' Alliance A mateur R adio Club

)y Zero. Beat

Volume XXI, No. 5

http://www.w8lky.org

May 2007

Serving

the Tri-County area since 1986

WHATEVER HAPPENED TO THE
ELECTRONICSHOBBYIST?

By Louis E. Frenzel

From the March 7, 2007 edition of Electronic Design Update.
Reproduced by permission from Electronic Design magazine and Penton Media.

Copyright 2007 by Penton Medialnc. All rights reserved.

Electronics used to be one of the
greatest hobbies ever. There were lit-
eraly hundreds of thousands, maybe
even millions, of people who used to
play around with electronics as an
avocation or part-time interest and
activity. There were at least a dozen
magazines supporting this group and
plenty of parts and kts suppliers to
keep them happy. Kids learned eec-
tricity and electronics in school. As a
result, when they ended up getting the
bug, they ended up not only adopting
electronics as a hobby, but also made
it into a career. You don't see too
mach of that going on anymore. So
what the devil happened to the elec-
tronic hobbyist?

| started playing around with old ra&
dios in junior high and got interested
in ham radio. | built the classic crysta
radio and was able to hear a couple of
locad AM dations. My next-door
neighbor and | strung a two wire ca
ble we found in a vacant ot between
our two houses and used our ear
phones to make a smple telephone...
by accident. What a thrill. Then my
dad gave me his old Hallicrafters S
38 shortwave radio. That really did it.
| was hooked. A local police officer
gave code and basic eectronics les
sons to my neighbor and | after
school, and we eventually got our
novice ham licenses. We built tube
transmitters to go with our receivers
and had a bal on CW. | eventualy
went on and learned eectronics in
college, got a degree, and became

first a technician, then an engineer.
And therest, asthey say, is history.

| suspect that my background is simi-
lar to many of yours. But that path
from hobbyist to engineer is disap
pearing—if it hasn't already dissolved
entirely. The hobby aspect of eec
tronics seems to have gone away and
thereby virtualy eliminated one of the
best sources of new engineers and
techs. But why has this happened?

What |sa Hobbyist?

First, let me clarify what an electronic
hobbyist is. | define an electronic
hobbyist as someone who enjoys
learning more about electronics by
building, and in some cases design
ing, eectronic devices. In the days of
tubes and discrete transistors and
components you could easily build a
radio recelver, transmitter, or some
other gadget for afew dollars. If you
couldn't design it yoursdlf, you could
go to one of the many monthly maga-
zines like Popular Electronics, Radio-
Electronics, Elementary Electronics,
Electronics World, QST, and Nuts &
Volts and find a poject of interest.
And for those who didn't want to ven
ture out too far on their own, there
were the kit manufacturers. The king
of kits was Heathkit, of course, but
there were a bunch of others way
back when like Eico and Allied
(Knight kits) and a whole dew of
smaller ones.

Typical hobbyist projects ranged from
(Continued on page 4)

Field Day Planning—
Networ king Demo
At The Meeting

It's May dready. Field Day is next
month! Paperwork for the Marlington
Middle School site has been filed and
is expected to be approved. Find
planning needs to be done rea soon.

John, KD8MQ suggested that we
would benefit from having dl the
computers used for logging net-
worked because there would just be
one log which had dl theinfoinit. If
two different stations were used on
the same band at different times, the
second station would have the first
sation’s log available. He will give
us a demo of some software at the
meeting. Hope to see you there.

Pre Oloe
fMeeting
Announcement

The next meeting of the
Alliance ARC will be on
Wednesday, May 2",
in conference room 1A on
the west end of the Café
in the new Alliance
Community Hospital.
Our meetings begin at 7:30
PM, and are an excellent op-
portunity for eyeball QSO’s.
Directions can be found on
the K8BLTG Repeater
(145.370)
See you there!
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Editorial

In case you haven't aready
heard, the Zero Beat will have a
new and improved Editor some
time soon.

