Contesting 101
By Kirk Pickering, K4RO
Hello, and welcome back to Contesting 101. Please send me your questions or comments,
whether you are a newcomer or an old timer. I can be contacted via e-mail at k4ro@k4ro.net,
or at my call book address. Contesting season is in full swing as I write this article. Hopefully
you were able to get on the air and make some QSOs. I had the thrill and honor of operating
CQWW CW with the K3LR Team in November. It was the highlight of my contesting career,
and I am very grateful for folks like Tim who make this kind of experience available to others.
This article begins my second year of writing “Contesting 101,” and I hope that some of the
information presented has been useful.
It's a Contester Thing
Now that another year has ended, I'd like to take a moment and reflect upon what the
contesting community has taught me. The one theme that keeps re-occurring is that only
contesters can appreciate what contesters do. While I suppose that is stating the obvious, I
think it is an important point to remember. On the one hand, we have the reality that basically
no one outside of contesting understands or cares about what we are doing. There are very
few “spectators” that follow radio contesting, although some of the fine new web sites
covering the sport are helping to raise awareness. Not many people appreciate the work
involved in a competitive effort. We can talk about the game to our spouse, our friends, and
our co-workers, but it's difficult to convey or demonstrate what we do. Even among casual
contesters, there are many who have not learned to appreciate what goes into a full-blown
effort. We only have the view from the level we're on, and we must climb higher to get a
different view. The bottom line is that only a contester can appreciate what a contester does.
We need each other to share the enthusiasm, joy, and even the “agony of defeat.”
I think it comes back to mutual respect, and our mutual love of the game. Contesting is a
community adventure, whether we like it or not. Even the most isolated single operator, all
alone in the middle of nowhere, depends entirely upon a community of others to play the
game. After the game is over, the scores and experiences are shared with the community.
Efforts are judged by the community, and merits are granted ultimately not with plaques and
certificates, but with one's reputation within the contesting community. With each passing
year, contesting history is created. Call signs are added to hall of fame lists, and those who
behaved poorly are remembered also. Operators come and go, and some are lost forever.
Some are remembered with deep respect, some are lost in dishonor. The point is that there is
no such thing as contesting in a vacuum. For better or for worse, the contesting community is
an inescapable part of the game.
Those Who Know History...
One of my favorite ways to learn about the contesting community is to study its history.
Thanks to digital imaging technology, it is now possible to study contesting history without
leaving the comfort of our computer monitors. My first recommendation (naturally) is the
National Contest Journal. The NCJ is available on CD-ROM from the ARRL, going back to the
beginning of the publication in 1973. The letters (to and from the editor) are particularly
revealing. The letters provide a glimpse into the minds and hearts of contest operators from
the past. One can get a sense of the hot topics of the day, and also see that some things just
never change. While most hot topics are typically discussed (some ad nauseam) on the
Internet today, the NCJ was the primary voice of the contesting community at the time.

Another resource I've discovered is the CQ Magazine archives, recently placed on-line
through the Buckmaster publishing company. I have been reading the CQWW contest results
since the inception of the contest in 1948. One can follow the changes in the contest over the
years, and learn some of the reasons behind them. It's also possible to trace the history of
many competitors going back to their early days, and see their progress over time. Other
places to read about contesting history include past issues of QST, Ham Radio, and 73
magazines. Many of these are available on CD-ROM, in case you don't have access to years
of back issues in print form.
With the advent of the Internet, more contesting discussion began to happen via email and
eventually, mailing lists. Some contest community history can be gleaned from the CQContest archives at www.contesting.com. Of particular interest are the earlier years, when
contesting luminaries wrote extensively about their experiences and efforts, both on and off
the air. Like so many discussion groups on the Internet, the signal-to-noise ratio has suffered
over time, as everyone with an ax to grind discovers a soapbox. There are still gems worth
mining. One trick is to search the archives for the call signs of operators whose opinions
you're interested in. There is some really great information available to the astute searcher
from some of the sharpest minds in contesting. One of the best places to read the
experiences of current contest operators is the “3830” archives, created by WA7BNM. “3830”
is where operators report their scores, and many also include a short story describing their
time in the chair.
What Does All of This Have To Do With Operating?
Studying the history of contesting might not have an immediate impact on our scores, but it
can increase our appreciation of the game in general. It's fun to read the trials and successes
of past operations. We can learn how some of the giants of contesting came up through the
ranks, and who their influences were. Understanding contesting history provides continuity
with the past, and can help us to interpret the current issues facing the contesting community.
That's all for this time. Please remember to send me your questions or comments. Next time
we'll get back into some nuts and bolts of operating technique. Most of all, don't forget to have
FUN with contesting. It's possible to take this stuff too seriously, so try to keep it enjoyable,
regardless of your level of pursuit.
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