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In 2016, to celebrate the centennial of the National Park Service, the 

ARRL organized a year-long operating event: National Parks On The Air 

(NPOTA).  The event was loosely modeled after the wildly successful 

ARRL centennial event, and encouraged operators to get experience op-

erating in the field.  Not only would the 59 national parks be celebrated, 

but all of the other administrative units over which the National Park Ser-

vice has jurisdiction, including national monuments,  wild and scenic riv-

ers, trails, scientific preserves, and recreation areas, among others.  Dur-

ing the event I completed nine activations, with two additional attempted 

A Year of National Parks 

 On The Air  
by Bill Mitchell, AEØEE 

Dave (WØZF), Matt (KØBBC), and Bill (AEØEE) along the 
St. Croix National Scenic Riverway near Hastings,  

Minnesota, May 1, 2016.  Photo Credit:  AEØEE  
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activations (both VHF+) falling short of the 

10 QSO minimum required for activation 

credit. 

 

Throughout the event, I was struck by the 

similarities between some of the NPOTA ac-

tivations and major DXpeditions, such as the 

VKØEK Heard Island expedition.  Operators 

needed to plan not just for radio equipment 

and access, but also for environmental pro-

tections, food, and waste disposal.  On the 

air, the pileups can be fierce (at least if you 

get spotted) and the difference between sea-

soned and casual operators is quite evident.  

For the activator, there is a tension between 

trying to maximize the number of contacts 

and exploring the wonderful and interesting 

place you are activating. 

 

Preparations 

 

My adventures with Na-

tional Parks On The Air 

began in late 2015, when 

Matt Holden (KØBBC) 

suggested to that we 

should plan an activation 

of the Mississippi National 

River Recreation Area 

running through the Twin 

Cities, for the opening 

hours of 2016.  Unencum-

bered by the common 

sense which most people 

possess, I agreed that set-

ting up and operating port-

able after dark in Minne-

sota  during the winter 

sounded like fun. 

 

Our plan was to use a gen-

erator to power a single HF operating posi-

tion in the back seat of Matt's Jeep while 

parked at Raspberry Island in St. Paul. The 

year-long event began at 6PM CST.   We 

would set up a 40 meter antenna operate until 

it was too cold to continue.  Prior to activa-

tion, we posted our plans on the NPOTA 

website and sent an email to the TCDXA and 

Minnesota Wireless Assn reflectors to enable 

chasers to spot us.  With a short activation, 

food, water, and restrooms wouldn't be an is-

sue.  The urban park is not terribly ecologi-

cally sensitive, and offers a number of posts 

and structures which could be used to attach 

antennas without disturbing the local ecol-

ogy. 
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Matt Holden (KØBBC) and the setup for the January 
1, 2016 (UTC) activation of Mississippi National River 
Recreation Area. The 40 m dipole and its feedline are 

shown in green.  Photo Credit:  AEØEE  



During the summer, Matt (KØBBC, Dave 

Fugleberg (WØZF) and I decided to make a 

day of the Worthington Hamfest, and stopped 

at Pipestone National Monument for the af-

ternoon.  Unlike our previous urban location, 

Pipestone is ecologically and culturally sensi-

tive.  It also lacks structures to hold up an-

tenna. Rangers informed us that nothing 

could be staked into the ground so we opted 

to use Matt's Buddipole for our antenna, and 

used the car and some 1-gallon water jugs as 

dead-weights to guy it.  The weather was gor-

geous, so our activation was longer than on 

New Year's Eve/Day, and we were glad to 

have brought some snacks.  Operating from 

the parking lot also provided convenient ac-

cess to the visitor center restrooms and drink-

ing fountain. 

 

 

Operating 

 

Perhaps the most thrilling part of National 

Parks On The Air is the pileup from being a 

rare one!  Often the pileups were a few call-

ers deep, especially when there were decent 

band conditions and a spot was just entered.  

