
Morse Telegraphy and the Violin 
 
I have often been asked by fellow amateurs why should we still bother with trying to communicate 
with the “obsolete” mode of morse telegraphy now that it is no longer required to obtain a full 
amateur licence?  This short article is my humble attempt to explain why I derive so much fun and 
satisfaction in doing so. 
 
Firstly a clarification: morse telegraphy is almost universally referred to as “CW” by most amateurs 
all over the world – an incorrect term by the way, as a continuous  wave cannot transfer much 
information – it only becomes useful for communication when it gets interrupted in a defined 
sequence of long and short pulses.  International morse code is one of these recognised sequences, 
but there are others – the original American morse code used in the early days in the US by their 
railways telegraphy network, is just another example. 
 
There are many answers to the question asked, some technical and some non-technical. 
 
I do not intend to elaborate too much on the technical advantages of “CW” so I will only mention 
three brief points: 

• The use of a narrower bandwidth than required by speech means a better signal-to-noise 
ratio at the receiver for a given transmitter output power – improved intelligibility 

• The possibility of building simple home-brew equipment running QRP levels (less than 5 watt 
output) can result in many very satisfying QSOs – QRP “CW” in a narrow bandwidth can 
often be more than equivalent to higher power SSB in communication capability. 

• The ultimate in simplicity – a transmitter, receiver (or Transceiver), a power supply of some 
sort, a straight-key and a simple wire antenna and you are on your way at minimal cost.  No 
need for computers or beam antennas etc 

 
Now let us have a closer look at some non-technical aspects of “detection, recognition and 
processing of morse by ear, a complex psycho-acoustic process that enables us to communicate over 
great distances with the most simple of man-made equipment” (a quote from “Technical Topics “ in 
the January 1996 Radio Communication periodical from the RSGB, attributed to VK9NL) 
 
“CW”, like many activities such as playing a violin or playing chess for example, is a skill that must 
first be learned and then developed.  The degree of this development is directly related to the effort 
expended.  Likewise, the degree of enjoyment obtained is related to the proficiency obtained – it 
takes a lot of time and effort to get skilled enough to play first violin in a Philharmonic Orchestra, but 
just imagine the pleasure and fulfilment in doing so.  Similarly with morse telegraphy – I would 
encourage all to take up the challenge and see what satisfaction you ultimately derive from grass-
roots amateur radio. 
 
There is yet another area of appeal which may not be appreciated by most.  “CW” is an excellent 
means of “escape”.  What better way is there to set aside your problems of the day and enter into 
another world – one that completely absorbs your full consciousness – than to get on “CW”?.  The 
only other thing that I have experienced that even comes close is to put on flippers, goggles and a 
snorkel and to idly paddle about in the sea along the rocks along the edge of Jager’s Walk in Fish 
Hoek, admiring the  anemones and looking at the little sea creatures going about their daily 
business.  It’s a pity Fish Hoek is so far away, but fortunately my shack is just at the bottom of the 
garden!  All you need to enter the world of “CW” is a little knowledge, lots of patience and some 
basic skill : the rewards can be very gratifying - ask any “Old Timer” who regularly operate in this 
mode.  It’s certainly worth giving it a try. 
 



To conclude, a quote from an article by KF7JF : “By the way, what is CW?  CW is a bit of an Art, a bit 
of Magic, and a bit of skill.  And CW gives you a REAL feeling of accomplishment when you have 
finished a CW QSO.  It’s not from the speed at which you send or even the QRM which you have to 
overcome.  No.... it’s more the accomplishment of communicating in a language unknown to most 
other Humans.  That, and a feeling of being touched by the MAGIC, is what I think makes CW the 
ULTIMATE MODE!!!” 
 
 
Acknowledgement:  The seed for this submission was the article “A Case for CW” by John J Risch, 
W0FEV, in the June 1975 edition of 73 Magazine. 
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