Weéll, heisn't exactly new. He's
our former award winning editor,
the one and only KD8MQ—John
E Myers. But he is improved.
He will soon be a collage gradu
ate.

| took over for him when things
got too hectic because | felt the
club really needed a newdetter.
When | was in school, | never
really enjoyed writing, and never
expected to take on a job like
this, but 1 managed to struggle
through it. | can't say | didn’t
have some fun aong the way but
I will be glad to relinquish the
job to such a qualified person.
Ha It will be like having a car
lifted off of mel

The very fine article in this
month’s Zero Beat was sent in by
Don, AB8KV. Don acquired
permisson to print it from the
publisher. Thanks Don.

| heard a rumor that Bob, K8RLS
was in the hospital after a fall.
He provided the calendar as he
always does. Hope he is back
home and on the mend. Thanks
Bab.

Hope to see al of you at the

meetingand at Field Day.

de KESVE

M eetings

The Alliance Amateur Radio
Club meets on the First Wednes
day of every month, in confer-
ence room 1A on the west end of
the Café in the new Alliance
Community Hospital. Tak-in is
on 145.37 ®. Mesetings begin at
730 PM. Vigtors are aways
welcome.

Nets

Thursday is our “net night,” with
the following nets on tap:

Ten meters
CW @ 8PM on 28.400 MHz
SSB @ 8:30PM on 28.400 MHz

2 meters
9 PM on 145.37 MHz

| nter net

If you'd like to check us out on
the web, our E-mail addressis:
w8lky@w8lky.org

Newdetter |nformation
The Zero Beat is a publication of
the Alliance Amateur Radio
Club, P.O. Box 3344, Alliance,
OH 44601

Unless otherwise noted, permis
son is freely granted to reprint
portions of the Zero Best, as long
as credit is given to the author &
source.

You can submit materia to the
Zero Beat either eectronicaly, to
keBve@alliancelink.com, in per-
son, or via snail mail. | can read
most word processor formats,
but prefer your files to be in
straight text, Email, or Microsoft
Word format.



Zero

ALLIANCE
AMATEUR RADIO
CLUB

April 4, 2007

The regular meeting of the Alli-
ance Amateur Radio Club was
held at the Alliance Community
Hospital on April 4, 2007 at
7:30 PM with club president
Joe Young, KC8TAC presiding.
The Pledge of Allegiance was
recited, followed by introduc-
tions. There were 17 members
present.

Before proceeding with the
usual meeting agenda, presi-
dent Joe announced that Dave
Glass, WBUKQ had become a
silent key the previous evening.
Joe then led the club in a mo-
ment of silence for him. Dave,
N8NLZ announced the tentative
calling hour and funeral times
and place.

For the secretary’s report Don,
AB8KV noted that the March
minutes were in the newsletter,
and the club’s annual insurance
bill had arrived. The secretary’s
report was approved on a no-
tion from Howard, K8BDXR and
seconded by Jim, N8XTJ.

Mary Ann, KB8IVS gave the
treasurer’s report. She also re-
minded the club that annual
dues were now due. The treas-
urer’s report and a proposal to
pay the insurance bill was ac-
cepted on a motion by Howard,
K8DXR and seconded by Jim,
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K8LTG.

Old business:

---Don, KBOMO reported that as
yet he had been unable to con-
tact the appropriate hospital per-
sonnel about installation of the
club repeater, the Homeland Se-
curity radio and the associated
antennas.

---Joe then addressed the issue
of the location for Field Day
2007, asking for the latest infor-
mation from those who had vol-
unteered to make various inquir-
ies.

(1) Dianna Ashburn reported that
she had talked to the City school
maintenance foreman about the
use of the Castle grounds and
the question was taken up by the
Board of Education. The re-
sponse was that the club could
use the property with a number
of stipulations. Among them:
-Proof of insurance had to be
presented.

-No smoking was allowed.

-There were to be no divots or
other damage whatever to the
grass or the blacktop.

The general feeling among the
club members was that the stipu-
lations were such that the loca-
tion was not conducive to the
setup requirements and activities
for Field Day. Since the Castle
had been first choice among
Board of Education properties,
no further inquiry was made re-
garding any use of Alliance Mid-
dle School.

(2) John, KD8MQ then reported
that he had contacted Kim Cox,

the parks superintendent about
use of Silver Park and the Jay-
cee pavilion. Her response was
that the club could use the park
and that overnight stays were
ok, but that no pavilions were
available for the Field Day
weekend.

