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FEATURE ART ICLE
BOB - N3TS

Keeping Communications

While serving as U.S. Marine Corps communica-
tion officers we would frequently be presented 
with "schemes of maneuver" which demanded 

different modes of communications support while operat-
ing in possible “operational areas” located somewhere on 
the globe. Please note that yagi antennas were not in our 
toolkit.
   Part of our job was to determine what was possible in 
terms of HF communications support. We either had to 
provide HF communications support to the proposed 
operation as presented or we had to make solid, fact-based 
recommendations to change the proposed operation in a 
way that could be supported by HF communications. It was 
not uncommon to be told in the planning phase to “keep it 
simple.” Then upon arrival on site, we’d discover the need 
to provide reliable communications back to Washington, 
D.C. or at least to our U.S. Navy fleet operating somewhere 
offshore and beyond our line-of-sight.
   No self-respecting commanding officer would move his 
forces beyond his artillery, communications, or logistics 
support. Our proposals had to be understood by infan-
try, artillery, aviation and logistics officers who were not 
trained in the technical reasoning for their communications 
support. We also had to provide this same understanding 
to other organizations with whom we frequently operated.  
   This operations 
world described 
above was a long 
time ago in a world 
far, far away … and 
we did not have 
computers to help 
produce our re-
quired analysis. We 
did carry along the 
pencils and books 
needed to make the 
calculations by hand.
   We had access to 
sun spot number 
predictions provided 
by the U.S. Army and 
access to books from 
the U.S. Air Force in 
which we plugged the necessary data (including the sun 
spot predictions) associated with our HF link requirements 
to produce valid HF propagation predictions.

   It is hard to explain my amazement, when soon after be-
coming an amateur radio operator in April 2012, I discov-
ered a web-based, world-wide HF propagation prediction 
service which uses VOACAP (Voice of America Coverage 
Analysis Program) as its calculation engine. This on-line 
software program 
does in seconds 
what we once did 
by hand … so many 
years ago.
   Years ago, I learned 
to accept what 
worked and go with 
it.  I did not always 
have to understand 
the inner workings of 
the calculations. This article makes no attempt to provide a 
tutorial explaining the relationships between such things as 
solar flux, flare activity, proton index, or “K” values and the 
significance of their numeric values or other such correla-
tions. 
   Let me establish a scenario for you to help those unfa-
miliar with the VOACAP point-to-point predictive aspects 
of the VOACAP HF propagation program now available at 
http://www.voacap.com/. I draw your specific attention 
to the part of the program found at http://www.voacap.
com/prediction.html .

In your scenario, you and your stake president are 
located in Harrisburg, PA and your stake president 
wants to be able to use your existing HF system to 
speak with the Bishop’s Storehouse in Indianapolis, 
Indiana sometime during the month of July 2015. 
Your existing amateur radio system operates at 100W 
(SSB, CW and AM) and includes a dipole antenna 
hung at 30 feet for 80 mtr – 40 mtr – 20 mtr. Your 
dipole antenna is oriented to operate best at East & 
West. You have a General class license.

Using VOACAP predictions, you will need to coordi-
nate the month, day, time, frequency and mode for 
the communications link requested by your stake 
president with the Bishop’s Storehouse.

The web interface you will use is divided into three parts:

1.  A Google Map for setting the transmitter (TX) and 
receiver (RX) site coordinates. The easiest way to set the 
coordinates is to drag the markers to appropriate locations 
on the map. Under the map, the distance from TX to RX is 
given in kilometers and miles, and the bearing in degrees 
from True North. If you need to zoom in or zoom out the 
map for better details, just scroll the mouse wheel up and 
down.

2.  A circular prediction chart which is divided into 24 

It is hard to explain 
my amazement, when 
soon after becoming 
an amateur radio op-
erator in April 2012, 
I discovered a web-
based, world-wide HF 
propagation predic-
tion service which 
uses VOACAP (Voice 
of America Coverage 
Analysis Program) as 
its calculation engine. 

