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One of the more colorful ads from 1949. You can’t read the small text but it still 

provides a feast for the eyes. 
Photo courtesy of Phil Vourtsis Collection 

 

Forty-Five At Fifty 
By Doug. Houston  

and Phil Vourtsis 

This article originally appeared in the 
Michigan Antique Phonograph Society 
publication “In the Groove” and is 
printed here with their permission. 
_____________________________ 
Recorded sound had its first major 
breakthrough in 1925 with  the 
advent of electrical recording. 
Improvements followed through the 
thirties and the forties, consisting 
mainly of surface improvements and 
fidelity. 
The 45 RPM story actually goes 
back to 1939. Engineers started 
working on the new system that 
year. David Sarnoff's biography tells 
that the 45 RPM system was 
completed and put on the shelf. His 
thinking was as long as the public 
was willing to buy 78 RPM records, 
which they were turning out in 
record numbers and making a profit, 
no need to upset the apple cart with 
a new system just yet. 
In summer 1948 Columbia made big 
news with their 33 1/3 RPM 
Microgroove recording. Vinyl plastic 
was used for the disc. Grooves were 
cut for a .001 inch radius on the 
stylus, rather than the .003" radius 
of the 78 RPM styli. Stylus pressure 
was drastically reduced, and audio 
fidelity along with dynamic range  
was expanded farther than ever  
before on disc recording. These 
factors added up to a product that 
Edison and RCA both had 
attempted to make decades earlier. 
The single Columbia discs would 
now hold the equivalent of a multi-
disc album of  78 RPM records. 
Columbia had invited RCA's Sarnoff 
and his engineers to see a 
demonstration of the new LP before 
it was introduced to the public. 
Sarnoff was very impressed, and 
told Columbia's William Paley that 
he should be proud of this 
achievment. Paley offered to RCA 
the right to manufacture the LP so 
that they could avoid any 
confrontation. (Con’t on page 2) 
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Sarnoff said that he would think about it 
and left. Once back at RCA, Sarnoff 
lambasted his engineers, asking how 
one man  ( Peter Goldmark)  could 
develop such an incredible record in 
less than a year with assistance from 
just a handful of colleagues. RCA had 
hundreds of engineers in a "state of the 
art" laboratory working on record 
improvements since the early thirties. 
Sarnoff declined Paley's offer and 
ordered the 45 RPM system to be 
introduced as soon as possible.  
 
Late in 1948, there were rumors that 
RCA would be announcing their new 
system almost momentarily.  "Teaser" 
information told that the records would 
be small, and that a changer would be 
part of the new system.  On January 
10, the announcement came. 
Hardware was to be in the stores by 
the beginning of April. 
 
Slyly, Columbia introduced a single 
play 7 inch 33 1/3 RPM disc on 
January 9, in an attempt to offset 
RCA's announcement. The 7 inch "LP" 
was a flop however, as there were no 
automatic changers to play the discs. 
 
The 45 RPM system introduced a 
special changer and records  "Made for 
each other".  It would offer  
microgroove recording, with all 
selections recorded on the  7 inch 
diameter vinyl discs. The changer had 
a very rapid change cycle, which could 
match  (or closely approach) the 
transition from track to track on the 
Columbia platters.  RCA's original 
changer changed the record in one 
revolution of the turntable. The spindle 
hole was 1 1/2 inches in diameter, and 
the changer indexing operated on this 
part of the record. The large spindle 
hole also made possible the handling 
of a record with no need to touch the 
playing surface. It was always difficult 
to handle a 10 or 12 inch disc without  
getting fingerprints on the playing 
surfaces. The mechanics of the disc 
provided that playing surfaces would 
never contact each other, because the 
label area was designed thicker than  
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
The New RCA Victor Spindle with all 
the mechanics inside. Notice how the 

thickness of the label keeps the 
records from touching 

 
the playing surfaces, protecting  them 
from scratches.  
 
While 45 RPM  permitted a longer 
playing time than a 78 RPM disc, 
RCA's claim was that the faster (or 
maybe less slow?) groove speed would 
aid fidelity, and truly did so. The other 
half of the RCA  promotion was that the 
recording was all confined to the outer 
area of the disc, and this became 
known as the "Quality zone" . 
 