John further noted that Camp
Rodman was a possibility but
that its use was highly depend-
ent upon how wet the spring
and early summer might be.
This was due to the need to
preserve the driving path and
grounds from damage due to
vehicles.

(3) After some further discus-
sion, a motion was then made
by Don, KBOMO to return to
Marlington Middle School this
year for Field Day. It was sec-
onded by Smitty, KC8TJQ.
However, the motion was ta-
bled until the next meeting to
allow time to obtain the actual
permission from Marlington
Schools to locate there again.

---John, KD8MQ discussed the
potential use of networking
software for Field Day. He felt
the advantages outweighed
any potential disadvantages,
and would allow wireless net-
working from any computer
which could accept a wireless
card or adapter. He stated that
he would bring the software
and networking hardware to the
next meeting so that it could be
demonstrated and everyone in-
terested could try it out and see
how it works.

---President Joe then ad-

(Continued on last page)
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(Continued from page 1)

a few smple parts to redly elaborate
complete pieces of equipment like a
power supply, audio amplifier, com

munications receiver, or photo timer.

When ICs came aong in the 1970s,

experimenting realy took off. You
could build even more elaborate de-
vices with better performance, thanks
to op amps and digital 1Cs. Experi-

menters went wild. At least 108 pro-

jects were based on the 555 IC timer.
Later in the 1970s, the microprocessor
came along and the personal computer
kit came on the market. That set off a
whole new wave of experimenting
and started a whole new industry. An

other batch of magazines like Byte,

Interface Age, Kilobaud, Crestive
Computing and a few others offered

lots of projects to build and ushered in
awhole new dimension...software and
programming. Many electronic hob-

byists became computer hobbyists—

what we cdled hackers back then
There were al sorts of electronic hob-

byists. Hams probably dominated the
category as they were a serious bunch
simply because you had to get an FCC
license to play in that arena. They
built their own transmitters, receivers,

antennas, keyers, test equipment, and

lots of other accessories. There were
also audio hobbyists who dabbled in

hi-fi and stereo equipment, speakers,

etc. Radio-controlled airplanes and
boats were adso popular. And one
unique category of electronics hobby-

ists was that bunch who could fix not
only their own TV seats, but their
neighbor’'s as well. Take the tubes
down to the drug store, test them, buy
new ones, and away you go. And |

suppose you could put CBers into this
category...the breaker, breaker...10-4
good buddy crowd.

In short, electronic hobbyists built
things either from scratch, from plans,
or akit. They made accessories, gadg
ets, toys, and al sorts of other enter-
taining things. It was a satisfying
process to see what you made actually
work or solve some useful problem.
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And you learned a little more each time
you did it.

So What Happened to the Hobby-

ist?

The hobbyist has not disappeared en-
tirely. But the ranks have thinned con

siderably. | suspect that today there are
probably less than a quarter of the hob-
byists there used to be. My best guessis
that the hobby era peaked sometime in

the 1980s. Most of the magazines died

out by the early 1990s—the same time
most of the kit companies started to
fade away. The demise of those busi

nesses directly affected the number of

current and future hobbyists and engi-

neers.

The number one reason why the dec-
tronic hobbyist has declined in number
is...the integrated circuit. If you are not
buying this, consider the following. In
the beginning, ICs made electronic
hobbying fun and productive. You
could build ever larger and more com-
plex things without extensive know -
edge. But ICs, on their way to fulfilling
Moore's law over the years, got smaller
in size (but with larger transistor
counts). Digital speeds increased from
a few MHz to over hundreds of MHz
and today many GHz. Andog circuits
also got higher performance and oper-
ated at higher frequencies. Packages got
smaler and the ICs with pins for
throughthole PC boards (PCBs) have
evaporated. Surface mount ICs are the
norm today, as are surface mount dis-
cretes that are about the size of a piece
of rice.

Have you ever tried to breadboard a cir-
cuit or build a project with surface
mount parts? Fun isn't it? You need
tweezers, a magnifying glass, and atiny
heat-controlled soldering iron. And
with pin spacings of a mm or less, it is
easy to short out a few pins or miss a
pin entirely. And how do you solder a
ball grid array IC? Yes, there are ways
to breadboard with these parts. Ned
Greenberg of SchmartBOARD sent me
afew samples of their breadboard prod
ucts that redly facilitate the soldering

of surface mount parts for experimen
tation. (www.schmartboard.com.)
This size and build problem was fore-
most in killing home built projects.

