Ch. 8: Radio: The Hits Keep Coming

CHAPTER OPENER

Wind- Up Radio


For many people, the most remarkable technological advance in radio over the last decade or so is not Internet broadcasting, and it isn’t digital or satellite radio.  This technological advance is actually one that seems quaintly old-fashioned: Wind-up technology.  Just as phonographs and music boxes worked by a hand crank at the turn of the last century, some of the latest radios are equipped with one at the turn of this one.


The wind-up radio was the brainchild of British scientist Trevor Bayliss.  Bayliss had been listening to a BBC (British Broadcasting Company) broadcast in 1990 about the AIDS epidemic in Africa.  The dreaded disease was sweeping rural portions of the continent, the report said, because safe-sex messages were not reaching the villages where people were so poor they could not afford television and so illiterate that they could not read newspapers.  Radio was the obvious answer, but these villages did not have electricity and the people were too poor to buy batteries.  Bayliss came up with the idea for a wind-up radio, in which winding the crank manually would coil a spring that would turn a generator, producing a half-hour’s worth of electricity to run the radio.  Bayliss built a prototype in his workshop, and patented 13 different devices that make the mainspring and gears drive the little dynamo. 


At first, Bayliss could not find a company to produce and market his fanciful idea.  He says, “For two years, the big companies like Philips and Marconi said, ‘That’s all very nice, Trevor, but who needs it?’”


Finally, Bayliss talked the BBC into doing a story about him and his wind-up radio.  A South African businessman heard the story, met with Bayliss, wrote a business plan and signed a contract.  Quietly, in 1996, a small factory in South Africa began cranking out the radios (if you will excuse the inevitable pun) for $40 each.  They received AM, FM and short wave, the long-distance broadcast band that would allow Africans to receive BBC broadcasts and The Voice of America.  Soon the factory was taking orders from all over the world, as wealthy campers in Japan, the Middle East and North America caught on to the idea.  The radio’s main accomplishment, though, as it spread through Africa, was that villages could now receive heath and safety messages that would save lives.
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