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“When we were kids, K used to tell 
people all the time that homeless people 
were smart.

she knew this because her friend who was 
homeless had cable for free, and that is 
pretty smart. 

K said he kept his tv in his shopping 
cart along with his diploma.” 

k’s friend watched cable under this bridge. She 
thinks he ran a cable from a nearby pole and used a 
car battery to power the tv. 



this booklet provides an overview of 
cable tv infrastructures prior to the 
use of cable boxes and the transition to 
digital signals. with some variations 
due to geography and company policies, 
the configurations of equipment reviewed 
here were likely in use, roughly, from 
the 1970s through the 1990s.

before the transition to digital signals, 
tv cables carried the signal for all 
channels at all times. Special equipment 
was then used to prevent people from 
accessing premium channels they had not 
paid for. 

this historical configuration created a 
context in which:

1) it was relatively easy to access 
content without paying for it.

2) doing so required a knowledge of 
infrastructural components such as taps, 
demarcation boxes and traps.



taps

as a signal moves from a cable company’s 
headend -- where channels are assembled 
and broadcast -- to subscribers’ sets, 
taps generall represent a first site of 
possible access. 

taps split a cable signal so that it can 
be redirected to multiple locations. 
this is one point at which equipment 
that modifies access to premium content 
was installed. 



pedestals 

pedestals are plastic enclosures used in 
areas such as residential neighborhoods 
to house cable taps and other equipment, 
such as amplifiers, needed to distribute 
signal. 

because pedestals are relatively 
accessible, locking terminators -- see 
below -- are used to block unused ports.



aerial tap: used in less dense areas

tree tap: ???
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terminators

terminators are used to seal the ends of 
cable runs and are often found on taps, 
where they block off unused ports.

non-locking terminator

locking terminator: removal requires a special 
tool or alternative methods involving pliers, 

super glue, etc. 



demarcation boxes

cable lines enter residences at plastic 
boxes that are usually installed on the 
exteriors of buildings. These boxes 
sometimes housed equipment used to give 
or revoke access to premium content -- 
see traps below.

because they are on a subscriber’s 
property, these boxes are relatively 
easy to access. 

for this reason, demarcation boxes are 
locked to prevent subscribers from 
modifying the enclosed equipment. 
interestingly, boxes are most often 
protected using the same locking 
terminators that are used to block 
unused cable ports. in this usage, 
the terminator’s function of blocking 
signal is irrelevant. instead, the 
hardware’s ubiquity and standardization 
make available a simple lock that any 
technician can open.



“Traps” attach to coax cable to either 
add or remove premium channels.

They all look fairly similar and are 
often color coded with tape by the cable 
company.  

traps



NEGATIVE traps

negative traps caused signal loss around 
a frequency dedicated to the video 
signal for a channel. 

Traps that removed multiple channels 
were referred to as tier traps.

because they were fairly easy to remove, 
Negative traps were typically installed 
in a difficult-to-access location, 
such as on an aerial tap or in a locked 
demarcation box.

from dewtronics.net : illustration of attenuation 
around a video signal.



positive traps

instead of including all channels and 
removing them selectively once the cable 
is split per subscriber, some systems 
effectively removed premium channels at 
the head end and used positive traps as 
needed to provide them to subscribers. 

positive traps worked by inserting a 
strong signal near a premium channel. TV 
sets then ignored the premium channel 
and tuned to the inserted signal. 
Positive traps removed the decoy signal, 
allowing the set to recognize the 
premium channel.



circumventing traps

accessing channels blocked with a 
negative trap only required removing the 
trap. however, because these traps were 
often installed in difficult-to-reach 
and/or visible locations, removing them 
could involve relatively high risk. 

circumventing positive traps involved 
installing a new piece of equipment 
specific to the blocked channel. the 
needed filters could be purchased 
through electronics magazines, and plans 
were also available for DIY, adjustable 
filters.

these filters could be installed at any 
point in the cable run, such as inside a 
residence, and thus involved less risk.

popular electronics, june 1996



in apartment buildings and other dense, 
shared spaces, multiple companies, 
technicians and residents configure cable 
runs in complex ad hoc arrangements.
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resources

dewtronics.com/tutorials/descramblers/
notchfilter/notch.html

cd.textfiles.com/group42/HACK/TV/CABLE/
CABLE.HTM

cityinfrastructure.com/