Years ago, I learned to 
accept what worked 
and go with it.  I did 
not always have to 
understand the inner 
workings of the calcu-
lations.

http://www.voacap.com/
http://www.voacap.com/prediction.html
http://www.voacap.com/prediction.html


hours and which shows all the amateur radio bands from 
10 meters (28 MHz) to 80 meters (3.5 MHz). The prediction 
shows the probability for a QSO between the TX and RX 
site, illustrated as colors. The white and blue colors indicate 
poor probability whereas orange and red indicate good 
probability. The exact probabilities can be seen by hovering 
the mouse over the chart frequency band and time. The 
prediction details [(UTC hour, band and probability (%)) will 
be shown in the centre of the chart.]

3.  The input values for the prediction can be set in the 
area below the Google Map and the prediction chart.

There are three sections:
1. Date
2. Transmitter Site, and
3. Receiver Site

The Date Section

   In the Date section you can choose the year and month. 
In this section, it is also possible to set a specific SSN or 
sunspot number to be used for calculations. Note that 

VOACAP Online knows about the current sunspot numbers 
so it is advisable not to set any value to the SSN field unless 
you are conducting some experiments. After you have 
entered a value in the SSN field, press the TAB key (instead 
of the ENTER key) to run a prediction which is shown in the 
prediction chart.

   Press the “This month” button to quickly re-set to the 
current year and month.
   After you have entered a value in any of the fields, press 
the TAB key instead of ENTER.

The Transmitter Site

   In the Transmitter Site section you can, besides dragging 
the red marker to the appropriate location on the map, 
choose the location from a list of DXCC countries. Basically, 
you use the Name field for entering a label for the TX 
site. But you can also enter the Maidenhead grid locator 
in the Name field, and press the “Loc calc” key: the 
corresponding coordinates will automatically be calculated 
from the grid locator and entered in the Latitude and 
Longitude fields. The latitude and longitude values can also 
be entered manually. When you do that, please press the 
TAB key to run the prediction.
   In this section, you can also select the most appropriate 
antenna for the TX site. At the moment, only one antenna 
can be chosen for all amateur bands. The default is a dipole 
at the height of 10 meters (33 ft) above the ground. All 
TX and RX antennas are artificial in the sense that they 
are omnidirectional, which allows the user to see all 
possible openings to all parts of the world. In dipole-type 
of antennas, the height of the antenna is related to the 
elevation angle and the number of elements to the gain. 
When you choose an antenna, you should think about 
the elevation angles and gain, rather than the physical 
structure of the antenna.
   In the TX power, you can select powers from 1 watt 
to 1500 watts at the given steps. 100 W is the default 
selection. Some line loss is assumed so that the actual 
power used in the calculation is 80% of the chosen 
power. In the TX mode, you can choose from CW, SSB and 
AM. CW is the default selection.
   In the “Propagation Params” there are also two special 
settings: the setting of Es (sporadic E) layer to on or off. The 
default setting is OFF (No Es). This can be set to ON (Es) 
during the summer time when the effects of the sporadic 
E layer are strongest. The second is the setting of Short-
Path or Long-Path. Short-path means the shortest distance 
between the TX and RX, and this so-called great circle path 
is visualized with a red line on the Google Map. If you set 
this to Long-path, you will go from TX to RX in the opposite 
way: the longest great-circle path.
   Last but not the least, there are three buttons:

•  Swap TX-RX,
•  Set Home, and
•  Unset Home

   If you click on the Swap TX-RX button, the TX and 
RX locations will be swapped: the current TX location 
becomes the RX location, and the RX location becomes the 

The circular 24-hour prediction chart, which is updated as soon as 
any of the input values (coordinates, power, antenna, year, month, 
etc.) changes.
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TX location. You can accomplish the same effect by double-
clicking the red (TX) or blue (RX) marker on the map. In 
this way, you will see that the circuits are not always 100% 
reciprocal. In VOACAP calculations, this is mostly due to the 
different level of noise power in the RX site.
   By clicking on the “Set Home” button the TX Name, 
Latitude and Longitude will be stored in a cookie, to 

be used by your browser automatically when you visit 
VOACAP Online next time. If you press the Unset Home 
button, the cookie will be deleted from your browser.

