Getting My Ham Radio License – A Saga Involving Fierce Storms 
So, why did I decide to get my Amateur Radio license?  It’s just something I’ve been interested in since I was a kid.  I never tried, mostly because of the challenge of learning Morse code.  Well, a few years ago, the FCC dropped that requirement.    Early in the fall, Rob Roschewsk (KA2PBT) was kind enough to pass along an e-mail announcing classes run by the Delaware - Lehigh Amateur Radio Club (“DLARC”, www.dlarc.org), for Technician and General class licenses.  (Thanks again, Rob!)  I signed up to take the Technician class, and my daughter Laura decided to join me.    
First, a little about the classes:  DLARC runs these periodically, and the next classes will be in March of 2013.  They are run at the Northampton County 911 Center, part of the Gracedale complex, outside of Nazareth.  The room we used functions as Northampton County’s Emergency Management Center during emergencies.  It is equipped with a cool electronic whiteboard.  The instructors are volunteers from the club.  The classes ran from 7:00 to 9:00 on Tuesday evenings, and were supposed to go for 9 weeks.  The classes were free.  There is a book that is used for the class, and it costs $20-$25.  It is not required, but makes it MUCH easier to pass the test.  The FCC license is also free, however there is a $15 filing fee when you take the test.  DLARC runs testing sessions every other month, on the first Friday of odd numbered months. 
The night of the first class was windy and rainy, one of the rainiest days of the year.  Remember, 2012 had been a fairly dry year.  This was a precursor of things to come.  The class was interesting and informative, with 8-10 people, ranging in age from middle school to retiree.  

About Ham Radio licenses: The FCC currently issues three classes of licenses for Amateur (Ham) Radio.  There exists other “grandfathered” license classes, but I’ll stick with the current group.  The entry level license is Technician.  You are fairly limited in the bands that you can be on, mostly VHF and UHF.  Basically, you can use bands that allow you to talk with other Hams in the nearby area.  The next level is the General class.  General class Hams are allowed extensive access to frequencies in the HF bands.  These are the frequencies that allow long distance (other side of the world) communications.  The highest level license is the Amateur Extra class.  This gives you full access to all Amateur frequencies.  

With no previous experience, my daughter and I took the Technician class.  In addition to attending the classes, I was rigorously studying the book.  Among other things, the book contains the test bank of all the questions on the exam - and the answers.  And to make it even easier, the questions are referenced back to the text!  The book comes with a CD that allows you to take practice tests.  (These are readily available on line, also.)  They make it pretty easy!          

Things were going well, and we had survived the weather through the first 8 classes.  It seemed to be raining on an awful lot of Tueadays!  The last class was scheduled for October 30.  Conditions were, shall we say, a bit stormy, thanks to Hurricane Sandy.  Class was canceled – apparently, hurricanes with extensive power outages fall into the “Emergency” category, and Northampton County was using the classroom as the Emergency Management Center.  The testing had been scheduled for the Friday night of that week, November 2.  DLARC decided to have the tests anyway, since most people were getting power by then.  But rather than have them in the 911 Center, the moved them to the Milk House.  

The Milk House is a small building that houses much of the DLARC’s transmitters and other gear.  The name comes from the time when Gracedale was still a farm.  The building was the milk house for the dairy operation.  Most of the building is filled with various radios, computers, and flat screen monitors.  We set up to take the tests at a folding table in a cramped room off to the side.

Besides my daughter and me, there was a fellow who had taken the General class, for a total of three test takers.  There were 6 VEs (Volunteer Examiners) from the club.  VEs are members who are certified to give licensing exams.  This is a much nicer system than the old days, when you would have to go the FCC office in Philadelphia to take a test.  For a test to be valid, it must be witnessed by at least three VEs.  With nine of us there, it was pretty cramped, but the atmosphere was casual and jovial.  

We started taking the tests.  There are 35 multiple choice questions for the Technician and the General classes, and 50 for the Amateur Extra.  They cover a variety of topics, including basic electronics, operating procedures, and FCC rules.  I had thoroughly studied for the Technician test, so I was cruising right along.  The VEs were joking about who was going to do the “arm twisting”.
 “Uh Oh”, I thought.  “Wonder what I’m going to get rooked into now?”  The fellow taking the General test finished first, and we found out what the “arm twisting” was about...  Seems like they expect you to take the next level test right away, if you pass the test you came for.  There’s no cost to do so (you only pay one filing fee), so there really isn’t any reason not to.  They gave the fellow the Amateur Extra test, and he dug in on that.    In the mean time, I finished my Technician test.  They passed my answer sheet around to the various VE’s for checking. 

It didn’t take long.  One of them commented that they now had another answer key – I’d had 35 of 35 correct!  No surprise, since I had put the study time in, and knew the stuff solidly.  So, one of them said, “Now you have to take the General test.”  I tried to get out of it, arguing that I had just gotten the General book, and hadn’t started to study.  I didn’t want to embarrass myself by tanking the test.  The insisted (and “twisted”), so I gave it a shot.

The General test had quite a bit of electronics.  No problem with that.  And some of the material had been covered in the Technician book.  Anyway, I knew when I finished that I’d done okay.  Turned out that I passed easily.  Nice surprise.  The comment from one of the VE’s: “You just went from needing a $125 radio to needing a $600 radio!”

In the mean time, my daughter had finished her Technician exam, and had passed.  That was actually what I had been worried about all week.  She had been having trouble with some of the material, but had crammed hard before the test, and it paid off.            

I was two for two, but they weren’t going to let me get away that easy.  So next they gave me the Amateur Extra test – 50 multiple choice questions.  The VEs assured me that I was taking the test just for experience, and not to worry about it.  They didn’t know of anyone who had ever passed all three tests in the same session.  This test was much more technical.  I knew from the other tests that there were usually two of the four possible answers on each question that were obviously incorrect.  And some of the stuff, like Smith charts, I vaguely remembered from many years ago.  I did a fair amount of semi-educated guessing, particularly toward the end.  Test taking has never been at the very top of my list for favorite things to do on a Friday night, and I was starting to get tired of it.  I finished, and the VE’s graded the test.  To pass the Amateur Extra test, you need 37 out of 50 correct.  They totaled up my score – 12 wrong.  That’s 38 of 50 – A passing grade!  A clean sweep!

There were congratulations all around.  My daughter got her Technician license, the other fellow got his General, and I got my Amateur Extra.  It was a good night, and coming at the end of a rough week without power, made it all the sweeter.

So what’s next?  Am I going to hit the airwaves and make full use of my Amateur Extra privileges?  Not right away.  As one of the guys pointed out, I went from needing a $125 radio to needing a $600 radio right up to needing the $2,500 radio!  Guess I’ll have to ask Santa…  And despite passing the tests, I don’t really feel that my knowledge level is where it should be for the higher level license classes.  I’m already working my way through the General class book, and will go through the Amateur Extra book next.  As a matter of pride, I want to be sure I know all the stuff as well as I know the Technician info.  I also want to learn Morse code.  So, for the next few months, I’ll probably be studying, spending some time with other hams, trying out their equipment, and doing some hands on learning.  
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