I gave a talk about 1940 to the
California Municipal Utilities Association annual convention,
which was held in Riverside. [Samuel B.] Morris was there and
I noticed him taking notes while I was talking. I rode down
with [Floyd] Goss and Bateman. Floyd Goss, who was in
Overhead Distribution at the time, had worked on the Boulder
transmission line. I guess you're familiar with the Goss

balls he developed.
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. . . Floyd Goss, yes. A very interesting man.
Yes.
I wish I had had the opportunity to interview him. The Goss
balls had to do with
Transmission lines. When they sway in the wind, they get to
vibrating, and the Goss balls reduced the vibration. But in
time, the transmission line . . . You've seen the conductor,
I suppose. It's in segments, and they had graphite in these
segments so that as they twist, why, they would reduce the
sway and vibration. But in time the graphite worked out and
it became just a solid conductor, and the Goss balls
eventually were replaced with conventional vibration dampers.
You could have bought Goss balls awfully cheap there for a
while.

But he was a very good engineer and he was a specialist.
He graduated from SC, specializing in transmission, so after
the Boulder transmission line was built he was appointed
senior engineer in charge of the Overhead Distribution Section
and he worked there for a long time. He and I--I never felt
that I was in competition with anything he was doing because
he was in the electrical engineering business and I was in

communication. Even later when I went into electrical
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engineering, when I would make suggestions to have our people
do things . . .

For instance, there was a need for a transmission line
patrol manual, and they asked me to see that the patrol manual
was written and distributed to all the men so those new men
that came in could use it for training. So I employed a man
as an assistant, an electrical engineer, when I was Senior
Electrical Engineer, a man by the name of Laurence [H.] York,
and he and I developed that. He did the writing and I made
the assignments and he worked out in the field. It took six
months to develop that, and it's still in the archives
someplace. So, when we attended a meeting in Goss' office
with our superintendents and his superintendent--I think Herb
[W.] Kinch was his superintendent at the time and [Douglas V. ]
Lowther was my superintendent--and we were going to write this
book and I said, "Well, Lowther will be the secretary." Goss
spoke up and said, "Now, look here, just because you're
chairman of the meeting doesn't mean you're going to make all
the assignments and I'm not going to have an important part in
this." That was Jjust his way of saying, "You're in
competition with me for a promotion. I want to make sure that
I come first."

Well, it's a personality trait.
Anyway, for a long time there was a little bit of that
attitude. We got along, except that I had the feeling that he

didn't want me to get along too well. But there came the
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time--and I'll put this in because it's part of the subject--
when I was Principal Engineer and had been moved around in the
Division and he had been moved around and we both had a lot of
experience. [Theodore M.] Blakeslee had appointed Carl Kist
as his assistant because Carl was familiar with the kind of
problems we had, particularly water levels at Boulder and how
that should be administered. So, anyway, Carl Kist was his
assistant. But Goss and I felt that he should have somebody
in line to take over his job, because Carl retired while he
was assistant and he was retained as assistant and yet he
wasn't in line for promotion because he had retired. So we
went to Blakeslee and said we thought that Carl should be
replaced by someone in line to learn his position and learn
the work as Assistant Head of the Operating Division. So he
said he would consider it. I got along fine with Blakeslee.
He talked with me later confidentially and said, "Well, I
think we should make a change here, and you and Goss are the
only ones experienced." I said, "Well, wait a minute. Goss
is senior, he came to work for the Department [before I did].
He has been an electrical engineer longer and he was appointed
a senior before I was. He should get the job and I'll be glad
to be his assistant when the time comes."

So I went down and talked to Goss and told him that I had
recommended him. Well, from then on he was a changed person.
He did everything he could for me, and when he did move up to

be head of the Operating Division he made me his assistant,



CURRIE 47

TC:

BC:

TC:

BC:

TC:

BC:

TC:

BC:

TC:

and when he moved up to be Assistant Chief, he made me the
head, and he recommended me as the Chief Electrical Engineer
for the Power System when he retired. So we became very good
friends, and I helped him in a lot of decisions he made when
he was Chief, because that's a lonely position.

I'11l bet, yes.

The only problem is he kept me after hours for these private
discussions and back home supper was getting cold.

But we got off on the subject of Goss, interestingly. I'm
glad we did. He was a very competitive man, I understand, and
an interesting personality.

He was.

But you started to mention where you had gone out with Goss to
Riverside to the California . . .