The “Quality Zone” from “Your Surest 
Selling Job” Video. 

These were the foundations of the new 
record system. It was certainly an 
improvement over previous recording 
techniques in almost every way. While 
you could  have a full album set on 45 
RPM, the small discs allowed the 
customer to purchase a single record 
for slightly more than a 78, without  
having to buy an assemblage of 
selections that he didn't want, or care 
to pay for. RCA pointed out in their 
promotions that storage space was 
greatly reduced  over the 78 RPM 
records and album sets, along with an 
appreciable reduction in weight.  
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
To add to the glamour of these new 
recordings, the program material was  
provided in different  color codes, 
which would denote what kind of music 
was carried on the recording. The discs  
were pressed in transparent vinyl, 
tinted with the color. The colors were: 
 
Black:   Popular 
Green:  Country & Western 
Yellow:  Children's  
Light Blue: Pop Classics 
Cerise:  Blues & Rhythm 
Deep blue: International 
Red:  Classical 
 
It was easy to speculate that as time 
progressed, the colors would 
disappear, partially or completely. 
Many, such as  myself, made a point of  
securing at least one disc of each color 
in our collection. Within two years, all 
colors except red disappeared! The 
labels remained "color coded" (not very 
different than all of Victor's previous 
years!).  
 
Album sets were packaged in neat little 
boxes, which made handling easy 
when removing and stacking on a 
changer. Sets with two discs were 
supplied in an envelope carrying the 
discs.  
 
Initially, for the buyer of this new 
system, a player attachment was 
offered for $24.95, along with a self-
contained unit with amplifier and 
speaker for $49.95. Several radio-
phonograph combinations  (some with 
television) appeared in the RCA line 
with 45 RPM changers, and a separate 
78-only RPM changer....!  It was not 
difficult to deduce that RCA was not 
supporting the Columbia system! 
 
While the 45 RPM system was well 
received by the public, it failed to get 
off the ground quickly, and remedial 
measures had to be taken in mid-1949. 
A huge advertising blitz was initiated in 
September of the year covering 
hundreds of newspapers and 
magazines.   The player attachment 
was reduced to $12.95, with volume 
control and pickup rest eliminated. The 
self-contained unit was also reduced in 
(continued on page 4)  
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RP-168 Record Changer 

Disassembly 
 
   For those who don’t know, the first 
generation of 45 rpm record changers 
was the rp-168. It is easily identifiable 
by its gold metal tonearm and most 
have a push button on the front of the 
cabinet. One of the difficulties 
associated with this record changer, is 
the need to remove the tonearm in order 
to take the unit apart. The best way to 
remove the arm is to loosen the clamp 
mechanism underneath the chassis by 
loosening the quarter inch drive bolt, 
lesson the clamp’s grip by inserting a 
thin blade screwdriver in the slot of the 
clamp and twisting. Now remove the 
cartridge wires from the muting switch 
and slide the clamp out from the wires. 
The tonearm can now be removed by 
pulling straight up from the back end of 
the tonearm until the cartridge wires 
have come out along with the tonearm. 
   There is no need to remove the 
tonearm from its rear pivot points. 
Anyone who has done this knows what 
a pain it is to reassemble the arm on the 
pivots. In order to remove the turntable, 
the star wheel must be removed. If the 
holding screws are the large slot type 
which stick out from the star wheel, you 
can easily remove them. However, if the 
recessed ‘Philips’ type screws were 
used, it is easy to strip them. You must 
use a screwdriver that fits snugly into 
the screw head. Once the screws are 
loosened, the star wheel may be frozen 
to the shaft. Don’t force it! It will break 
easily. Use liquid wrench to free it up. 
The safest way to remove a stubborn 
wheel is by using a small gear puller. 
Once the star wheel is removed and the 
two ‘c’ clips are removed, you can pull 
the turntable up and out. You now have 
access to all the parts and assemblies.  
   Next issue we will go through the 
cleaning, adjusting and re- assembly 
sequence. 

 

This young lady and her Siamese cats were thrilled with their new RCA Victor Phonograph! 
They had no way of knowing at the time that this was the rare model 6EY3C in two tone 

blue. It is the only 6EY3 with the front part of the case lighter in color.
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