A few occasions on CW, I ended up working 

split to keep the pileup off of my frequency, 

particularly when running QRP.  The stan-

dard advice on pileups seemed to work well; 

try to get a full call sign rather than just a par-

tial, and work them fast.  Fortunately, most 

stations were pretty good about waiting their 

turn if you did come back with only a partial 

call sign, unlike on major DXpeditions. 

 

When operating with two HF stations, Matt, 

Dave, and I generally found that bandpass 

filters were needed.  One station was set up 

on the WARC bands, the other on contest 

bands.  With three of us, two ops worked the 

pileups leaving the remaining op to engage in 

public relations and advancing awareness of 

amateur radio in the community.  The third 

operator would also sometimes fire up the 

VHF/UHF FM rig and see if 146.520 MHz 

yielded any contacts. 

 

Although most of the contacts I made from 

national parks were with stations in the conti-

nental US, DX stations also participated.  In a 

few instances, park activators were operating 

search-and-pounce to contact DX stations.  

According to the official standings page, 

VKØEK has contacts with five NPOTA 

units!  My hat goes off to any operators who 

managed to work Heard Island from a port-

able station at a national park. 

 

During the August UHF contest, Rick Clem 

(WØIS), Dave (WØZF), and I did a pack 

rove through the central Twin Cities.  Rick 

and Dave each managed enough SSB con-

tacts at our first site along the Mississippi 

River to qualify for NPOTA activations, but I 

ended up just short. 

 

Two months later I went to Zion National 

Park, where two of my friends (both hams) 

were getting married.  A few of the groom's 

family members are licensed, so as we were 

hiking we made a few contacts on the hand-

helds.  Unfortunately, I came up two contacts 

short of a full activation, but had a wonderful 

time hiking with friends and admiring the 

cross-bedded sandstones, the remnants of an-

cient sand dunes. 

 

At the end of the year, the lure of winter op-

erating again called to me.  Matt, Dave, and I 

prepared for one last activation of the Missis-

sippi National River Recreation Area.  Al-

though both the Mississippi and St. Croix riv-

ers are eligible for NPOTA and very close to 
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the Twin Cities, the Mississippi had fewer 

QSOs.  We decided to choose a more rural 

site than for our initial NPOTA activation, 

where we had set up opposite a steam plant in 

downtown St. Paul. 

 

Our final operation began around 1800z De-

cember 31st, with Dave on the WARC bands 

using a screwdriver antenna on his pickup.  

Matt was on the air shortly thereafter on a 40  

meter feedline dipole, and  having no com-

mitments later in the afternoon and no band-

pass filter, I hoisted the 20 meter antenna, as-

sembled the 2 meter beam, and made a pair 

of contacts with my handheld.  Matt and 

Dave both left between 2000z and 2100z, but 

left me the generator.  I stayed and operated 

on 20 m and 40 m, both SSB and CW, until 

the very end.  My last contact entered the log 

at 23:59:35z.  As I was taking down the an-

tennas, the temperature was 20 °F, not too 

bad for Minnesota in late December or early 

January. 

 

 

Local Attractions 

 

Big pileups aren't the only game in town at a 

national park.  Part of the mission of National 

Parks on the Air was for radio operators to 

learn about and explore the parks.  I took 

some time to see the ancient sand dunes, the 

potholes carved into 1.1-billion-year-old ba-

salts by a glacial outburst flood at the end of 

the last ice age, the ripples left in a stream 

bed long before plants appeared on land, and 

the eagles soaring over the oak trees lining 

the Mississippi River bluffs. 

