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Heath Nostalgia is a very brief history of the famous Heath Company of Benton Harbor, Michigan, which was for many years the world’s largest manufacturer of electronic kits.  This is the company that produced the legendary Heathkit radios and other electronics projects that occupied a great many radio hobbyists.  In my early days in the hobby (circa 1960’s), I heard a lot about the company and its products.  Although I was not a kit builder kind of person, I did get a copy of the catalog on a regular basis and I did know others that owned and/or built Heathkit products.

The company was started by Edward Heath as the Aerial Vehicle Company later to be renamed Heath Airplane Company.  Heath was a real aviation buff designing and building light aircraft, parts and accessories and was an accomplished pilot.  Eventually, he began making kits of several of his planes that lead to the first catalog in 1925.  After his death in 1931, the company was sold but suffered economically.  After a 1933 reorganization, the firm was renamed International Aircraft Corporation but the planes continued to be sold under the Heath name.  Internal Revenue Service problems led to the company being shut down in 1934.
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In 1935, Howard Anthony purchased at auction the entire company assets, including the Heath name, from the IRS for $300.00.  Renaming the firm Heath Aircraft Company the company grew under his leadership.  The company prospered during the war but business declined after the war ended.  With several Benton Harbor warehouses filled with aircraft and electronic components, Heath began to advertise the electronic items in a monthly flyer, the forerunner to the Heath Catalog.  With a warehouse filled with a vast stock of components, Anthony developed the first kit, the O-1 5” Oscilloscope.  This was the first Heathkit.  Some of the company’s early products were economical test instruments but soon Heath expanded into amateur radio and other markets.

People all over the word enjoyed the experience of assembling a quality Heathkit electronic product.  It was not unusual for interest in a career in the electronics field to develop as a result of building a Heathkit product.  Unfortunately, interest in kit building declined in the 1980’s with Heath ultimately abandoning the kit business to focus on educational and home security products.

Heath enabled the author to use company photographs, logos and various documents made available to him by the Heath management in preparing the book.  Besides his own recollections, Perdue probed the memories of sixteen former employees that were an essential part of the Heathkit phenomena.  
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The book consists of the author’s historical recollections of the company as described above.  Next is a Picture Potpourri that provides a look back into Heath’s early days as an airplane manufacturing company, early advertising copy, as well as a look at some of the prominent people that served in executive roles during the golden years.  The final section is entitled “Memory Miscellany” and it contains stories submitted by various contributors.  Many were past Heath employees while others were vendors or customers.  The stories provide different perspectives about the company.  Although a bit disjointed, Heath Nostalgia is an interesting collection of memories by those that were part of the Heath family over the years.

Heath Nostalgia by Terry Perdue is a 124 page, soft cover book, which includes a picture potpourri of 38 photographs and copies of other documents.  It is available from the Universal Radio (6830 Americana Parkway, Reynoldsburg, Ohio 43068) for US$13.95 plus US$5.00 shipping and handling.  Also, orders may be placed by telephone (1-800-431-3939) or FAX (1-614-866-2339) or through Universal’s website < http://www.universal-radio.com/>. 

Heath Nostalgia brings back the early days for most of us in the hobby even if you were not an experimenter that liked to build things.  For its nostalgia value, it makes an interesting, quick read.
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Even in the 40s, Heath’s assembly manuals included clear
instructions and pictorials to assure easy and proper
construction. Today, many manufacturers of ‘some assem-
bly required’ products still fall short in this regard.
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