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moment's notice to respond to any 

emergency - national or international.  

These days we are no better qualified 

(with few exceptions) to respond to 

emergencies than any kid with a 

mobile phone, and our so-called 

qualifications have been watered down 

to the extent that they are largely 

irrelevant.  These same kids know 

nothing about short waves, never mind 

the medium or long waves.  They don't 

listen to live radio any more, and they 

don't buy newspapers.  Their world is 

different, there is no magic in radio. 

 

The Internet Threat 

How have we and our radio societies 

adapted to the threat of the internet?  

We have embraced it as if it was the 

saviour of amateur radio - all to the 

extent I confidently predict that in 

another 100 years we will read how, 

early in the 21st century, radio 

amateurs played a major part in 

pioneering the internet. We, well most 

of us, have sold our soul to the internet.  

We are turkeys voting for Christmas.  

Instead of enjoying and preserving the 

complete independence of 

communications that is the defining 

characteristic of amateur radio, we use 

the internet to find stations to work for 

DXing and contesting, and we use 

remote receivers and transmitters that 

cannot work without the internet.  US 

amateurs believe remote control is as 

normal as phone-patch - why would 

anyone question it, doesn't it get more 

people on the air?  Well, it certainly 

gets more people on the internet. 

Compared to fifty, or even fifteen years 

ago, the bands are deserted.  Few of us 

call CQ, or tune up and down the bands 

hoping to be the first to catch a juicy 

bit of DX - there's no need, just keep an 

eye on the cluster and let others do the 

donkey work.  The only things that 

generate significant activity these days 

are contests and DXpeditions.  There is 

no longer a natural progression from 

SWL to licensed amateur.  It's not just 

the amateur bands that are deserted.  

What has happened to the broadcasters, 

the aircraft, the ship-to-shore traffic 

and the US Military (MARS) bands?  

All sources of great entertainment - and 

all gone, or all going, to satellite phone 

and internet audio streams. 

Dealing with it 

National radio societies, including the 

ARRL, understand that radio holds no 

attraction for younger people weaned 

on tablets and smart phones, who take 

their worldwide communications for 

granted.  This is bad news for the 

societies - especially those with major 

investments in staff and buildings.  

How can they maintain revenue,  never 

mind increase it?  There are jobs at 

stake!  The answer is simple - embrace 

the internet.  Actually, though that's 

what many are doing, it's not really the 

answer.  If absolutely everyone is using 

the internet, what's the point of adding 

RF propagation and its associated 

uncertainties to the mix?  Isn’t Skype 

more reliable?  Indeed, the inescapable 

conclusion is that once amateur radio 

becomes indistinguishable from the 

internet, it will have ceased to exist.  In 

the meantime, use of the internet serves 

only to undermine the integrity of 

amateur radio. However, the "radio" 

societies don't care - there are jobs at 

stake.  The radio manufacturers don't 

care either - they, too, have jobs at 

stake.  Since the inexorable trend is 

towards software-controlled radios, it's 

easy to add features such as internet 

access - so they go ahead and do it, just 

because they can. 

 

Adapt or Die 

ARRL, and other societies, argue that 

they are merely keeping up with the 

times.  They say that amateur radio has 

to change, just like any other technical 

hobby.  It's survival of the fittest, and 

we must adapt or die.  After all, the 

technology (and the internet) is not 

going to go away - what's been 

invented cannot be un-invented.  That's 

all true, but it's also irrelevant.  When 

any activity changes to the extent that 

its nature (the very thing that gives it 

its name) changes, then the activity 

needs a new name.  Instead of being 

radio amateurs and radio societies, we 

are becoming hybrid-communications 

amateurs and societies.  The ARRL 

recognises this insofar as an inscription 

in ARRL HQ, on a series of plaques 

outlining significant historical events, 

says "2002 - Advances in computers, 

leading to the development of hybrid 

systems such as EchoLink".  We all 

accept that using a net disqualifies an 

I'm now seventy and, for as long as I 

can remember, have always enjoyed 

and been intrigued by radio.  Once, 

aged about four, I hauled the family 

radiogram away from the wall and 

squeezed round the back - fully 

expecting to see a miniature orchestra 

behind the illuminated dial, that 

wonderful glass panel filled with exotic 

names like Hilversum, Moscow, 

Droitwich and Athlone.  That’s not the 

only time I’ve been disappointed! 