California Municipal Utilities Association, CMUA they call it.
CMUA, right. You were going to give a talk there.

Yes, well, I gave a talk there on the Department's two-way
radio dispatching system and recommendations to the utilities
to get in the radio business. As I say, Morris took notes and
he talked to me afterwards about it and thought that it was
very good, and several other people wrote letters. So I wrote
an article along that line to the American Public Power

Association, and they published it in their Public Power

magazine.

Public Power magazine, yes.
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I had closer ties with the APPA later when we talk about radio
frequency allocations.

I think we should end this pretty soon, but could you just
give me some more discussion of Scattergood? He's just such
a fascinating man.

As I say, I was down at the bottom of the ladder and he was at
the top.

Sure.

At that time, I had no contact with him except, as I said,
when I went to his home and fixed his radio, and what people
told me had happened before I had come.

Well, he became Advisory Engineer in the late thirties, and he
was Advisory Engineer until 1947 when he died.

Yes, he was there, but we reported through channels to the
General Manager, and my contacts were all with the General
Manager. I had no contact with Scattergood at all. I read a
lot about him, and books have been written about him.

Well, actually, there's no full-length Dbiography of

Scattergood and there really should be.

You have the book on Mulholland, I'm sure . . . I don't think
I have it anymore. I gave it to somebody to read, and you
know how it is. Telling about the early days of the

Department and the fight over water rights and so on, and
Scattergood's part in the electrical end of it.
Well, tell me, in terms of growing up in Los Angeles, what had

been your sense of what the Department was all about? For
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instance, I have asked other men who didn't come from Los
Angeles if the Department's reputation preceded the man's
coming to join the Department. And in some cases, somebody
may have heard about it or not, but hadn't really formed a
real opinion. Whereas the Angelinos, like Larry Schneider and
Howard King really knew and were aware of what the Department
stood for. In retrospect they said that they knew that it was
an important municipal organization.

Well, I did, too. Back then, even before the 1928 disaster
when the St. Francis Dam collapsed, why, I knew that the
Department was supplying power and that Eagle Rock, where I
lived for many years, was taking Edison power. I knew that
there was a difference in the way they operated--one was
private and one was public--and I felt that public power was
a good thing. I was told when I considered going to work for
the Department, 1long before I took the Civil Service
examination, that you're a technical man, you're an
engineering type. You should be working for an engineering
organization as an engineer rather than as an engineer in a
sales organization. You'll never get anywhere there, you've
got to look around. So I investigated the Department of Water
and Power. I had a relative of sorts who worked as a
supervisor for the Southern California Gas Company. I thought
even that would be better, and so I went out and talked to him
about employment. He said, "Well, finish college before you

come here." My father-in-law was a foreman for the Evening
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Herald, before they combined with the Examiner. He was a
printer, you know, in the Typographical Union and he told me
how wonderful it was, the work was steady, he made $225 a
month, and I thought, boy, I could live the rest of my life on
that. So I went down and talked to the supervisor in charge
of printing. Let's see, this must have been when I was still
in college. It must have been 1927 or early 1928. He said,
"Look, you're in college. There's no reason why you should
quit college. It would be absolutely ridiculous to leave
college to come to work as a printer. 1It's a laboring man's
job. My son graduated and he went to work for Wall Street.
He's making a lot of money as an educated man and he doesn't

have to work with his hands, and it doesn't take brains to be

a printer." So he said, "I'm not going to hire you. That
would be the wrong thing to do." That was the best advice I
ever got.

Right, yes. Your life may have been very . . . Well, we

wouldn't be here right now, I'm sure. Very interesting.

So, anyway, in 1928 when the St. Francis Dam failed, I was
still in school and I was going with my wife before we were
married. On a Sunday afternoon, we took a ride past the farms
in the San Fernando Valley up San Francisquito Canyon to the
site, past those great big chunks of concrete sitting
downstream.

Oh, sure, the terrible devastation.
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And you could see the water line on the canyon walls where the
water washed out all the vegetation in the canyon, killed so
many people downstream.

I guess it went west or almost . . . Towards Ventura.

Yes, it went south a ways, then in a westerly direction to the
ocean, through Piru and other towns.

Yes, through Santa Paula and then down, and just wiped out
homes and was terrible.

Yes, it was terrible. So, anyway, I thought at the time,
well, gee, what kind of a Department is that? But then I read
quite a bit about it and decided that had nothing to do with
the Power System. So that didn't discourage me.