 

Although much of the learning and exploring 

I did at the parks involved enjoying the birds, 

rocks, trees, and waters, the history behind 

some of the parks was not always rosy. One 

example is Pipestone National Monument.  In 

1858, the Ihanktonwan Dakota Oyate signed 

a treaty with the US Government that placed 

them on a reservation 150 miles away, but 

secured their free and unrestricted access to a 

one square mile area around the pipestone 

quarry, which would remain tribal land.  Set-

tlers soon came to the area, but quarried on 

tribal lands without permission.  For years 

the mayor of Pipestone lived on the quarry 

land until the US Army evicted him.  Settlers 

and the US Government repeatedly broke 

promises, violated treaty terms, and moved 

goalposts.  Over nearly 30 years the Ihank-

tonwan sought compensation for their land, 

eventually having their case decided by the 

US Supreme Court in 1926.  They were paid 

nearly $340,000, but forfeited all claim to the 

quarries.  Finally in 1937, Pipestone National 

Monument was designated, and allowed 

members of any federally-recognized tribe to 

quarry, while protecting the grounds from use 

by settlers. 

 

While it is fun to operate on a fine summer 

day with a view over the prairie, the history 

of the site is one of repeated injustices, some 

which continue today.  It is important to  re-

spect and learn from all of our national parks, 

even if it makes us uncomfortable about our 

history. 

 

 

Lessons Learned 

 

From the several winter operations I have 

participated in, I can say that there are a few 

lessons to be learned about cold-weather op-

erating.  First is to be prepared for the cold.  

Dress warmly, in layers, and make sure that 

they are wind-proof (and waterproof if neces-

sary).  Good cold-weather clothing makes for 
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a comfortable operation.  Fully waterproof 

gloves are very handy if you need to set up or 

tear down antennas in the rain, or if you need 

to disentangle kelp from the radials or guys 

in standing water at temperatures just above 

freezing. 

 

It is also important to keep physically active.  

Get up and walk or run around a little peri-

odically to keep your circulation, which will 

help keep your fingers, toes, and ears from 

getting frostbite.  This is important, because 

it is very difficult to operate and type while 

wearing gloves. 

 

Another cold-weather consideration is your 

CW paddle or key.  I pounded out my first 

NPOTA contacts of 

the year on a straight 

key, because it was the 

easiest to control 

while cold.  Most of 

my code was gener-

ated at my elbow, not 

in my wrist or fingers.  

My porta-paddle iam-

bic is mostly made 

from solid aluminum, 

which acts as a heat 

sink, not helpful when 

I need to be able to 

type and it's cold.  To 

make it more cold-

weather friendly, I 

gave the finger pads a 

few coats of plasti-

dip, which made them 

a bit more insulated. 

 

In the cold, the ink in 

pens can get more vis-

cous. Test out your 

pen for cold-weather compatibility before 

starting your operation, or get one that is spe-

cifically rated for the operating temperature.  

Foods such as granola bars can also get quite 

a bit harder, so what's ñchewyò at room tem-

perature might be rock solid at 20 F. 

 

Bring a thermos filled with a warm beverage 

of your choice.  I'm a big fan of a one liter 

bottle of hot chocolate.  It helps keep me 

warm, and provides some caloric intake when 

my granola bars aren't necessarily available. 

 

When planning your operation, choose or de-

sign antennas that are cold-weather-friendly.  

My behemoth 80/160 meter fan dipole uses 

thumbscrews and wingnuts so that I can     
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Bill (AEØEE) works VHF FM contacts from the Mississippi 

National River Recreation Area on December 31, 2016. 
Photo Credit: KØBBC  



assemble and disassemble it without taking 

my gloves off.  If you're just tying ropes to 

hold some wire in the trees, use slipped knots 

such as the highwayman's hitch.  These knots 

will let you untie the knot later simply by 

pulling on the free end of the rope; again, 

there's no need to take off your gloves.  

Slipped knots also work in the summer, al-

lowing you to tear down your operation 

quickly to avoid being exsanguinated by 

mosquitoes. 

 

 

Conclusions 

 

I had a blast last year activating and 

chasing National Parks On The Air.  Al-

though I did less of both than I would 

have liked, I really enjoyed what I did.  

With an urban living situation, portable 

operation is a main part of my amateur 

radio interests.  I made nine activations 

of five parks (plus two failed attempts 

and one additional park). 