In effect, I've been around for 70% of 

the time since the establishment of 

ARRL.  Amateur radio has developed 

quite differently in the USA and in 

Europe.  Indeed, the ARRL's name 

says it all - "American Radio Relay 

League".  A considerable part of its 

early activities included the relaying of 

third-party messages, bypassing the 

charges imposed by the commercial 

telegraph and telephone operators.  In 

Europe, on the other hand, 

communications monopolies were 

zealously guarded by the governments 

of each country - with no question of 

third-party traffic ever being allowed.   

In North America, phone-patch was 

always taken for granted - in Europe it 

was always prohibited. 

 

Free Communications 

For the baby-boomers of the 1960s and 

70s, one of the main attractions of 

amateur radio was that it gave 

worldwide communications for "free".  

We thought of ourselves as being 

special because, at that time, 

international telephone calls could not 

even be dialled directly and they cost 

an arm and a leg.  Nowadays, we still 

think we are special - the only 

difference is that we are not.  What we 

do is of no use, and no relevance to 

anyone outside our special-interest 

group. We are the train-spotting 

anoraks of the digital communications 

generation.  Anyone with a broadband 

connection has access to instant 

worldwide communications, both audio 

and video - and free for all practical 

purposes.  What was once special is 

now commonplace.  This tends to 

makes radio amateurs and amateur 

radio societies uneasy.  We enjoyed 

being special; we saw ourselves as 

uniquely qualified and ready at a 
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activity from being fly-fishing (you 

may still be fishing, but you’re not fly-

fishing), or using an engine means you 

can't describe your activity as sailing 

(you may still be boating, but you're 

not sailing).  Why, then, does the 

ARRL blindly claim that using the 

internet in no way disqualifies an 

activity as being amateur radio - even 

when you can’t get “on the air” without 

it. It seems that, eventually, we will 

become hybrid-communications 

amateurs and societies unless we step 

back and choose to preserve our core 

activity.  The fact, although many will 

deny it, is that amateur radio is a 

legacy hobby in terms of its core 

activity which has been superseded by 

the internet, though we are free to use 

the latest technology in its pursuit.  In 

this respect it's similar to fly-fishing or 

sailing.  Neither is going to go away 

just because of advances in technology 

represented by nets or engines. As with 

other special-interest groups, we accept 

our self-imposed limitations and get on 

with enjoying the activity and its 

challenges for its own sake.  If we 

cannot communicate without using 

public switched networks then, 

whatever we think we’re doing, it’s 

probably not amateur radio. 

 

DXCC & Remote Control 

As it happens, there's a glimmer of 

hope in that the ARRL is gradually 

acknowledging there may be some 

ethical issues with remote control, at 

least in the context of DXCC awards.  

In the ARRL Letter of 7th August 2014 

we see, under the heading of "Referred 

to Committee", "The Programs and 

Services Committee (P&SC) is to 

closely examine the issue of remotely 

controlled stations, noting that these 

‘pose both opportunities and 

challenges.’ The P&SC would 

‘consider the possible advantages, 

disadvantages, and any potential 

ethical issues as they relate strictly to 

the DXCC program’ and report its 

findings by the Board's January 2015 

Annual Meeting”.  The only problem is 

that, while the P&SC acknowledges the 

potential for abuse of the DXCC 

program in terms of individuals having 

access to multiple transmitter and 

receiver locations, not to mention the 

possibility of "virtual" DXpeditions 

with no operators located at the DX 

location, they turn a blind eye to the 

fact that remote control, with its 

continuous dependence on the internet, 

undermines whatever claims we may 

have to our bands.  When the 

regulatory authorities, in our case 

ComReg, wake up to what is 

happening in the name of amateur 

radio, we will have regulations 

imposed on us - it's clear that amateur 

radio is no longer the self-regulating 

service it was supposed to be.  The 

common issue with all forms of remote 

control, whether hunting, or amateur 

radio, or photography, or armed 

drones, is that "being there" makes a 

difference - and there are inherent 

ethical issues with them all.  I once had 

a telephone call from a US contester 

who was at a loss to understand why I 

didn't regard remote control as amateur 

radio - "after all”, he said, “telephone 

sex is still sex"!  Well, he was right, 

but he was also very wrong in ignoring 

the big picture - that "being there" 