The Receiver Site

   In this section, the input options are similar to those of 
the Transmitter Site. The RX location can be selected from 
the pre-defined DXCC list, or coordinates can be entered 
manually in the Latitude and Longitude fields. If you enter 
the values manually, please remember to press the TAB 
key.
   The Name field is used to give a label for this site, or 
alternatively you can enter a Maidenhead grid locator in 
this field and press the “Loc calc” button, and the latitude 
and longitude values will be calculated automatically.
   By default, the receiving antenna selection is exactly the 
same as for the Transmitter Site.
   Below the Receiver Site section there is the “Run 
prediction!” button. This will calculate the detailed 
propagation prediction graph for the entire frequency 
range from 2 MHz to 30 MHz, and show the day/night 
times for each location. This was the only way of getting 
the prediction in the previous version of VOACAP Online. 
The “Run prediction!” button can be used to provide more 
precise information for the frequency you might choose 
(less than the maximum usable frequency or MUF) as well 
as the expected signal strength at the receiver.   
   The chart below (page 5) is what your specific HF 
prediction actually looks like. It does not make any grey-

line predictions. Please duplicate the proposed “HF 
point-to-point link” on your computer to make the final 
readings as you move your mouse around the circle 
http://www.voacap.com/prediction.html. To make sure 
the odds are in your favor, I don’t recommend choosing 
communication options below 95%.  
   Aren’t you glad you already have a good 40 meter 
antenna in the air? Your chart can now be used to 
coordinate the requested HF SSB link for your Stake 
President. The times shown around the outer ring are 
shown in Zulu or UTC, so don’t forget to translate both 
ends to the appropriate time zones in PA vs. IN.
   Now that you see how the program works, you can 
establish your own point-to-point criteria for the scenarios 
unique to your operation. I recommend doing the “what 
if” planning while you still have access to the computer 
and the internet. Do your advanced planning while you 
can and you will “keep comm” (communications) when it 
matters the most. 
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Possible times for 40 M SSB Link between
Harrisburg, PA and Indianapolis, IN

UTC  95% or higher ESD  CST

1200  95  0800  0700
1300  96  0900  0800
1400  97  1000  0900
1500 – 1600 98  1100 – 1200 1000 - 1100
1700  95  1300  1200
1800  94  “Too Low” 1400  1300
1900 - 2200 96  1500 - 1800 1400 - 1700
2300  97  1900  1800
0000  95  2000  1900
0100  96  2100  2000
0200  95  2200  2100

http://www.voacap.com/prediction.html
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Grandma Mara’s
RAMBL ING S

As the vernacular goes, “it sucks to get old”. Not 
that I think of myself as old, but Grandma has no-
ticed that it takes a while to recover from things 

that never much bothered me before. When you’re 
young your body and bones are more resilient and less 
prone to breakage than when in your later years and the 
calcium has gone somewhere else.
   I heard a story the other day from a guy about his 
great-grandfather falling down a flight of stairs when he 
was in his 92nd year, . After he picked himself up all he 
had wrong was a sore little pinky! He must have come 
from good stock, as most people I know of that age, 
when they fall, they usually break a hip, or some other 
bone, and that’s the beginning of the end for them.
   Walter says I’ve got to stop boring people telling them 
about my foot operation. Tells me I’m dwelling on it too 
much. Guess that’s because other than having children 

 I always wonder when 
flu shot time rolls 
around whether or not 
to have my doctor jab 
me.

(and I don’t think the accompanying morning sickness 
counts as illness), I’ve always been in pretty good health; 
yes, I get a cold or flu now and then but that only lasts 
for a few days. He says I should count my lucky stars 
that’s all I catch. I always wonder when flu shot time 
rolls around wheth-
er or not to have 
my doctor jab me. 
In the years that 
I’ve not bothered 
to, I don’t seem any 
worse off. This year, 
I’m hearing rumors 
that the medical 
people who make the annual guesses about the flu 
prevention cocktail made the wrong choice about which 
strain or strains were going to be the problem. Maybe 
it’s a good thing I didn’t get my shot this time around. 
The doctor told me it didn’t hurt to have it anyway. My 
thing is - why get something injected into my body that 
doesn’t directly do me any good!
   Like many, I’ve had the usual body parts such as tonsils 
and appendix removed years ago. 
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TECH        STUFFAND
OTH

