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THE ENDURING
LEGACY OF THE
RADIO SHACK
POLICE CALL: A
SCANNER
ENTHUSIAST'S
BEST FRIEND

For  generations  of
h o b b y i s t s ,  t r u c k
dr ivers ,  and  news
reporters,  the  phrase
Radio  Shack  Police
Call evokes a powerful
sense  of  nostalgia.
Long before the era of
smartphone  apps  and
live  audio  streaming
services,  the  primary
way to listen in on the
chatter  of  police,  fire,
a n d  e m e r g e n c y

services was through a
d e d i c a t e d  r a d i o
scanner.  For  decades,
the  go-to  source  for
these devices and the
cr i t ical  f requency
information  needed  to
use  them  was  Radio
Shack.  The  Radio
Shack  Police  Call
guide  was  not  just  a
book; it was a passport
to  a  hidden  world  of
p u b l i c  s e r v i c e
communicat ion,  a
cornerstone  of  the
scanning hobby, and a
vital  tool  for  staying
informed.
This  art icle  delves
deep  into  the  history,
funct ional i ty,  and
cultural  impact  of  the
Radio  Shack  Police
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Call.  We  will  explore
h o w  t h i s  u n i q u e
product  became  an
indispensable resource
f o r  s c a n n e r
enthusiasts,  how  it
evolved with changing
technology, and why it
r e m a i n s  a  f o n d l y
remembered icon even
in  the  age  of  digital
c o m m u n i c a t i o n s .
Understanding  the
Radio  Shack  Police
Call is to understand a
significant  chapter  in
the  history  of  radio
monitoring  and  the
broader  hobby  o f
scanning.

The Birth
of the
Scanner
Hobby

and
Radio
Shack's
Role
To  apprec iate  the
significance  of  the
Radio  Shack  Police
Call,  one  must  first
understand the rise of
the  scanner  hobby  in
the  United  States.
Regulatory changes by
t h e  F e d e r a l
C o m m u n i c a t i o n s
Commission  (FCC)  in
the  1970s  and  1980s
m a d e  i t  l e g a l  f o r
civilians  to  purchase
and  operate  radio
receivers  capable  of
tuning  into  publ ic
safety  frequencies.
This  opened  the  door
for  a  new  breed  of
radio  enthusiast:  the
scanner  buff.
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Radio Shack, already a
dominant  force  in
consumer  electronics,
r e c o g n i z e d  t h i s
burgeoning  market.
The  company’s  chain
of retail stores became
the primary destination
for purchasing scanner
radios. Models like the
Realistic  PRO-2004,
PRO-2006,  and  the
later  PRO-2052  were
legendary  among
hobbyists.  However,
owning a scanner was
only half the equation.
A user needed to know
what  frequencies  to
listen to. This is where
the  Radio  Shack
Police  Cal l  gu ide
became  absolutely
essential.
Published  annually  or
semi-annually,  the
Radio  Shack  Police
C a l l  w a s  a
c o m p r e h e n s i v e
di rectory  of  rad io
frequencies  used  by
police  departments,

fire  departments,
emergency  medical
s e r v i c e s  ( E M S ) ,
highway  patrol,  and
other  government
agencies  across  the
United  States  and
Canada.  It  was  the
definitive  cheat  sheet
f o r  t h e  s c a n n i n g
community.

What
Made the
Radio
Shack
Police
Call So
Valuable?
The value of the Radio
Shack  Police  Call
extended far beyond a
mere list of numbers. It
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was  a  meticulously
r e s e a r c h e d  a n d
organized  reference
work  that  solved  the
two biggest challenges
f a c i n g  s c a n n e r
enthusiasts of the era:
finding  active
f r e q u e n c i e s  a n d
identifying  who  was
talking  on  them.

A COMPREHENSIVE
FREQUENCY
DATABASE

Before  the  internet
became  a  household
utility,  finding accurate
frequency  information
was  a  monumental
task.  Hobbyists  relied
on  word-of-mouth,
local  radio  clubs,  and
trial-and-error  manual
scanning.  The  Radio
Shack  Police  Call
c h a n g e d  t h i s  b y
providing a centralized,
often  verified,
database.  The  guide
was typically organized

by  state  and  then  by
city or county, making
it  easy  for  a  user  in
Seatt le  to  look  up
frequencies  for  King
County without having
to guess. This level of
o rgan iza t ion  was
revolutionary  for  its
time.

IDENTIFYING THE
VOICE ON THE AIR

Perhaps  the  most
compelling  feature  of
the  Radio  Shack
Police  Call  was  its
coded  identification
system.  Alongside  a
frequency number, the
guide would list a "call
s i g n "  o r  a  u n i t
identifier.  For  instance,
a  listing  might  show
" 1 5 4 . 8 9 0  M H z "
f o l l o w e d  b y  " P -
Dispatch"  or  "E-Med."
This  allowed  listeners
to  ins tant ly  know
whether  they  were
h e a r i n g  p o l i c e
dispatch,  a  fire
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department  tactical
channel,  or  a  medical
helicopter. This context
w a s  c r u c i a l  f o r
transforming  random
rad io  no ise  in to  a
coherent  picture  of
local  activity.