Even today, the few electronic experi-
menters ill around routinely use
many of the parts from yesteryear
with pins that can be soldered or
plugged into breadboarding sockets.
Why are there so many 555 timers,

741 op amps, and 7400 TTL projects
even today when in real modern elec-
tronic products these parts have disap
peared long ago?

Another problem isthat as ICs got lar-
ger in scale (not size), it became more
complex to make a product. Instead of
simple projects you could build whole
systems. That left many of the novices
in the dust, as there were few real et
gineering types willing build the big

systems.

Another factor was the emergence of
massive cheap off-shore manufactur-
ing. This meant you could buy ready-
built products cheaper than you could
buy the parts and build one yoursalf.
A good example is a power supply.
Even a complex switch mode supply
for a PC cost less than $30 bucks.
Why bother with building your own?
Lots d products turned out like this,
especialy computer-related boards
and modules. No wonder the kit com
panies went away.

One other problem is test equipment.
At one time you could test what you
built with a volt-ohmmeter and maybe
a cheap 5 MHz single channel scope.
Signal generators, power/SWR meters
and counters were pretty inexpensive
and you could even build your own.
But today, you need a scope with a
bandwidth of up to 1 GHz, a logic
analyzer, and maybe even an AWG.
With typical prices over $10k each,
what hobbyist could afford them?

Anyway, you get the picture.

But the large scale ICs had another
affect. It allowed manufacturers to
create whole new families of exciting
and useful products like cell phones,

May, 2007



Zero

MP3 players, DVDs, and laptop com
puters. How do you get a 10-year-old
kid excited about receiving an AM

radio station on a crystal radio if he
aready has his own cel phone, MP3
player, and TV set? Boooorring... A-
though if you can get a 10-year-old to
build a crystal set, | have found that
the "Eureka effect" of having made
something yourself that actualy
works, smple as it is, gtill yields a
positive, confidence-building end re-
sult.

Where Are We Today?

Yes there are ill some of the eec
tronic hobbyists | described active to-
day. Their nature has changed consid
erably, but they ill like to build
small projects with older parts. And

there are a few kit companies still out
there to serve them (Ramsey, Elenco,
Kelvin, Jameco, and a few others).
There seems to be three distinct con
centrations of hobbyist: amateur radio
hams, those who like robots, and the
new breed of hobbyist that builds pro-
jects with embedded controllers. The
hams are a big category. There are
about 650,000 hams in the U.S. and

about 3 million worldwide according
to Allen Pitts of the American Radio
Relay League (ARRL), the national

association for ham radio. Of those
650,000, | suspect that over hdf are
what we generally refer to as
"appliance operators." These are the
hams who buy dl their commercia
gear and really don't get into building
equipment. The remainder are indeed
true hobbyists, as they do build, de-
sign, experiment, and get involved at
a greater depth with the equipment.

The ARRLSs publications (QST and

QEX) are probably the best eectronic
hobbyist magazines available. (www.
arrl.org)

The robot crowd has been around for
a few years. It dl started back in the
1980s with a robot interest group
spinning off from the computer hob-
byists. Then the Heathkit Hero robot
came aong and created a stir that has
grown year after year. The Battle Bots
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competitions on TV aso turned many
on to this hobby of building and play-
ing around with robots. There are lots
of kits available, many of which are
used as teaching platforms in some cd-
leges. The Lego robot platform is a s+
per product that is a toy and a serious
learning tool. The robot guys even have
their own magazine, Servo.

The embedded controller bunch is a
growing category that attracted some of
the older hardware crowd, but aso a
new batch of hobbyists who are more
akin to programmers than electronic
engineers. Since every electronic prod
uct has an embedded controller today, it
makes sense for hobbyists to pursue
such projects. There are tons of cheap
development boards, kits, and other
stuff to make things interesting. The
premier magazine serving this group is
Circuit Cellar. Nuts & Volts magazine,
about the only surviving generic eec-
tronic experimenter magazine, aso
covers embedded controller projects.