ER
by VE1VQ

While I’ve always liked the double minimalist 
idea of QRP and CW, I’ve never really gotten 
into the QRP part until relatively recently. I 

purchased a TEN-TEC REBEL in the early spring of 2014 
and have been playing with it, as time permits. The 
REBEL is a CW-only transceiver for 40 and 20 meters 
coupled with an ARDUINO micro-controller using Open 
Source code. While it is usable right out of the box, 
the draw for most of its affectionados is the ability to 
replace the existing firmware to further enhance its ca-
pabilities. Several groups and individuals are working on 
and have freely published code to add frequency, signal 
strength, and voltage displays, code readers, and keyers. 
One group has even modified it to use for the digital 
mode of JT65.
   Another thing that piqued my ongoing interest was 
the article by N3TS in the December 2014 Newsletter, 
on actively participating in CW nets without really know-
ing the code. Bob mentioned that he wanted to learn 
the code at some future point so as to be able to copy it 
without computer assistance. He also said that he had 
purchased a KENT Morse key in order to be able to send 
code manually.
   Now, I have to tell you, I like things that do their job 
well and reliably. I like firearms that can produce a single 
hole three shot group at a designated distance. I like 
cameras that output good pictures, despite my lack of 
ability or skill. And, I like Morse keys. A key, whether 
straight, bug, or single or double paddle, is a simple 
mechanical device that does its job to perfection (most 
times). Of course, depending on the time and expense 
spent on making it, some are obviously better than oth-
ers. 
   The MFJ-550 is at or near the bottom of the class for 
straight keys. Re-
tailing for some-
where around the 
$15 mark, it is a 
“somewhat ok” 
key to practice 
with a code prac-

   Anyway, Walter says to “suck it up” and “get over it”. 
Another of those vernacular things. What does he know 
- he never seems to catch any of this seasonal stuff - 
needle or no needle. 
   And his feet are bunion free.

tice oscillator (CPO). The same key (by the look of the 
pictures) may be found on E-BAY for a dollar or two less. 
These keys have most of the usual adjustments (contact 
gap and spring tension) with the exception of no adjust-
ment on the trunnion 
(for side to side move-
ment of the lever). This 
and the general low 
quality of manufacture 
take them out of the 
interest of anyone seri-
ous about quality hand 
sent code.
   Keys on E-Bay, at least 
some of them, seem 
over priced to my way 
of thinking. Unless you 
are a collector, some of the rusty specimens listed are 
not worth the effort of bidding. The sellers must think 
they have something special or they are very optimistic. 
One seller is asking $398.00 for an obviously well used 
J-38 with two sound-
ers. Another is asking 
$102.00 for a J-38 key 
alone. The latter does 
look to be in excellent 
condition. With all of 
the many manufactur-
ers producing them 
during World War II 
you would think they 
would still be available 
in quantity. Guess all 
good things have to come to an end some time.
   Why bother with a J-38 in poor condition when you 
can purchase a new NYE-VIKING Speed-X key, which is 
essentially the same thing for (currently) $69.95. You 
can even get the version (310-003) with the shorting bar 
for an extra $10.
   If you join the 
Straight Key 
Century Club you 
can purchase the 
exclusive club key 
from LNR PRECI-
SION for $190. LNR 
also make the Pa-
triot ($210). Both 
are the same with 
the exception of the 
color of the steel 
base - red for the Patriot, blue for the SKCC version. 
   N3ZN makes some of the most beautiful mechanical 
keys around. His ZN-HK straight key series comes in sev-MFJ-550 straight key

A J-38 straight key made by the 
American Radio Hardware Asso-
ciation Co. Inc.

Nye-Viking oval base Speed-X 
straight key

The SKCC key made by LNR Precision.

http://ne.mara.net/pdf/newsletters/2014_news_dec.pdf
http://www.nyeviking.com/productsaccess.htm
http://www.skccgroup.com/
http://www.skccgroup.com/
http://www.n3znkeys.com/
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eral color combinations 
for $315.
   If you like the British 
style of straight key, with 
the large pump handle, 
take a look at the Kent 
keys. They also have one 
in kit form.
   And speaking of key 
kits, American Morse 
Equipment has small, 
straight single and 
dual paddle keys. 
Two straight keys 
are currently list-
ed on their web 
site, the KK1 and 
MS2 ($49 and $74 
respectively). The 
reviews I’ve read 
rate them well.
   These are only a very 
small sample of the straight 
keys available. Some will 
strike your fancy while oth-
ers will not. Remember the 
old quotation - Beauty is in 
the eyes of the beholder. 
I think they were talking 
about a not so good looking 
loved one, but it also applies 
to keys. Seems that North Americans generally prefer 
a lower key (J-38 style) while Europeans seem to go for 
the higher knob type (see the Kent Hand Key shown 
above). 