TIME-SAVING FOR
HOBBYISTS

Scanning  without  a
guide  was  like  flipping
through  thousands  of
TV channels to find one
s h o w .  T h e  Rad io
Shack  Police  Call
drastically reduced the
time it took to populate
a  scanner's  memory
channels.  Enthusiasts
cou ld  spend  the i r
evening  programming
their radio with known
good  f requenc ies
rather  than  manually
searching  the  entire
public safety spectrum.
This  efficiency  made
the  hobby  far  more
a c c e s s i b l e  t o
newcomers.

The
Evolution
of the
Guide:
From
Print to
Digital
The  Radio  Shack
Police Call was not a
s ta t i c  p roduct .  I t
evolved  significantly
over  i ts  l i fecyc le ,
mirroring  the  changes
in both technology and
the  scanning  hobby
itself.

THE GOLDEN AGE
OF THE PRINT
EDITION

The print edition of the
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Radio  Shack  Police
Ca l l  w a s  a  t h i c k ,
softcover  book  that
sold for a modest price,
typically  between  $10
a n d  $ 2 0 .  I t  w a s  a
m a i n s t a y  o n  t h e
counter of every Radio
Shack  store,  sitting
r i g h t  n e x t  t o  t h e
b a t t e r i e s  a n d
antennas.  The  cover
art  was  often  iconic,
featuring sleek scanner
radios  or  dramatic
scenes  of  emergency
vehicles.  For  many
young  enthusiasts,
buy ing  the  la tes t
edition  of  the  Radio
Shack Police Call was
an annual ritual. It was
the sign that the hobby
was alive and well. The
sheer  volume  of  data
was  impressive,  often
running  into  hundreds
of  pages  of  closely
printed  text.

THE SHIFT TO

SOFTWARE AND
CDS

As personal computers
became more common
in  the  1990s ,  t he
Radio  Shack  Police
Call  began  to  appear
in digital  formats.  CD-
ROM versions  became
available,  offering
searchable  databases
that were far easier to
update  and  navigate
than  the  print  book.
This  software  allowed
users  to  filter  by state,
city,  or  service  type,
and  often  included
f e a t u r e s  f o r
programming scanners
directly from the PC via
a  cable.  This  was  a
significant  leap
f o r w a r d ,  a s  i t
automated the tedious
process  of  manual
programming.
The CD version of the
Radio  Shack  Police
Call  typically  included
the same core data as
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the  print  edition  but
added  convenience
and  speed.  A  user
could  find  all  fire
d e p a r t m e n t
f requenc ies  fo r  a
specific  county  in
seconds  and  then
instant ly  create  a
c u s t o m  l i s t  f o r
uploading  to  their
scanner.  This  digital
shift  kept  the  Radio
Shack  Police  Call
relevant  even  as  the
internet  began  to  offer
competing resources.

The
Waning
of a
Tradition
and the

Rise of
the
Internet
Despite  its  profound
ut i l i ty ,  the  Radio
Shack  Police  Call
could not compete with
t h e  u l t i m a t e
d e m o c r a t i z e r  o f
i n f o r m a t i o n :  t h e
internet.  As  websites
l i k e
RadioReference.com
emerged,  they  offered
a  f ree,  constant ly
updated,  and  user-
editable database that
surpassed  even  the
most  recent  Radio
Shack  Police  Call
guide.

Real-time
updates: The
internet allowed
for instant
updates. A
frequency
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change at a local
police
department
could be
reported and
published online
within hours. The
Radio Shack
Police Call, as a
print publication,
was often
outdated by the
time it reached
store shelves.
User
contributions:
Websites
fostered a
community of
users who
submitted
confirmed
frequency
information. This
crowdsourced
model quickly
outclassed the
centralized
publishing model
of Radio Shack.
Specialized
information:

The internet
allowed for niche
communities to
form. Enthusiasts
could find
detailed
information
about specific
agencies,
including
trunking system
talkgroups and
encryption
status, which the
Radio Shack
Police Call only
touched upon in
later editions.