Well, in fact, Mulholland, of course, you would have been
aware of who William Mulholland was, obviously, growing up.
He was a dominating personality, I think, in the city. From
what I've read, and there's nothing definitive about this, but
he really felt he died believing that that dam was dynamited.
I know that the commission, that the Board and the
investigative group said it was poorly constructed and that's
what happened. Do you remember any of this debate?

There was some discussion of it, but I did not know that
Mulholland believed that. I thought that he admitted after it
happened . . . He had gone out there, as I remember it, to
look at it when they said there was some water seeping around
through the dirt underneath the dam, or on the side.

Right.
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BC: And he said, "It's safe for the time being. We'll investigate
it further later." Then, after it went out, he said, "I
should have done more at the time, and so I take full

responsibility."
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Why don't you start. You've been thinking about what we've
been talking about and you wanted to go ahead with some of
your own thoughts and your own notes. Why don't you just do
that. I think we're at around 1939 here chronologically.

Well, I'd like to talk about the powerline carrier again. Let
me start by talking about the most hazardous experience of my
life, which occurred in 1938. The occasion was the tuning of
the powerline carrier wave traps at Victorville Switching
Station. The traps had never been tuned since their
installation, so Bateman decided that this should be done.

I should explain that a wave trap consists of a coil of
heavy copper cable mounted on a drum with a tunable capacitor
connected across the coil. The trap is inserted in series
with the transmission 1line and offers practically no
resistance to the flow of 60-cycle power, but when tuned, by
varying the capacitance across the coil, it presents a very
high impedance to the 90 kc carrier. The trap is placed in
the line ahead of the station bus, which would absorb much of
the carrier energy, particularly when the line to that bus is
grounded.

One evening Bateman and I went to Victorville while Glenn
Green went to Silver Lake. After waiting until midnight to

take the lines out of service, we sent the patrolman up the
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eighty-foot-high steel structure to strap a ladder from the
horizontal catwalk down the insulator string to the wave trap.
When this was done, I took a meter and wrenches with a safety
belt strapped around my waist and started up the vertical
structure, holding onto steel spikes installed in the steel.
The climb wasn't bad, although I paused twice to rest, but
then after walking out on the catwalk I almost panicked as I
looked down the ladder to the ground eighty feet below with
nothing in between. However, spurred on by Bateman, standing
safely on the ground below and by the patrolman waiting at the
bottom of the ladder, I slowly crawled down. When I reached
the bottom, the patrolman buckled my belt to the ladder and
told me to "let go of the ladder and swing out, the belt will
support you so you can work with both hands." No way! I held
on to the ladder with one hand while I helped the patrolman
install the meter with the other. With the carrier turned on
at Boulder, we adjusted the capacitor to register maximum
current on the meter. After showing the patrolman how to tune
the remaining traps, I unbuckled my belt, climbed the ladder,
walked over the catwalk to the tower and descended to terra
firma.

The patrolman finished +tuning all the traps at
Victorville by 4:00 A.M., but it was almost daybreak before we
heard from Green. We found out he wouldn't climb the tower so

they used a boatswain's chair to pull him up to the trap. I
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didn't blame him one bit. This was an exhilarating experience
but one that I would never repeat in this life.

Later in 1939, Glenn Green designed and constructed
powerline carrier sets. They were operated by gas-driven
generators to provide telephone service between stations--that
would be Boulder, Silver Lake, Victorville, and L. A.--where
telephone lines were not readily available. There were six of
them altogether. The carrier signal was transmitted to the
powerline conductor by insulating the ground wires for about
a half a mile and operating them as you would an antenna,
capacitatively coupled to the line conductors. Under certain
line conditions, however, the signals from the two stations
between Boulder and Silver Lake--that would be the farthest
away--were too weak to provide satisfactory communications to
the dispatchers in Los Angeles. In 1940, I developed the idea
of a two-way high-power carrier repeater, designed the circuit
and equipment, then constructed and installed them at Silver
Lake and Victorville. They solved the problem and worked well
for the rest of the life of the Boulder carrier system.