STRAIGHT KEY CENTURY CLUB

   For those of you who like the idea of communicating 
in CW, take a look at the SKCC group’s home page, “The 
Straight Key Century Club is the fastest growing group of 
mechanical-key CW operators in the world. First organized 
in January 2006, our 
club has grown rapidly 
to include thousands 
of licensed amateur-
radio operators from 
all corners of the 
globe.”
   The whole idea of the club is to get hams on the air 
operating CW, using mechanical keys (straight, bug, or side-
swiper). Membership is free. When you join (on-line) you 
are given a membership number and it is yours for life. The 
club has monthly weekend and regular two hour sprints 
to promote activity. As well, they have suggested calling 

N3ZN’s ZN-HK straight key.

The KENT Hand Key.

AME KK1 straight key kit

frequencies. There is also an e-mail reflector on YAHOO 
GROUPS that can be used to coordinate skeds.
   The club invites members to become CW ELMERS to help 
others increase their code speed and comprehension. You 
can become one or you can sign up with one from the list 
for as long as it works for both of you. With over 13,250 
members (as of January 1) world wide, no matter how 
slow or how speedy you are, you can find a match.
      
LINKS IN A NEW WINDOW

   For last month’s Newsletter, I spent considerable time 
trying to get the link to “The Little Red Barn” audio clip to 
open in a new window instead of opening in the same one. 
The current situation forces the reader to have to wait for 
the Newsletter to reload, if you wanted to go back to it. 
In the end, I had to give up and admit defeat (for the time 
being). It appears that newer versions of InDesign (than I 
have) allow you to specify whether or not you want a link 
to open in a new page.
   One thing I did find is that both Google Chrome and Fire-
Fox are much faster to reload the Newsletter after moving 
away, than is Internet Explorer.  And, I also found if you 
CTRL-clicked on the “here” link to the audio clip with either 
Chrome or FireFox, it would open up in a new window. 
   Perhaps it’s time to dump Windows Explorer and use one 
of the other two as my primary web browser. Or maybe, 
it’s my laptop at fault. Further study is required.

SPEAKING OF COMPUTERS

Recently, I worked on my son’s fiance’s year old (Windows 
8) laptop. She had let her teen-age children use it and it 
was infected with a number of spyware and malware pro-
grams. In the end, after trying various removal programs, 
even with changes to the registry, there was one malware 
(REG PRO CLEANER) I  was unable to remove. At that point, 
the simplest and easiest solution was to wipe and re-image 
the hard drive. It took me a fair amount of time to find 
where and how I could make a set of recovery disks. No 
longer do you get a set of disks with your new computer. 
For some time now, they come on a small partition on your 
hard drive.  Windows 8 does not make it easy to do much 
of anything other 
than waste your life 
on Facebook and 
similar places.
   Windows 8 is not 
one of Microsoft’s more brilliant ideas. Remember VISTA, 
and all of the hot air and dollars expended by MS in print 
and on television hyping that one up? You would have 
thought they would have learned from that poor excuse of 
an operating system, but apparently not. Enough of that 
train of thought.
   She needed Microsoft Office installed as well, so I picked 

Windows 8 is not one 
of Microsoft’s more 
brilliant ideas. 