makes a difference, and the result 

doesn't always justify the means.  In all 

competitive activities, including 

contesting and (DXCC) award chasing, 

how things are done matters.  For more 

on this, please see 

ei5di.com/hunting1.html 

Ageing Amateurs 

Anyway, back to the ARRL and their 

recent Centennial celebrations in 

Hartford CT.  As it happens, I also 

attended their 50th anniversary 

celebrations in New York City in 1964 

- I was there as a student, working for 

the summer.  Naturally, there were 

many differences, but the most striking 

one was the age profile of those 

attending.  In the 60s, amateur radio 

was a young person's game, with the 

average age of hams being twenty or 

thirty years lower than it is now. At 

that time I regarded anyone over forty  

as old, though I've changed my mind in 

the meantime.  This age difference was 

painfully evident in Hartford, where 

there were few attendees under the age 

of fifty.  It's clear that amateur radio is 

not just a legacy hobby, it's a 

diminishing legacy hobby. A graphic 

way of understanding what's happening 

is to check the size of recent Silent Key 

pages in QST (no need to count the 

entries), and compare them with twenty

-five or so years ago. The ARRL 

recognises this decline and, again, in its 

Letter of 7th August, states "In other 

business, the ARRL Board of Directors 

voted, without offering specifics, to 

support ‘a significant increase in the 

resources directed to generating new 

amateurs, with particular emphasis on 

increasing diversity.’ The ARRL staff 

was directed to propose a course of 

action to meet that goal".  This is all 

completely understandable, they have 

to do something, though I've heard that 

one of the groups they're targeting in 

the interests of diversity is boating 

enthusiasts.  I wouldn't be surprised if 

they go after flying enthusiasts.  And 

why stop at that?  How about police 

officers and taxi drivers - don't they all 

use radios?  I'd suggest they’d be better 

http://ei5di.com/hunting1.html
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making CBers a priority - at least some 

of them use RF for its own sake.  I just 

hope that their notion of “diversity” 

doesn’t include the internet and other, 

yet to be invented, communications 

options.  If it’s not RF, it’s not radio. 

 
Radios over the years 

To get an idea of other changes, here 

are some brand names from the 1960s - 

Hallicrafters, Drake, Hammarlund, 

Collins, Heathkit, National Radio, 

Swan, Eddystone, KW Electronics - at 

the time we couldn't imagine a world 

without them.  Some brands have 

survived - Vibroplex, Hi-Gain, Mosley, 

Cushcraft - all with the emphasis on 

hardware rather than electronics.  New 

ones emerged, especially from Japan - 

Yaesu, Icom, Kenwood - together with 

Ameritron, Alpha, FlexRadio, MFJ, 

Ten-Tec, Elecraft, SteppIR.  How 

many of these will be around in 

another 50 years? Very few, going on 

past experience, and, for the future, 

we'll have great new products from 

countries that may not have been 

respected in the past, including China, 

India and perhaps Brazil. 

It seems there is an inexorable trend 

away from traditional “metal” radios 

towards software-defined units which 

don't need a box at all except for a few 

remaining RF components - mostly on 

the transmitting side. What this means 

is that the major Japanese suppliers, 

Yaesu, Icom and Kenwood had better 

get their act together and ditch the big 

boxes full of discrete components and 

custom ICs that are expensive and 

getting ever harder to source. Ten-Tec 

recently learned this lesson the hard 

way with their now-discontinued Orion 

rigs - they had great receivers but were 

uneconomical to manufacture.  Just as 

most cars feel comfortable on an 

smooth empty road at 50kph, so most 

rigs sound good on a quiet band.  But it 

can be a different story on a busy band.  

In this respect, the best indicator of a 

receiver's performance on a busy band 

is its dynamic range at spacings of 

2kHz or less from strong unwanted 

signals .  The Sherwood Receiver Test 

Data table tells it straight -  
 

www.sherweng.com/table.html 
 

Look carefully, and you'll see just how 

bad some well-respected rigs are, 

especially the Yaesu FT2000 and 

FT1000 ranges.  On the other hand, the 

current FT5000 is one of the very best.  

If you have or had a favourite radio, 

check its position in the table and 

marvel at how you could have got it so 

wrong in thinking it was a really good 

performer and an inspired choice.  

Admittedly, this doesn’t matter so 

much when your priorities are looks 

rather than performance. 

 

Centennial Banquet 

The ARRL Centennial was great fun, 

and the ARRL staff and volunteers 

went out of their way to help everyone.  

It ran for three days, from Thursday to 

Saturday 17-19 July, with the first day 

dedicated to training streams.  I 

attended Contest University, with well-

known contesters (including K3LR and 

W3LPL) giving interesting 

presentations to some 200 participants.  

In many respects, however, they were 

largely preaching to the converted; 

after a request for a show of hands 

from anyone who considered 

themselves to be inexperienced or new 

to contesting, only about 10% indicated 

this. 