 

Activating responsibly in a protected 

area can be a challenge, as it was with 

Heard Island, but it is extremely reward-

ing.  Not everyone is physically able op-

erate from a scenic location, or has the 

tenacity to brave the elements to get on 

the air and hand out contacts despite in-

temperate weather.  However, portable 

operation is a wonderful learning experi-

ence, and generally leads to all kinds of 

memorable stories. 

 

Now that the National Parks On The Air 

has come to a close, let us not forget the 

many wonderful things the National Park 

Service protects for the public and for 

our posterity.  We can still operate away 

from home even without a special event, 

and our parks are still there for us to en-

joy.  Even though this was an amateur 

radio event, I hope it brought you closer 

to the national parks, and that you will 

continue to support these national treas-

ures as they face the challenges ahead 

from climate change,  

urban sprawl and the whims of politi-

cians.  I look forward to seeing you on 

the bands and in the parks! 
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Buddipole vertical at Pipestone  
National Monument, anchored with 

water jugs and a vehicle (just out of 
frame to the left). The elevated  
radial is held up by a fence post 

wedged in an equipment tub.  Photo 
Credit: AEØEE  



What is Club Log? 

   Club Log is a free, on-line 
database containing the uploaded logs of 

thousands of active DXers. This large data-
base allows Club Log to generate reports on 
when rare entities were last active. It helps 
you know the best time and band to catch 
that DXpedition currently on the air based on 
actual QSOs reported from your area. Fi-
nally, it allows you to compare your DXCC 
totals against your friends, fellow club mem-
bers, and all of the users of Club Log. 

The database of current information from ac-

tive DXers lets Club Log generate the most 

accurate ñDXCC Most Wantedò entity list 

available. It has become the standard used by 

the TCDXA Donation Director to evaluate 

potential contributions by the club. 

Security is important to Club Log. Your log 

is not available to other users. Only your DX 

totals will show up in league tables and chal-

lenges. 

Club Log is a free service and does not have 

advertising on the site. It does rely on dona-

tions from users to pay the bills. If you find 

Club Log useful I encourage you to make an 

appropriate annual donation. 

 

Why should I use it? 

 

Club Log provides tools to analyze your 

log and track your DX progress. It also 

checks your log for possible errors in the 

DXCC allocation of your QSOs. 

DXCC Leagues show how you rank among 

your peers who have also uploaded logs to 

Club Log. Club Leagues show how you rank 

among the members of the clubs you belong 

to. During DXpeditions you can track total 

number of band/mode slots you worked and 

compare against your friends. 

Club Log also provides an Online QSL Re-

quest System (OQRS). This system is used by 

many DXpeditions but it is also available to 

the average user. When a DXpedition uploads 

its log to Club Log, the OQRS will automati-

cally crosscheck your log and show you which 

QSOs can be confirmed. Click one button to 

request QSL cards from the DXpedition team. 

There is no need to fill in the individual QSO 

information, Club Log already has it. 

 

How do I use it? 

Go to https://secure.clublog.org  to get started. 

You can register for a new account or log in if 

you already have an account. Once you have a 

new account the first thing to do is upload 

your log. Most logging programs will generate 

and ADIF file of your log. Choose the Upload 

menu at the top of the Club Log page and 

browse for your ADIF file. 

Now that you have your past QSOs in the 

Club Log database you will want to find an 

easy way to keep your log up to date. Many 

general logging programs have the ability to 

automatically upload new QSOs to Club Log. 

Check your program documentation to see if 

that is available in your logger.  

 

If that feature is not available in your logger 

you will have to make periodic ADIF uploads 

of new QSOs. 

You will receive an email from Club Log with 
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Using Club Log 

By Pat Cain, KØPC 

https://secure.clublog.org
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an analysis of your log up-

load, noting any DXCC enti-

ties that donôt match the call 

sign. Club Log has an exten-

sive database of DXCC infor-

mation that is continually up-

dated. This report is very use-

ful for clearing up log errors. 

