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Historic Transistors from Radio Receptor, General Transistor and General Instrument:  

General Transistor (GT) was one of the most successful and technologically advanced manufacturers of 

germanium computer transistors in the 1950s.  This company also exemplifies the rapid changes in corporate 

ownership and spinoffs during the fi rst days of transistor development.  General Transistor was formed in 

1954 by Herman Fialkov  and others as a spinoff from Radio Receptor  (RR), a small manufacturer of 

semiconductor products that had been one of the original 1952 licensees of transistor technology from 

Western Electric.  Throughout the 1950s, until a corporate merger and name change with General Instrument 

(GI) in the early 1960s, General Transistor developed and sold millions of the most advanced germanium 

computer transistors available at the time.  Shown above are examples of historic transistors manufactured 

by these three early transistor companies.  At upper left  is a very rare RR prototype point contact transistor 

from 1951/1952.  The RR21 is a plastic -cased audio transistor introduced by Radio Receptor in 1953; the more 

advanced metal-cased RR87 followed in early 1955.  General Transistor devices are shown at upper right 

beginning with the mid-1950s GT81 mounted in a soldered heat -sink.  The UFC760 is dated 1 956  and represents 

a major business success for GT  in supplying large quantities of computer transistors to Univac (UFC is a 

designation for Univac File Computer).  The GT759 and 2N519A GT transistors are from 1957 and 1958.  The 

bottom row of devices illu strates additional examples of GT transistors from the late 1950s (2N43, 2N44 and 

2N317) as well as the transition to General Instrument transistors in the 1960s (GT/GI109, GIT 2N130 5 and 

GT/GI 2N501.  The remarkable story of the  advanced computer transist ors produced by these intertwined 

and pioneering companies provides an important view into the technology and evolving corporate relationships 

of the first years of transistor history.  
 

 

http://www.chemheritage.org/discover/collections/oral-histories/details/fialkov-herman.aspx
http://archive.computerhistory.org/resources/still-image/PENDING/X3665.2007/Fairchild/FSC_ENews_Hoefler_July68.pdf
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Early Radio Receptor Transistors : Above are section s of an ad from the J une 1953 issue of Teletech 

magazine.  The first commercial germanium junction transistors, such as the Raytheon CK722, were just 

becoming available at this time, and RR was an early leader with the RR14, R R20 and RR21 shown in the ad.  

Other RR devices featured in this ad include junction power transistors, photo transistors, and point contact 

transistors. This was a very broad product offering for such a small company and established RR as an 

important lea der in early transistor research.  
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Hearing Aids, Radios and Computers:   The first large 

scale commercial use of transistors was hearing aids.  

Most early transistor manufacturers developed low 

speed PNP alloy junction devices that were best suited 

for this market ð shown at upper left is the component 

view of the Zenith òRoyal Mó hearing aid introduced in 

1954.  This particular unit uses two RR type RH20 

transistors, dated 1954 week 29.  A Philco 2N4 7 

transistor is also used.   Building on the hearing aid 

presence established by RR, General Transistor also 

sold devices for this application.   For example, the 

Acousticon model A340 hearing aid was sold initially 

with RR transistors but continued in 1956 with GT 

devices.  Unlike RR, GT supplied transistors to  radio 

manufacturers, either as original types or as 

replacements. An interesting example is shown above 

on the cover of the 1957 edition of Electronic 

Experimenterõs Handbook, which shows a hobbyist 

r adio project with three GT 81 transistors.  RR and GT 

used the proprietary òRRó and òGTó numbering systems 

as well as the more stan dard ò2Nó technique ð see the  

2N37 and RR157 above left and the GT 122, 2N43 and 

the 2N604  at right .  RR advertised a series of 

computer transistors in 1955 (see ad at left ). GT 

greatly expanded on the computer transistor lineup 

throughout the 1950s , and became known as a leading 

supplier of high speed switching types.  The 2N604 

above is an example of an advanced GT òdriftó type 

computer device from 1961.  
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Evolution of RR, GT and GI Transistor Types:  In addition to the industry standard ò2Nó numbering system, 

Radio Receptor and General Transistor also used the proprietary òRRó and òGTó sequence on many transistor 

types.  These in -house numbers could be updated quite rapidly and were sometimes used inconsistently to 

identify different or evolving transistor types with similar  numbers.  For example, the top photo illustrates 

several versions of the GT81 transistor type that were produced by GT in the 1950s.  The upper left unit 

mounted in the soldered  heatsink was one of the first types sold by GT, appearing as early as 1955.  This type 

was continued for several years, but the case type changed as shown by the TO -9 version at upper right, dated 

