An 80 Meter Personal Challenge
After 60 years on the air I finally decided to give 80 meters a try. My avoiding 80m all those years was
never anything personal...just always seemed like there was more action on the other bands, plus 80
meters always sounded so noisy (QRN). So I knew I was going to need something to keep me
motivated and interested in 80 meter operations. I decided that shooting for Worked All States on 80
meter CW would suffice.
I began my 80 meter quest in January 2019. I had just strung up a quarter wave, (sloping) vertical wire
from the ground at the NW corner of my house, to up near the top of my tower. The mild January
weather that year allowed me to install 34 radials on top of the grass. Since I couldn’t run radials under
the house I spread them out over only the 270 degree arc of easily accessible ground around the NW
corner of the house. Certainly not an ideal quarter-wave ground-plane vertical, but I figured it was
worth a try.
To my delight, I quickly discovered what many hams already know; that a quarter-wave ground-plane
vertical has a low take off angle, offering 2-way communication over significantly longer distances. I
immediately started working stations all up and down the Atlantic seaboard. By taking advantage of
state QSO Parties, I quickly worked most of the states east of the Mississippi River. I had all but 10
states confirmed by about June 2019. I even worked Japan, Sierra Leone and Morocco on 80m CW that
summer. This was all done running 150 Watts and pretty casual operations. I thought “Wow”, this is
going to be way too easy!
WRONG. I began to realize that as my list of “needed states” shortened, the more difficult it was to
find and work them. Meanwhile, I noticed the states I needed were mostly in the heartland. I began to
wonder if my vertical antenna was not so effective for shorter haul communication. Meanwhile, it is
also well known that horizontal half-wave antennas mounted less than a half-wave above ground are
better performers than verticals over shorter distances. So I strung up an 80 meter half-wave inverted-V
dipole antenna, with the center up at 65 feet (only about ¼ wavelength).
The inverted-V immediately treated me to much lower background noise (yes!) and being able to hear
louder signals from the western states. But it still took me until July of 2020 to finally achieve my goal
of WAS on 80m CW. The last three states were Arkansas, Nebraska, and...(ready for this?)...IDAHO.
Go figure.
Yours truly was a very happy camper at last (see Figure 1) after just receiving the ARRL Worked All
States CW mode, with 80 meter endorsement (#2801). See Figure 2.
But there’s more to this story. Yes, accomplishing my goal was great, but I feel I learned a lot along the
way, including-1. The published theory about performance of vertical vs horizontal antennas seemed consistent with
my results. Even my far-from-ideal vertical worked better for long range; even some DX contacts.
2. I’ve never been much of a contester, but my WAS quest required that I participate in numerous state
QSO Parties. Well, I quickly realized that my general purpose computer logging program was not well
suited for contest operation. I decided to download the N1MM (free) contest logging program. Wow,
what a great tool. You can tell the program what contest you are operating, it sets up the “exchanges”

and automatically increments the QSO number when needed. But to get the computer to send Morse
code on my transceiver I found I needed an interface gadget. So…..
3. ….I discovered an interface gadget called the WKmini by K1EL (see Figure 3). Way cool and easy
to set up. Lets me point and click on the N1MM computer screen, and the corresponding CW message
is sent as Morse Code to key my transceiver.-- totally uptown! BTW, it’s easy to export N1MM contest
logs into other logging programs like my DXLab.
4. Somewhere along the road I decided a panadapter capability could be helpful. So I bought the
RSP1A (see Figure 3), which is a (almost) DC-to-daylight Software Defined Radio (SDR) and I use it
in conjunction with the SDRuno program on my laptop to see all of the signals up and down the band
in both spectrum and waterfall modes (see Figure 4). A little complicated getting SDRuno set up, some
unfamiliar terminology to decode, but Google came to the rescue and well worth the effort. SDR is
amazing stuff.
5. I feel like I learned a lot about propagation conditions on 80 meter band. I would describe it as sort
of a “grumpy” band. It is basically dead during daylight hours and doesn’t seem to become useful until
after local sundown. It opens slowly with lots of W6s, then lengthens out as evening progresses. On
nights when I could work the east coast with ease, I didn’t hear much at all from the western states. I
discovered there’s an 80 meter evening gaggle of operators who are on the air most nights and I had the
pleasure of contacting many of them multiple times during my quest. New friends on the air. Great.
CONCLUSION: Ham radio offers seemingly endless opportunities to try new approaches to problem
solving, learn new things, tackle new vistas. My getting on this new band (for me) is a good example. I
honestly tell people I never have a boring day, thanks mostly to my ham radio hobby. No bad days.
73,
Jim K7MQV

Figure 1. Yours truly after receiving the ARRL WAS/CW/80m award (#2801).

Figure 2. After 60 years, yet another adventure and fun learning experience. Who could ask for more?

Figure 3. K1EL WKmini at far right. RSP1A in upper left.

Figure 4.

SDRuno panadapter screen. I’m watching the 9-mHz IF output signals from my FTdx5000
transceiver here.