There are several tools to ana-

lyze your log on Club Log. 

For example, you can get a 

timeline of your DXCC totals 

over the years. Also you can 

see the entities you still need 

and their Most-Wanted rank. 

 

Now that your log is part of 

the full database you can look 

at how you rank among oth-

ers. For example, if you listed 

TCDXA as one of your club 

memberships when you regis-

tered you will be part of the 

ClubLog can  provide you a  
summary of the DXCC entities that you still need.  

This report tells you how you rank with your peers in TCDXA  



 

 

TCDXA Club League. A 

portion of the TCDXA 

Club League report is 

shown below. 

 

One of the other nice fea-

tures of Club Log is an em-

bedded log search for your 

web page. I have done this 

for my VP5/KØPC and 

VP5K logs on their 

QRZ.com web pages. It al-

lows operators to search 

for their call and request 

QSL cards by mail or via 

the QSL bureau. 

 

TCDXA Leads the Way 

It is interesting to note that 

the Twin City DX Associa-

tion is at the top of the list 

of Club DX League.  What 

this means is that TCDXA 

leads all DX Clubs in the 

average number of con-

firmed DXCC entities in 

logs uploaded to Club 

Log! 

If you are not already a 

Club Log user, why not 

sign up and keep TCDXA 

at the top of the list? 

Conclusion 

Club Log is a powerful 

tool to analyze your DX 

log and help you snag that 

next rare one. Join the 

thousands of DXers who 

already use it and enjoy its 

many features. 
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This summary can be used on your Web Page to al-

low operators to search for your call and request a 
QSL card from you.  

TCDXA leads all DX Clubs in the  
average number of confirmed DXCC entities in logs 

uploaded to Club Log.  



  

Late last year, I visited Laos 

and Vietnam for five weeks. The 

last four weeks were divided between 

Danang, on the central coast of Viet-

nam, and the Mekong Delta in the far 

south, sightseeing and visiting friends. 

The first week, though, was all ham 

radio, in and around the CQWW CW 

contest, from a few miles outside Vi-

entiane, Laos. 

 

About Laos 

 

Laos (the Lao people prefer "Lao" or 

"Pathet Lao"; French colonizers added 

the "s") is a small landlocked country 

in the heart of SE Asia, stretching from about 14 to 22 degrees north latitude, and bordered by 

Vietnam, Cambodia, Thailand, China, and Myanmar. It's length and diverse topography, from 

the cool, high, craggy mountains of the north along the 

Chinese border to the low southern plains along the Me-

kong River result in wide climate differences at every 

time of year and lots of ethnic diversity. Those attributes 

alone make Laos a fascinating place to visit, but what I 

like most about Laos is that, in addition to lots to see and 

do, it's basically a very quiet, laid-back place. Its official 

name is "Lao PDR", where "PDR" stands for "Peopleôs 

Democratic Republic". But to those who really know the 

country, "PDR" also means ñPlease Don't Rush". Vienti-

ane, the capitol, is the only Lao city that qualifies as 

"big", with growing big-city problems like traffic con-

gestion and pollution. The rest of the country is basic 

countryside SE Asia at its very best.  

 

The location I operated from is outside Vientiane and 

not far from the Thai border. The winter weather in that 

part of Laos is just about perfect, with daytime high 
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XWØYO - CQWW CW and More from the Lao PDR 
 

By Tony Wanschura, KMØO 

The XW4XR location, showing the shack and 
the compound walls  

The world from Laos. Eastern 

NA is tough on the short path.  
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temperatures in the mid 80s, with clear, 

sunny days and cool nights. This was the best 

weather of my trip, by far; my next few 

weeks, farther south in the Mekong delta of 

Vietnam and along the coast, had rain nearly 

every day. In contrast to the pleasantly warm 

winters, the summer heat is brutal, but even 

during the Lao winter the high afternoon sun 

can quickly drive you into the shade, some-

thing I discovered while helping to lay down 

a mile of radials one afternoon. 