1958.  The smaller GT81, dated 1957 and sometimes labeled as GT81H, was intended for the hearing aid market .  

The GT81HSR, also dated 1957, was a high speed (HS) version of the GT81 ð the òRó suffix was frequently 

used by GT to indicate a selected parameter or a type supplied in a different case type.   The lower photo 

illustrates the evolution of a unique RR/GT/GI device, the phototransistor, from the first version, the RR66  

at left , introduced in 1954/55, compared with the similar glass-cased GT 2N318 in center, dated 19 58.  Due 

to the popularity of this unique t ransistor type, GT introduced improved versions with a smaller metal case, 

labeled as 2N469  (not shown above).  GI continued to man ufacture this product type into the 1960s, as 

illustrated by the units at far right, dated 1965.   This sequence of device typ es, beginning with the Radio 

Receptor RR66, through the later 1950s with the General Transistor 2N318  and 2N469, and finally with similar 

devices produced by General Instrument in the 1960s , well illustrates the unique and historic relationship for 

these e arly and influential transistor companies.   
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GT81: The first GT transistors began to appear in 1955, shortly after the corporate spinoff from Radio 

Receptor.  The òTransistor Specification Chartó, published in the September 1955 issue of Teletech 

magazine, is one of the first industry publications with available GT transistors listed.  This list identifies 

the following G eneral Transistor model numbers (GT 14, 20, 24, 34, 81, 81H, 760, 761, 762, 83, 87, 88 an d 

122) and (2N34, 36, 37, 38 39, 40, 42, 44, 45, 63, 64 and 65).   The GT81 devices, shown above left, are very 

early examples of the first GT transistors. These units were originally packaged in a GT transistor box lot 

of 100, identified on the box as GT81 .  These early GT transistors were intended for low frequency switching, 

audio and general purpose use, with cross reference to such better known types as the RCA 2N109.  Of 

special note is the soldered heat  sink which would allow higher power output from these transistors, likely 

for use as  audio output in a radio or phon ograph, or low speed solenoid driver in a computer application.  The 

GT81 included in your kit is a rare example of one of the first GT transistors.     

2N 43/ 2N44:   Beginning with the firs t 1955 GT transistors, some of the important product types offered 

were popular model numbers developed by other transistor  companies and second sourced by GT.  For 

example, in 1953 General Electric introduced a very popular line of PNP alloy junction transistors, the 2N43, 

2N44 and 2N45, which were widely used for many years in a variety of commercial, military and data 

processing applications.   GT introduced its own version s of these transistors, which were part of the GT 

product line throughout the 1950s.   The GT 2N44 shown above right is dated 1957, week 41, and the GT 

2N43 shown above is dated 1959, week 48.  Note the òpinched-topó case style of the 2N44.  The original 

General Electric 2N43/44/45 series of transistors also had this case style, which was the result of an 

evacuated case with a remaining exhaust tube.  GT copied this case style as shown above, but this appears 

to have been for cosmetic reasons only, with no actual case evacuation.   In 1959, both GE and GT abandoned 

the òpinched-topó case and used the classic òtop ható style as shown with the 2N43 above. 
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GT Computer Transistors  in 1957 : By the end of 1957, GT had greatly expanded its line of transistors beyond 

the approximately 25 types available in 1955.  The October 1957 issue of Electronic Industries and Teletech 

contains a comprehensive list of the commercial transistors from U.S. com panies, and the General Transistor 

listing identifies 60 or so specific transistor types.  By this time, GT had begun to specialize in computer 

transistors.  Note the ad above from the December 1957 issue of Computers and Automation magazine.  

Multiple case styles were manufactured by GT, and these are illustrated in the ad.  For example, the òpinched-

topó unit at top was developed initially in 1953 by General Electric and GT used this same case style for the 

GE types second-sourced b y GT.  The middle case style is similar to the more modern JEDEC TO -22 case and 

was used originally by Radio Receptor. The bottom transistor case is the most common 1950s GT case style 

and is similar to the JEDEC TO -9.  Note also the extensive list of typi cal computer applications that these GT 

transistors could perform.  With such a broad range of transistor types  introduced by the end of 1957 , GT 

had become a leading manufacturer of germanium computer transistors .  
    

 