The" Systems" Hobbyist

There is also what appears to be ar
other kind of electronic hobbyist
emerging. Thisis what | refer to as a
systems hobbyist. Systems hobbyists
buy and experiment with every eec
tronic gadget. They might be fascinated
with FRS (family radio service) two
way radios for example. They have sur-
round sound audio systems and were
probably the first in their neighborhood
to get the big screen HDTV, TiVo, sat-
ellite TV dish, and al the other related
stuff. Or they do shortwave listening or
experiment with the new HD, XM, or
Sirius satellite radios to their car. These
people also do geocaching with their
GPS receivers and install 400-W stereo
systems in their trucks. Others hook up
their MP3 players to their stereo sys
tems. Some instal their own home &
curity systems. PC gamers are in this
category with their hyped up super
computer-level PCs with graphics that
will blow you away. Anyway, they are
the non-ham equivaent to an appliance
operator. They work strictly at the sys
tem level, but till need a genera un

derstanding about what goes on inside
these devices. They connect stuff ©
gether and make it work. They hang
around at Best Buy and Circuit City
rather than Radio Shack. It is fun
stuff. Yikes, what | just described is
all the rest of us. The consumer elec-
tronics person.

Consumers are more enamored of
their electronic devices than ever be-
fore. The whole consumer electronics
space has grown horrendoudly over

the years. And we al own more elec-

tronic products than ever. | guess that

does make us al eectronic hobbyists
of asort.

Am | an experimenter? | actualy am.
| have a bench with test equipment,
breadboards, and mostly older used
stuff (100 MHz analog scope, etc.)
and some power supplies and odds
and ends of ham test equipment like a
counter, signa generator, power/SWR
meter, etc. And | have several PIC
and 68HC11 embedded controller de
velopment kits | use for the program
ming, mostly till in assembler (I hate
C.) | have been playing around with
some of the many 1SM wireless mod
ules lately. Redly cool how cheap
and easy it is to make aimost anything
wirdess. And like in ham radio, the
experimenting possibilities with an
tennas are limitless. | just put up a
GBRV antenna, but ended up needing
an automatic antenna tuner to get it to
work. Endless fun.

Electronics has evolved and so, as a
result, has the hobbyist. So perhaps
the whole eectronic hobby thing did-
nt redly go away, it just changed. It
is different now because the way we
design, build, and make €ectronic
equipment just does not make it prac-
tical to work at the component level.
We don't fix much of our eectronic
equipment anyway. We just throw it
away and get new and better ones.
Aren't we al just looking for our cell
phone to fail or get lost so we can get

acool new smart phone?
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When all dsefails...Amateur Radio
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April Minutes, cont.

(Continued from page 3)
dressed the issue of the location for this year’s
club Christmas Party.

Don, KBOMO brought a menu from Pancho’s
and reported that the restaurant stated anything
could be ordered from the menu for the Party.
The prices were as found on the menu plus $4 to
cover the gratuity.

John, KD8MQ contacted the relevant person at
his church about hosting the Party. There was
interest, but as of the meeting, he had not re-
ceived any further responses.

Don then further noted that he had talked to Vine
Street Methodist, and they had told him that they
could host the Party, only needing to know
ahead of time how many would be coming.

President Joe then tabled further discussion on
the subject until the next meeting, allowing more
time for information from John and others.

New business:

«Hi FOIAEES
&0 IVIDAdS

TO9Y HO ‘@duel||v
vveEE X0d 'O'd
qniD olpey Inefewy sduel ||V

---Jack, WBWEN discussed the particulars and
advantages of a certain type of circular quad an-
tenna. The antenna promised multi-band opera-
tion without complex matching systems.

---President Joe made a motion for the club to
send flowers for Dave’s funeral, or perhaps a do-
nation to an organization if specifically requested
by the family. The motion was seconded by
Jack, WBWEN and passed on a voice vote.

---Joe reminded the club about the Cuyahoga
Falls hamfest on April 15, and also the Dayton
Hamvention coming up on May 18-20.

---The meeting was then adjourned at 8:35 PM
on a motion by Smitty, KC8TJQ and seconded
by Dave, NSNLZ.

Minutes respectfully submitted by Don, AB8KYV,
secretary.