http://kent-engineers.com/index.htm
http://kent-engineers.com/index.htm
http://www.americanmorse.com/
http://www.americanmorse.com/
http://idioms.thefreedictionary.com/Beauty+is+in+the+eye+of+the+beholder
http://idioms.thefreedictionary.com/Beauty+is+in+the+eye+of+the+beholder
http://www.skccgroup.com/
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up one of those cards with a code from STAPLES that would 
let me download the Student version. Their web site said 
to install the 32 bit version even if your PC was 64 bit. So I 
did. It didn’t work. By this time it was near midnight on a 
Sunday night.
   The next day I called a Canadian support number - and 
got a lady in India. No problem, her accent wasn’t too diffi-
cult to understand. She helped me create the missing icons 
on the desktop. However, I still couldn’t open any of the 
usual Office programs. She went off to confer with some-
one else... and the line disconnected! So, I call back again 
and go through the same press this, press that. Got a guy 
this time (again in India) but he really knew his stuff. Before 
he did anything he issued me a case number. Then he 
remotely logged into the laptop and removed all traces of 
the previous night’s download (even cleaned out the vari-
ous registry entries, took me to the install web site and had 
me enter the password, and installed the 64 bit version. 
Then he even fine tuned it, all the time conferring with me 
on the phone. Prior to disconnecting our phone connec-
tion, he told me if we ever had to call back about this or 
any Microsoft problem to refer to the case number so they 
would know what they had done. Now that’s service!
   The moral of this story is, make sure you have a set of 
operating system re-
covery disks on hand, 
before anything fails. 
Hard to make them 
after your hard drive 
goes into some non-
booting state. And 
make sure you have 
the installation disks 
for any software or 
added hardware you have installed on your machine. For 
the ones you downloaded off the Internet, at least have 
their names and web addresses so you can do it again.
   And yes, I did create a backup disk for Windows Office for 
her before I gave the laptop back. 

The moral of this story 
is, make sure you have 
a set of operating sys-
tem recovery disks on 
hand, before anything 
fails. 

“It is absolutely true that people will 
forget what you said and what you did 
but will never forget how you made them 
feel.”

   Brianna Wiest

QUOTE OF THE MONTH

    DI-DAH-DI-DAH
D
I
T

As I write this, we’re on the after side of a late 
January snow storm. The snow has stopped, the 
wind is lessening a little, the old house has got-

ten quieter, with less creaking and groaning, things that 
old houses are prone to do when the wind blows.
   The power stayed on, despite the grave pronouncements 
yesterday, from the spokesperson for the power company, 
warning of possible outages due to fallen trees across 
power lines from the high winds, and what you should do 
to prepare for it.
   Yesterday, the weather people were warning of dire hap-
penings to come, what with the wind, and the snow, and 
the possible rain.
   Yesterday, the 
emergency mea-
sures people were 
being interviewed 
about what to do for 
what might happen 
overnight. In the 
end, nothing much 
happened, if you don’t count the high winds. Not much 
snow happened, although what did come down blew 
around a lot.
   What did happen at this QTH was the Internet quit work-
ing. Well, not the whole Internet, because most likely it still 
worked where you live! According to the voice message, 
when I called in to report  that I had no service, there were 
widespread outages across the province and their crews 
were working hard to make the necessary repairs, and the 
company was sorry for any trouble this might cause.
   If the worse that happens because of a winter storm is 
you can’t check your FACEBOOK page, or your e-mail, or 
you can’t watch your afternoon soaps (if your TV comes 
to your house via the same provider), you can be thankful 

ARRL FIELD DAY
- 2015 -

Field Day is always the fourth full week-
end of June, beginning at 1800 UTC 
Saturday and running through 2059 UTC 
Sunday. Field Day 2015 is June 27-28.

Aren’t you glad you 
heeded the council of 
your leaders and were 
prepared before yes-
terday’s storm?
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that’s all that went down from the storm.
   Yesterday, there were reports that grocery stores and 
hardware stores were cleaned out of essentials as panic 
shopping took over the minds of the public. Seems a lot of 
people wait until the last minute to prepare. 
   More and more, you see this kind of behavior from the 
talking heads on TV and the radio, warning of dire things 
that might happen, as if it was fact and it was going to 
happen. Because the vast majority of people aren’t pre-
pared, panic takes over. Hyped by the media, these storms 
take on a greater significance in the minds of the listeners 
than they deserve.
   Aren’t you glad you heeded the council of your leaders 
and were prepared well before yesterday’s storm?
   Now if only my Internet would come back up so I can 
check to see if anybody new has “friended” me on FACE-
BOOK!

Until next month,
VE1VQ

Remember - we’re 
always looking for 

for the Newsletter. 

Articles
How about something 
simple you made or 
modified to make your station work better?

Sort of like Hints & 
Kinks in QST Maga-
zine.