As  Radio  Shack  itself
began  to  st ruggle
financially  in  the  21st
century, the production
of  the  Radio  Shack
Police  Cal l  gu ide
slowed and eventually
ceased.  The  final  print
e d i t i o n s  a r e  n o w
col lector 's  i tems,
prized  by  those  who
remember  the  pre-
internet golden age of
scanning.
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Why the
Radio
Shack
Police
Call Still
Matters
Today
Even  though  it  is  no
longer  in  production,
the  Radio  Shack
Police  Call  holds  a
special  place  in  the
h i s t o r y  o f  r a d i o
communication.  For
v e t e r a n  s c a n n e r
enthusiasts,  the  guide
is a tactile reminder of
a  simpler  time  in  the
hobby. It  represents a
p e r i o d  w h e n
knowledge was scarce
and discovering a new

frequency  felt  like  a
genuine achievement.
The  legacy  o f  the
Radio  Shack  Police
Call  is  also  visible  in
h o w  w e  o r g a n i z e
information today. The
data  s t ruc tu re  o f
modern  frequency
d a t a b a s e s — l i s t i n g
frequency,  tone,  and
description—owes  a
d i rect  debt  to  the
format  popularized  by
the  Radio  Shack
P o l i c e  C a l l .  I t
established a standard
t h a t  t h e  e n t i r e
scanning  community
still  follows.
Fur thermore ,  the
Radio  Shack  Police
C a l l  i n t r o d u c e d
countless individuals to
the  wor ld  of  rad io
communication.  I t
sparked an interest  in
radio  technology,
p u b l i c  s a f e t y
operations,  and  even
c a r e e r s  i n
communications.  The
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guide  was  often  the
first  step  for  a  young
person  into  a  lifelong
hobby  o f  amateur
radio,  scanning,  or
radio  engineering.

Practical
Tips for
Using a
Vintage
Radio
Shack
Police
Call
Guide
If  you are new to the
hobby  and  find  a
vintage  copy  of  the
Radio  Shack  Police

Call at a garage sale or
an online auction, it is
not  entirely  useless.
Here  is  how  to  make
the  most  o f  i t  in  a
modern context:

Verify1.
Everything
Online: Use a
modern resource
like
RadioReference.c
om to check the
frequencies
listed in the
guide. Many
agencies have
moved to
trunked systems
or changed
frequencies since
the guide was
printed.
Use it for2.
Context: The
Radio Shack
Police Call often
included a
"Code" or
"Identifier"
column that
explained the
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type of traffic on
a specific
frequency (e.g.,
"Tac-1,"
"Detectives,"
"Admin"). This
contextual
information is
timeless and
helps you
understand how
an agency
organizes its
radio traffic.
Look for3.
Patterns:
Vintage guides
are excellent for
understanding
how radio
spectrum was
organized before
rebanding. They
show the original
allocations for
VHF-high
(150-174 MHz)
and UHF
(450-512 MHz)
bands, which can
help you identify
the purpose of a

frequency even if
the callsign has
changed.
Focus on Small4.
Agencies: Some
rural police or
fire departments
change
frequencies very
infrequently. A
vintage Radio
Shack Police
Call might still
hold accurate
information for
small,
underfunded
agencies that
have not
upgraded their
radio equipment
in decades.

The
Cultural
Iconograp
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hy of the
Radio
Shack
Police

Call
Beyond  its  practical
function,  the  Radio
Shack  Police  Call
became  a  cul tural
a r t i f a c t .  I t  w a s
prominently  displayed
in  the  "Radio  Shack
Police Scanner" section
of  every  store,  often
alongside  the  latest
R e a l i s t i c - b r a n d e d
receiver.  The  visual
branding  of  the  guide
was  consistent  and
r e c o g n i z a b l e — a
fami l i a r  b lue  and
y e l l o w  l o g o  t h a t
s igna led  a  d i rec t
connection  to  local
public  safety.  Owning

the latest  copy was a
b a d g e  o f  h o n o r ,
demonstrating that you
were  serious  about
your  hobby.  It  was  a
shared reference point
for  entire  generations
o f  m o n i t o r i n g
enthusiasts who would
t r a d e  f r e q u e n c y
information  based  on
the  page  numbers  in
t h e  l a t e s t  Rad io
Shack Police Call.

Conclusio
n: A
Silent
Legacy
on the
Airwaves
The  Radio  Shack
Police  Call  was  far
more  than  a  simple
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product. It was the key
that  un locked  the
world  of  public  safety
radio  for  millions  of
users.  It  provided  the
crucial  link  between
the  hardware  (the
scanne r )  and  the
i n f o r m a t i o n  ( t h e
frequencies). While the
printed guide  and the
iconic  Radio  Shack
stores that sold it have
largely faded from the
landscape, the spirit of
the  Radio  Shack
Police Call lives on. It
lives on in the modern,
dynamic  databases  of

the  internet,  in  the
memory  of  hobbyists
w h o  c a r e f u l l y
programmed  their
scanners  f rom  i ts
pages ,  and  in  the
f u n d a m e n t a l
o r g a n i z a t i o n a l
structure  of  how  we
c a t e g o r i z e  r a d i o
communications today.
F o r  t h o s e  w h o
remember,  the  flick  of
a dial  and the crackle
of  a  police  dispatcher
will forever be linked to
the  pages  o f  tha t
i n d i s p e n s a b l e
gu ide—the  Radio
Shack Police Call.