 

The trade show and general-admission 

lectures and presentations started on 

Friday and were very well-attended.  

Some 900 people were seated for the 

Centennial banquet on Friday evening - 

fully booked in advance, with tickets at 

$75 which, although pricey, compares 

favourably with the 1964 price of $14.  

The banquet itself was a model of 

efficiency, with four courses served 

and cleared in exactly two hours, 

including speeches - and, joy of joys, 

the main course was served on hot 

plates - not so common in North 

America.  The guest speaker was Craig 

Fugate KK4INZ, Administrator of 

FEMA (the Federal Emergency 

Management Agency).  He said, in 

effect, that amateurs are not fully 

prepared for emergencies if they are in 

any way dependent on public switched 

networks.  In a way, that's stating the 

obvious, but not all emergency 

communications enthusiasts like to be 

reminded of it. 

 
Back in 1964, the guest speaker was 

Barry Goldwater K7UGA, the 

Republican Presidential Candidate that 

year - he lost to Lyndon Johnson in the 

November election.  I can't remember 

what he had to say, but he had a 

reputation as a bit of a right-winger 

who would not hesitate to use force in 

the USA's interests - I brought home a 

campaign button saying "Goldwater in 

64, Cold Water in 65, Bread & Water 

in 66". 

W1AW 

On the Friday afternoon, I took the 20-

minute shuttle-bus ride to W1AW at 

ARRL's HQ in Newington CT.  That 

was fun - the original W1AW building 

now serves as a museum, together with 

several well-equipped guest operating 

positions, and control equipment and 

transmitters for ARRL's news and 

other broadcasts.  The nearby modern 

HQ building hosts a reception and 

display area, administrative and QST 

production offices, well-equipped labs 

(including one room serving as a 

Faraday Cage, blocking all external RF 

including cell phone signals), and a 

comprehensive display of vintage rigs 

and other equipment.  As visitors, we 

could wander wherever we wanted, and 

ask any questions of anyone - it was all 

very pleasant and relaxing, thanks to 

the ARRL staffers and volunteers who 

were, without exception, friendly and 

helpful. 
 

There's one slightly disconcerting 

feature by the HQ entrance - it's a 

group of granite headstones engraved 

with names of major donors to the 

ARRL's Second Century Campaign.  

They look just like tombstones and you 

might think you about to enter a 

funeral parlour or crematorium.  For 

the worthy donors concerned, it must 

be a bit like seeing your own obituary.  

On a more cheerful note, if you ever 

find yourself in downtown Hartford 

CT, I'd recommend Joe's Montana 

Grill, just opposite the Convention 

Centre - they do a great buffalo burger. 
 

In conclusion, I'd suggest that the way 

to preserve amateur radio, if indeed it's 

worth preserving, is to get off the 

internet and get on the air.  I like to 

think I'm a radio amateur, not a hybrid-

communications amateur, and that's the 

way I intend to stay for whatever time I 

have left - I've reluctantly come to the 

conclusion that I'm unlikely to be 

around for the ARRL's 150th 

anniversary celebrations. 
 

The ARRL should be congratulated for 

having survived and thrived for 100 

years, and for its countless services to 

members and to amateur radio 

generally.  For much of this time it has 

been a radio society, though it seems 

that for much of the next 100 years it 

will either become very much smaller 

or it will change into something else 

entirely.  In this respect, at least, it’s no 

different from IRTS. 

http://www.sherweng.com/table.html
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Second Century Campaign donors at ARRL HQ 

Piero Begali I2RTF with his fine range of morse keys 
and paddles 

Bob Allison WB1GCM - in the Faraday Cage at 
ARRL HQ used for Product Review lab testing 

RSGB President John G3WKL, Olof G0CKV, 
Paul EI5DI 

Quality hardware from 2X Arrays, solid metal 
loading coils for their 40m beam elements 

A small selection of ARRL publications 

The Diamond Club Terrace, at ARRL HQ in Newington CT. Restored Collins S-Line Comms Van from 1964 

 Above: Dave K1ZZ addresses the delegates 
Right: Séamus EI8BP presents Centennial gift 

to ARRL President, Kay N3KN 
 Far Right:  Luso Towers Stand 

1964 : Above: Barry Goldwater K7UGA and 
Pete Hoover W6ZH, ARRL President 

 

Right:  EI5DI (in light jacket) at the Banquet 

Pictures from the ARRL 50 and 100-Year Conventions  Photos EI5DI 