Then, during the construction of the Third CcCircuit
between Boulder and RSE [Receiving Station E], a construction
headquarters was maintained at Victorville. The telephone
line between Boulder and Los Angeles was used to provide a
teletype circuit between Boulder, the Victorville construction
office, and L. A. However, due to the length of the line and

inherent high inductance circuits, the teletype circuit had to
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be terminated at Victorville, which required two teletype
machines, one at the end of the L. A. circuit and the other
connected to the Boulder circuit. To provide personnel to
operate the machines twenty-four hours a day, seven days a
week, required seven radio telegraph operators. The
communications telephone supervisor--that would be Bert
Anderson--conceived the idea of designing and constructing a
teletype repeater. However, upon installation at Victorville
it would not work. After giving the matter some thought, T
came up with a new form of repeater which we built on a
breadboard, and in the L. A. office it worked fine. The
teletype specialist .

Just one point of information. What is it that a repeater
does?

It takes the signal from one end and relays it by means of
relays to the other line, so that it repeats the signal. 1In
effect, you have one circuit that's terminated at Victorville
and the start of a new circuit.

Oh, okay, I get it.

The teletype specialist--that would be Allardice--and I took
the repeater to Victorville after work one day and spent all
night installing, testing, and adjusting the new device. By
the time the day shift came to work, the teletype system was
working straight through from Boulder to Los Angeles with only
one machine at Victorville. When Bateman arrived for work

that morning, he went directly to the teletype office and
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watched the machine working perfectly. Needless to say, he
was very well pleased. Some of the Victorville operators were
laid off, since there was no further need to duplicate the
messages from Boulder to L. A.

In late 1939, Glenn Green, a captain in the army
reserves, was called up for a one-year training program.
Shortly after returning to the Department, World War II broke
out and he was recalled to active duty and was given the rank
of major working in Washington, D.C. until 1945 when he
returned a second time to DWP, retiring as a full colonel.

In 1942, Civil Service finally caught up with its backlog
and reclassified all the communication personnel.
Examinations were given in communication that included
communication electrician, communication electrician foreman,
communication engineer, teletype repairman, telephone
electrician, etc. I took three of these examinations,
communication electrician, communication electrician foreman,
and communication engineer, and passed number one on all
three. Strangely enough, one of the load dispatchers
complained to Civil Service on the basis that no one could be
both a good technician and a good engineer. (chuckling) I
had no problem. I was given the appointment to communication
engineer, assuming the responsibility under Bateman for
design, construction, operation and maintenance of the entire

Department of Water and Power's communication facilities. 1In
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1944, there was a reorganization which resulted in Mr. Bateman
being given the Distribution Section.

This is a reorganization of the Power System?

Just the Operating Division.

Oh, the Operating Division, okay.

There were two sub-groups which had been reporting to him and
they were reassigned. One, the Range Repair Section was given
to the Transmission Section Head and the other, Inspection on
Customers' Premises, was given to me. At that time also,
Bradley Cozzens replaced Bateman as my supervisor. The
Inspection on Customers' Premises Group was a small section of
about twenty men, but the problems were all out of proportion
to its size. The section handled all requests from the public
for meter and service installations. They also developed the
Department's rules and regqulations for such installations.
During the war, there were few new construction projects, so
their work was limited primarily to moves and rearrangements.
Moves and rearrangements of what?

Reconstruction of houses, additions of rooms which required a
reinstallation and a new location for the service entrance.
After the war, as construction boomed, one question by the
customers related to service from which overhead pole. The
Overhead Design Section claimed responsibility for specifying
the pole, alleging they were the only ones who would know
whether or not a particular line would be rebuilt in the

future. When they complained to Bateman that the Operating
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Division was giving out this information, Bateman stated that
the first one on the job would provide the answer, to save
time and manpower. Since most Jjobs related to service
entrance facilities, our men were giving out the pole
information. It seems like a small problem, but it ballooned
through the years and hard feelings developed.

Hard feelings between whom?

The Overhead Design Section, which was in the Design and
Construction Division, and Customer's Inspection Group in the
Operating Division.

At a later time--this is not chronological, but carrying
through what happened to this group--Art [Arthur L.] Williams,
Head of the Overhead Distribution in Design and Construction
Division, and Ted Blakeslee my supervisor, sat down with me on
several occasions and tried to work out a compromise, but I
could not agree to anything that would increase the cost, and
nothing came of it. However, after Goss became Chief
Electrical Engineer, and I was Assistant Chief Electrical
Engineer, the complaints increased and it became so that the
contractors would contact both groups and then pick the
decision best suited to them. This was bad for the Department
and, in the long run, our customers. We talked over the
possible solutions many times, and finally we decided the
Operating Division should stick to operation and maintenance,
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