Why?

Why compete in a radio contest?  Probably for the same reason that people play golf, fish or play bridge…for the fun of it.  We get to see new places, meet interesting people, try out our equipment and hone our operating skills.  That's important, because this mobile contest station can be quickly and easily converted to emergency service use, providing crucial  communications support to law enforcement and emergency response teams when and where disaster strikes.  What we learn about our equipment and operating techniques during a contest may make a critical difference in an emergency.

Glad you stopped by

Thanks for stopping by.  I hope you found your visit informative.  If, by chance, your interest in amateur radio has been sparked, please contact the

American Radio Relay League

225 Main St.

Newington, CT 06111

for information on obtaining a license and to find an amateur radio club near you.

The ARRL can also be reached via e-mail at hq@arrl.org or you can view their Internet web pages at http://www.arrl.org.
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What's a "Rover"

While most contestants operate from fixed locations at home, there is a "Rover" class for mobile stations such as this one that move from location to location.  In VHF/UHF and microwave contests, only one contact per band is allowed with another station unless at least one of them moves to a different Maidenhead Grid location (see below).  Rover stations must operate from at least two different grids during a contest; most cover four or more grids during the contest period.

Maidenhead Grids

Knowing the precise location of another VHF/UHF or microwave station is especially useful in aiming antennas, which on these higher frequencies are very directional.  Approximately 20 years ago, European VHF and UHF amateur radio operators, meeting at Maidenhead, England, adopted a worldwide location-designation system.  

The Maidenhead Grid System divides the world, whether land mass or ocean, into rectangular grids (they're not really "squares" even though they are commonly referred to as "grid squares.").  Latitude and longitude lines are used to form the boundaries.  Each grid is one degree of latitude and by two degrees of longitude, and is identified by a unique, four-character alpha-numeric designation.

Here in the Pacific Northwest, we are in the CN field, so common grid designators are in the CN70, CN80 or CN90 series.  Farther east in Washington and Oregon, you will encounter the DN00 and DN10 series.  Some examples: at a spot just north of Lincoln City, Oregon, is the intersection of grids CN74, CN75, CN84 and CN85.  This is a popular spot for contest operators because with only short moves, they can operate from four different grids.  Portland also falls just inside CN85; Eugene straddles CN83 and CN84; and Medford is in CN82.  Seattle is in CN87 and Spokane falls in DN17 while Vancouver, BC, is in CN89.

How do we know where be are?

For rover stations like this one, identifying the correct Maidenhead Grid locator is critical.  Some rovers use detailed maps; however, many of now also use Global Positioning System (GPS) receivers to pinpoint their exact location.  With a system of orbiting satellites overhead, the GPS unit can show the location within a few feet!  Some of the more popular units even read out the position directly in the Maidenhead Grid system.

What kind of radios are we using?

All of the equipment in use is FCC-certified for the Amateur Radio Service.  This station uses a pair of transceivers (transmitter-receiver combination); one covering the 50, 144 and 432 MHz amateur bands and the other driving transverters (transmit/receive frequency converters) on the 222, 903, 1296, 2304 and 3456 MHz amateur bands. 

Power levels range from approximately one watt (3456 MHz) to about 200 watts (50 MHz).  Most transmissions are done in the single-sideband voice mode; however, we also use FM and CW (Morse Code) when needed.

Two types of antennas are used.  The loops cover the lower four bands and are used primarily while traveling.  They provide moderate gain and are essentially omni-directional.  When stopped, we frequently set up a small mast in the trailer hitch receiver  mount for three or four high-gain Yagi antennas.  An additional tripod mount supports the 903, 1296, 2304 and 3456 MHz antennas.  These antennas provide much higher gain than the loops and are quite directional, allowing us to work over much longer distances.

Contacts are logged on a laptop computer running special software.  Auxiliary batteries are carried in the back of the truck and are used to power some of the equipment; the truck battery does the rest… with a portable generator for recharging all the batteries when needed.  It has proven to be a very reliable system.
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