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Clockwork Radio! 
Tony Smith G4F.AI describes the RAF's first active IFF system. 
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g4fai@btinternet.com 

'p ip-Squeak' was an early RAF

IFF (Identification Friend or 

Foe) system used with the TR9 

transmitter-receiver. It was 

introduced in 1939 following the shooting 

down of two 56 Squadron Hurricanes in error 

by Spitfires of 7 4 Squadron. 

It was the first active system used to iden­

tify aircraft for Ground Controllers and fol­

lowed an earlier passive system trial. The 

name was derived from a popular comic 

strip Pip, Squeak and Wilfred published in the 

Daily Mirror. 

Passive Trial 
The earlier trial used a simple dipole 

antenna, resonant with the ground radar 

frequency, mounted on the unusually 

configured lower wings of a Handley Page 

Heyford biplane night bomber, Fig. 1. 

Switching the antenna, from open to short­

ed status, resulted in a corresponding fluctu­

ation of the ground radar echo, enabling the 

aircraft's position to be identified. With only 

a short range, and operating on only a single 

frequency, however, this was unsatisfactory, 

and the trial was abandoned. 

How Pip-Squeak Worked 
In the Pip-Squeak system, a Master and a 

Remote Contactor switched an aircraft's TR9 

radio on to transmit a 1 kHz tone signal for 14 

seconds in every minute. Ground direction­

finding stations could then triangulate and 

locate the aircraft's position. Four aircraft 

could use the same frequency in any one 

minute with transmissions following each 

other at one second intervals. 

The Master Contactor was a spring-driv­

en clock, hand-wound every 12 hours, which 

controlled the Remote Contactor, Fig. 2. 

The Master unit had a thermostatically-con­

trolled heating coil to ensure a constant tem­

perature irrespective of altitude or ambient 

temperature. It was fitted in a Paxolin box 

lined with sponge rubber, and the box was 

mounted in a suspended crate. 

In operation, the Master Contactor STOP­

RUN switch was switched to the RUN posi­

tion before take-off. A demonstration of the 

high quality of the mechanism and a view of 

it working can be found on YouTube at: 

https://tinyurl.com/ycmxx5kt 

Not Entirely Satisfactory 
The Remote Contactor rotated at one revolu­

tion per minute and for 14 seconds of each 

cycle it closed an electrical contact, through 

relays in the radio, to activate the I FF trans­

mission. 

In use, the leader and one other aircraft of 

each airborne fighter squadron had an op­

erational Pip-Squeak on board, enabling the 

control room to monitor the squadron's posi­

tion and direct its movements as required. 

Although a significant step forward, the 

Pip-Squeak was not entirely satisfactory. Its 

greatest drawback was that a pilot could not 

use his transmitter or receiver during the 14 

seconds of every minute that the I FF signal 
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