 

 

The Station 
 

The station is in a com-

pound owned by a tele-

communications com-

pany. One of its employ-

ees is Bruce (XW4XR, 

3W3B), who has a home 

and station there. The 

transceiver was a bor-

rowed Yaesu FTDX-5000, 

which is a good-

performing radio that, in 

my opinion, has way too 

many knobs and tiny 

pushbuttons to be practi-

cal for contesting. I do my 

bandpass filtering in my 

head, rarely set the radio 

narrower than about 

600Hz, and just don't see 

the need for multiple dif-

ferent ways to tweak my 

passband. Also, I like a 

radio that's easy to use 

when I've gone more than 

24 hours without sleep, and the 5000 just is-

nôt it. It seemed like I was always acciden-

tally enabling some feature that I didn't want, 

which I then had to figure out how to turn 

off.  I like Yaesu radios, but the learning curve 

for the 5000 is pretty steep. The 5000 did per-

form very well, but I truly missed my Elecraft 

K3. Again, just my opinion... 

 

The 10/15/20 antenna was a 2 element Light-

ning Bolt quad at 80 feet, which got out really 

well, and was broad enough to cover JA and 

US (northeast) and EU (northwest) without 

touching the rotor. The 40 meter antenna was a 

SteppIR BigIR vertical, which was just okay. 

You really need an antenna with some gain and 

front-to-back to hold a frequency 

working into EU from Laos, and to 

minimize the almost constant ille-

gal Indonesian fishing boat SSB 

QRM that trashes most of the 40m 

CW band. On 80 and 160 there was 

a full sized quarter wave 160 meter 

wire vertical, trapped for 80 meters, 

with about fifty 135-foot radials. It 

worked very well on transmit, but I 

felt that I was getting out much bet-

ter than I was hearing. There was 

always a persistent ñswarm of 

beesò buzzing away in the back-

ground, just slightly too weak to 

copy. The receive situation for 80 

and 160 is now much improved, 

due to a new 8-element vertical re-

ceive array just installed (a couple 

of weeks after the contest, of 

course). 

 

There was plenty of antenna work 

to do when I arrived. All the radials 

for 80/160 vertical needed to be 

laid down. The BigIR vertical I had 

been counting on for 40 meters had 

been damaged in a storm, so we splinted it tem-

porarily with wood stakes and duct tape. We 

were lucky to have the stakes and duct tape on 

hand. One huge drawback to Laos is that you 

The 2el Lightning Bolt 
performed like quads 

everywhere: Surprisingly 
well for it's size.  
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can't just run down to a lo-

cal home-improvement 

store for stuff like that, like 

you can in Thailand or the 

larger cities of Vietnam. Re-

pairs that should be simple 

get jury-rigged for lack of 

proper hardware and tools. 

Getting spare parts is a 

problem, too. The only in-

ternational shipping service 

in Laos is DHL, and it is 

very expensive. 

 

Lao Food (and Beer!) 
 

There is nothing spectacular about Lao food, 

but it is generally pretty healthy. Lots of rice 

and stir-fried vegetables, but the best part for 

me was the Lao sausage and roast pork. Dif-

ferent parts of the country produce different 

styles of sausage, and comparing them can 

be a real adventure. Often, it's better to not 

ask what you're eating. Just try it. Chicken is 

also important in the diet, although chickens 

run free and the meat can be a little tougher 

than what we're used to here. But, to me, 

they taste like chicken ought to taste. 

 

Almost all beers in this part of the 

world are lagers, not too different 

from Coors and Budweiser, and most are a 

little too sweet or watery for my taste. A few 

are simply undrinkable.  (If you visit, just ask 

the local expats; they can save you a lot of 

time and misery, and when in Vietnam don't 

drink 333 brand.) That said, afternoons in this 

part of the world can get pretty warm, and are 

best spent on the porch in the shade with a 

few cool ones at hand. Cold beer is often hard 

to find outside of the larger cities and away 

from bars and restaurants that cater to for-

eigners. Order a beer, and you'll likely get a 

warm can with a glass of ice.                   

