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by Alan Winstaniey

In Part Two of our 50th Anniversary celebration of
Practical Electronics magazine, we chart the pro-
gress of Britain’s last remaining hobby electronics
magazine from the 1970s to the present day.

New technologies

In the 1970s, semiconductor technology raced ahead:
silicon had supplanted germanium, circuitry had gone
‘digital’, new light-emitting diodes offered colour, speed
and power efficiency, CMOS technology was starting
to emerge, and large-scale integrated chips were being
released with applications in every sector of technology.
A stylish Sinclair digital watch could now be built in kit
form, as could a Sinclair 8-digit wrist calculator.

The chips byte back

Practical Electronics continued in the same vein of pre-
senting projects of intermediate to advanced complexity,
submitted by freelance contributors. One emerging area
was really starting to make its presence felt: computing.
Thanks to Intel, the era of the microprocessor was upon
us, and Practical Electronics was keen to meet this chal-
lenge with tutorials, starting in 1975, followed in 1977
by the series Microprocessors Explained, written by RW
Coles (who had previously designed the magazine’s first
digital IC project in December 1970).

The dawn of the home computing era became something
of a double-edged sword. There were electronics hobbyists
hungry to know more about programming and building com-
puter kits, especially in the USA, but this new field could be
a distraction from ‘core electronics’ project construction. Of
course, those newly interested in computing also drifted into
electronics as a complement to their hobby. In fact, Practical
Electronics said that the Personal Computer Show held in
Atlantic City in August 76 showed how the new hobby of
home computing had taken both the electronics industry
and retail trade completely by surprise.

The year 1977 would be one of upheaval, as IPC Maga-
zines moved some operations away from London to Poole in
Dorset, on the south-west coast of England. Editor
Fred Bennett remained in London as editor of
Everyday Electronics. Mike Kenward accepted
the post of editor of Practical Electronics in
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Poole; he had returned to England after working for Elec-
tronics Today International in Canada. Having become
divided, the two magazines went their own way and to
some extent PE and EE became rivals. December 1977 was
the last London-based edition and Mike’s new team took
over from the January 1978 issue of Practical Electronics.

Digital takes off

It has been said that Practical Electronics had resisted the
temptation to carry many hobbyist-designed computer
projects as developments were still racing ahead. Perhaps
memories of the ill-fated Digi-Cal desktop calculator were
still raw! A computer kit by MITS called the Altair 8800
claimed to be the first Intel 8080-based 8-bit computer kit
to rival commercial units and Practical Electronics swiftly
and characteristically rose to the challenge by publishing
the PE Champ microprocessor development system. Prac-
tical Electronics’immensely successful Compukit UK101, a
6502-based design with 8K of RAM, followed in August 1979.
It ran Microsoft BASIC and software could be uploaded on
cassette tapes and some expansion possibilities tantalised the
taste buds of hobbyists. A new branch of electronics technol-
ogy — a computer hobby in its own right — had taken shape
and the plethora of magazine titles on sale reflected that.

The July 1980 issue saw another milestone home
computer product appear, one that would become the
clarion call of home computing in Britain: the brilliant
Sinclair ZX80, then the ZX81 and the Sinclair Spectrum,
all light years ahead of the modest Sinclair amplifiers
and radios that first appeared in November 1964’s launch
issue. Computer projects, including modems and Teletext
followed, then in 1981 the PE Car Computer, a design
with unsurpassed capabilities, and the Telectric Digital
electricity cost meter, which also found its way onto BBC
TV’s Tomorrow’s World. Home computers such as the BBC
Model B and the Vic 20 were prime material for more
computer-based projects in the years ahead.

The late 1970s had been a period of great turmoil in
Britain, with industrial problems, recession and strikes
doing great harm and the after-effects of this were felt in
a decline in readership as well as advertising. Gone were
the days of turning away advertisers from the magazine’s
overcrowded pages and both titles were caught up in
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The April 1983, Everyday Electronics would be the last in this
traditional style. Note the add-on project for the Sinclair ZX
Spectrum home computer

industrial supply problems, with deliveries becoming
erratic at times. Everyday Electronics then entered the
computing fray with a restyle, the April 1983 issue was
the last before it morphed into Everyday Electronics and
Computer Projects. The May ’83 cover project sported a
Real-Time Clock for Apple II and BBC Micro computers.

End of the IPC era

In 1985, IPC Magazines decided to dispose of a number of
their titles including PE and EE. Following a brief period
of stabilisation under its new owners, Intra Press, in 1987
Practical Electronics acquired a new editor: John Becker.
Already known to many readers for his designs, includ-
ing a post-Chernobyl Geiger Counter featured (again) on
Tomorrow’s World, John became editor literally overnight
and quickly settled to produce Practical Electronics under
the auspices of its new owner.

As I'write, I have the November 1989 issue of Practical
Electronics open at John’s 25 Years Silver Celebration. The
revised magazine itself would be different from before,
and contained a lot more news, features and theory but
less sleeves-up practical hobby electronics — much less.
John was a true thoroughbred electronics hobbyist at heart,
and had tremendous skills in design and authoring, as
readers appreciated at the time. One did wonder whether
it was a marriage made in heaven, and a decade later John
confided to the writer that he did not always agree with
the direction that its publisher seemed intent on going.

Both magazines were conscious of the competition as a
multitude of titles jostled for the attention of subscribers.
Electronics Today International hailed from Australia and
the British version of ETI gave Practical Electronics a run
for its money. Initially published by Modmags, ETI was
perhaps a bit rebellious and it published projects and
features in a style that was anything but stuffy or formal:
if PE wore suits then ETI wore jeans! Another Modmags
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EE was rebranded as Everyday Electronics and Computer
Projects from May 1983, to appeal to the rapidly increasing
number of home computer enthusiasts who, it was hoped,
would explore microelectronics

Electronics Today International (ETI) rivalled
Practical Electronics in the UK; its less formal
approach found many friends. It merged into 5
EPE’s format in 1999 L .
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