Repairing the BigIR vertical. Use what you 
have: Duct tape and wooden stakes  

The splinted BigIR.  
Yes, it held up  

Cold beer, Lao style.  
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Bruce has solved this problem by building an 

arrangement with the owner of a roadside mar-

ket stall just down the road from the com-

pound. She recognizes his vehicle when he 

passes on the way in, and puts a case of Beer 

Lao in her refrigerator. We go back the next 

morning and pick it up cold, and the same 

again each day until we leave. Just like in  

ham radio licensing in this part of the world, it 

helps to know the right people. 

 

XW Licensing 
 

Licensing in Laos is pretty straightforward, 

though some aspects of it may make some peo-

ple think twice. Application is made through the 

Ministry of Telecommunications. In my case, 

the application was shepherded through the 

process by my local friends who had existing 
relationships with the authorities. The applica-

tion must specify the exact location you'll be   

operating from, so there can be no moving across 

Number of contacts and percentage of total by band  

Percentage of total contacts by continent  
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town, or even across the street for better an-

tenna supports. The normal license term for a 

resident operator, at this time, is six months, 

and renewal application must be made every 

six months. That policy can easily change 

whenever the government personnel change. 

As a visitor, my license term was one month, 

and the fee for that one month was $285. This 

was pro-rated, which makes the six-month rate 

pretty pricey. All licenses are individual; there 

is no such thing as a club or group license in 

Laos. You need deep pockets to be a resident 

ham there!  

 

At my time of application, I thought I had the 

callsign issuing policy figured out. For the few 

years preceding, the authorities would issue 

XW plus the number and suffix of the appli-

cant's current foreign callsign. Bruce, AA4XR, 

was issued XW4XR. Great, I thought, I'd 

probably get XWØO. But no such luck. I got 

XWØYO. Why the Y? Who knows? 

 

QSO Statistics 
 

Laos is definitely in demand by hams chasing 

DXCC and other awards, and, of course, in the 

CQWW CW contest. Between recovering 

from jet lag, repairing antennas, laying radials 

in the sun, and frequent beer breaks with 

Bruce under the shade of the veranda while 

watching the chickens, I made just fewer than 

5700 total contacts between pre-contest opera-

tion and the CQWW CW contest. All contacts 

were CW. I had planned on doing some SSB, 

but I just never quite felt like subjecting my-

self to a phone pileup. Sorry, maybe next 

time! 

 
Of those 5700 contacts, 25% were JAs. The 

one great thing about JA stations is, in Laos, 

JAs are available constantly, in quantity, on 

one band or another; pretty much 24 hours a 

day on 20, 30, and 40 meters. You really do 

work the guys running 2 watts into an attic di-

pole or a mobile whip. It's a nostalgic reminder 

of what 10 meters sounded like in CQWW dur-

ing the sunspot peaks three or four cycles back. 

For contest purposes, JAôs are worth only one 

point each and often got in the way during the 

contest when I knew to expect NA stations 

(and other higher-point stations) calling. Fortu-

nately, politeness still pretty much rules Japa-

nese ham radio culture. There are some signs 

that their sense of order is wearing a little thin, 

but nearly all would stand by for a minute or 

two to let me listen for NA, even in the contest. 

At 25% of total, they kept me from starving 

during slow times, but EU stations were the 

contest bread and butter, at 52% of total.  

 

NA stations amounted to only 4%. Best bands 

and times for NA were 20 meters between 

2300 and 0300 UTC, and 40 meters between 

1100-1500 UTC and 2200-0000 UTC. Open-

ings were spotty and short. I made a real effort 

to find zones 3, 4, and 5 on as many bands as 

possible. With conditions as poor as they were, 

I felt I'd be fortunate to work just a very few 

stations in each of those zones for multiplier 

value. I only managed all three zones on two 

bands, 40 and 20 meters, in spite of listening 

specifically for NA as much as I could get 

away with during peak times. No zone 2 or 

zone 6 stations were worked on any band.  

Only three MN stations made it into my log in 

eight days of operating. A marginal opening on 

17m a few days before the contest brought a 

contact with NYØV at 1251Z, with Tom beam-

ing long path. KØIEA made it into the log 

about an hour later on 40. I also had a 40m 

contact with Tom a couple of days later, at 

1258 UTC with him beaming SW. My only 

Minnesota contest QSO was on 20m with 

Mark, KØKX. I heard a weak "KØ", to which I 

responded "KØ?", then a much stronger 
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"KØKX", then Mark's response as he faded 

out. Long Lake, MN had the XW propagation 

spotlight that day for a few vital seconds, just 

long enough. 

 

Ferocious Pileups 
 

I was honestly taken aback by the size and fe-

rocity of the contest pileups, especially in the 

final hours. I'm talking now about pileups in 

which callers are centered around the DX sta-

tion's own frequency. (Contests generally don't 

allow the sublime luxury of working "split".) 

XW4XR routinely activates Laos for a week 

or so at a time, maybe four or five times a 

year. He is very active and a good CW op, but 

the demand for XW is still large, especially on 

the low bands. In CQWW CW, pileups were 

large enough and unruly enough to require 

some unusual measures. The 

problem can't be blamed 

simply on the desire for an-

other multiplier. The size of 

the pileup is as not as much 

of a problem as the fact that, 

with few exceptions, spot-

ting network users' transmit-

ters all land on the same fre-

quency. When that happens, 

it becomes impossible to 

make out ANY callsigns at 

all. Often, I had no choice 

but to just QSY and start over, or QRX for a 

few minutes, then grab a few more contacts. 

By signing my call as seldom as possible, I 

hoped to have a few moments before getting re

-spotted. But sooner or later I'd be spotted 

again, so I had to get creative. I needed to find 

a way to respond to someone, anyone, quickly, 

to maintain a regular rhythm and control in the 

pileup and keep the QRM level under control. 

Unable to pick out individual callsigns or even 

prefixes much of the time, I found I could 

move things along by throwing out random 

prefixes or suffixes. If I was running EU, for 

example, there's a good chance that there 

would be a DJ and OK or LY, among others, 

calling. So I'd repeat ñDJò a couple of times, 

and sure enough, one or several would come 

back, or something close enough. Or I'd go 

back to a made-up suffix, and work everything 

close to it. Sometimes it was "WØ?" (I could 

always hope!) This got enough callers to QRX 

long enough for me to pick someone out of the 

pile and keep things moving well enough to 

maintain a rate of 120 contacts per hour. I 

could not have dealt with the huge zero-beat 

pileups without resorting to this. It became a 

sort of game, guessing which prefixes would 

be most productive, and trying to be fair to 

everyone at the same time. Pileup callers could 

help DX stations immeasurably by simply off-

setting their TX frequency by 

50-200Hz or so, up or down, 

but very few make the effort to 

do this. Spotting networks and 

laziness are responsible. This is 

not good for our hobby. Just 

my opinion. (Editor Note:  Stay 

tuned for some additional 

pileup tips from Tony in the 

July issue of the Gray Line re-

port.) 

 

Conclusion ï A Great Place 

from which to Operate 
 

XW is the best place to operate from that I've 

found in SE Asia so far. Surprisingly, there 

was no detectable man-made noise at the com-

pound, and Bruce has consistently observed 

propagation from this particular area of Laos 

to be significantly better than from his HS and 

3W locations.  

Laos is my favorite country in SE Asia, an 

endlessly fascinating place to visit, and I'll 

definitely be going back. 

Running JAs on 30m.  
Orderly. Split frequency. 

What a luxury!  
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Collecting our daily case of 
cold beer  

Grilled meats at a roadside stall  

At the market. I have not tried the dried 
fish  

 

 
 
Left: the 
freshest 
produce 
possible  


