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PrefiectStar - 3B9C

Five Star DXers Expedition to
Rodrigues Island, March/April 2004

G3NUG Neville Cheadle
G3XTT Don Field

By now, most readers will be aware of Project Star
Reach, the next project to be undertaken by the
Five Star DX Association (FSDXA) who organised
the 1999 9MOC and 2001 D68C DXpeditions. The
latter, incidentally, is still the only DXpedition to
have achieved over 100,000 QSOs, with its massive
total of 168,000. The forthcoming expedition, to
Rodrigues Island, will sign 3B9C and will be active
from around 19th March to 12th April.

One of the successes of the D68C Comoros Island
DXpedition was the way in which it brought some
3,400 UK amateurs onto the HF bands to work
the expedition. That's probably close to 10% of
all the amateurs in the UK who were licensed for
HF operation at that time. Many had brushed off
their old valve transceivers to work the expedition,
and some clubs organised special club nights so
that those who had limited stations at home could
still have a shot at D68C. Many of these amateurs
would probably not have bothered with other
HF DXpeditions; there is often a feeling that DX
chasing is only for those with huge antennas and
kilowatts of power. But the FSDXA team had made
a point of taking plenty of hardware themselves,
so that the chasers stood a good chance, even with
modest stations of their own. The 3B9C organisers
feel that a similar level of participation can be
reached in many more countries too, with the right
encouragement, hence this article.

Since 2001, many more HF operators have come
onto the bands, through new licence structures
and, most recently, through the abolition of
mandatory Morse testing in many countries,
leading to former VHF-only licencees being
granted HF privileges for the first time. FSDXA
selected Rodrigues Island in the Indian Ocean
as a suitable location around which to base this
project (so called because the expedition itself
is just one part of it, albeit the central element).
Rodrigues has just one resident amateur, and has
seen no DXpedition activity since 1999, almost half
a sunspot cycle ago. Yet it's accessible enough to
permit the shipping of the six tonnes of equipment
that the expedition will require and should have
excellent propagation to the major centres of
amateur radio population (Japan, Europe and the
USA). An advance team has already been out to
Rodrigues to ensure that the necessary logistics
are in place, and to establish relationships with
key local contacts (including Robert 3B9FR, the
resident amateur mentioned above).

But Project Star Reach is very much aimed at you,
the reader. The organisers are keen to ensure
that you are able to participate through making
contact with 3B9C on a range of bands and modes
and chasing after one of the attractive trophies on
offer. For seasoned DXers, that means being able
to fill in those 3B9 band slots that you might still
be missing, but hopefully it will also mean that you
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try out a new band or mode, perhaps satellite or
PSK. For those new to HF, while the team certainly
can't guarantee you a contact on all nine bands,
almost everyone should be able to manage at least
a handful of QSOs. The main purpose of this short
article is to give you some advice on how best to
go about doing so.

One of the tough decisions DXpeditions have to
make is when to operate on each band. Anyone
who has operated from near the equator will know
that only the highest bands are open during local
daylight, but from dusk to dawn all nine HF bands
can be open simultaneously. With anything less
than nine stations available, some will have to be
missed. The good news is that 3B9C will be able
to operate all nine bands at once (Yaesu, Principal
Sponsors, are providing ten FT-1000MP MkV
transceivers and ten VL-1000 Quadra amplifiers)
and, all being well, may even be able to activate
more than one station on some bands (10, 15, 20
and 80) to be active on both CW and SSB together.
So, if there is an opening from your area to 3B9 on
a particular band, rest assured that 3B9C will be
there for you.

PROPAGATION AND CHOICE OF BAND

That brings us to propagation, of course. Many
DXpeditions nowadays run propagation forecasts
for the major geographic areas, and post them on
the DXpedition Website. 3B9C is no exception. But
if you live elsewhere in the world, or want to run
some much more specific predictions for your own
QTH, there are plenty of propagation prediction
software packages available which allow you to do
it yourself. Follow some of the links at the end of
this article for some good examples. Rest assured
that the 3B9C team themselves have done similar
analyses and will be aware of where their beams
should be pointing on any given band and at any
given time. Almost certainly, the easiest bands
on which to look for your first QSOs with the
expedition are going to be 20, 17 and 15m. As the
sunspots start to reduce in number, openings on
the highest bands become less frequent, while the
low bands are always a tougher challenge, with
greater absorption and higher noise levels.

Of course, most serious DXers have gain antennas
for 20, 15 and 10m; often a triband Yagi or even
stacked monobanders. So even on those bands
you may well have to wait your turn for a QSO (the
good news is that 3B9C will be active for three
full weeks and four weekends). Far fewer DXers
have gain antennas for 30, 17, and 12m, so 17m
may well be an excellent band on which to focus
to make that first 3B9C QSO (or, indeed, to chase
other DXpeditions).

This highlights one of the dilemmas facing the
would-be HF operator. With nine HF bands
available, not to mention the VHF bands, how
on earth can you put up an effective antenna
system to cover them all? Unless you live on a
farm, the answer is probably "no way". This is why
low-profile multiband antennas such as trapped
verticals or the G5RV are so popular but, inevitably,
they are a compromise. It's often forgotten, for
example, that when Louis Varney G5RV came up
with his ground-breaking antenna design, not
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only did the WARC bands not exist, but neither did
15m. And in no way was the antenna expected to
present a resistive 50-ohm load to the transmitter
but, in those days of valve PA's, it didn't really
matter! Modern solid-state rigs may behave
differently, and reduce power in the face of what
they see as a mismatch.

A SIMPLE ALTERNATIVE

In the RadCom article which preceded the D68C
expedition, the team recommended, instead,
to focus on one band at a time, and to install a
resonant sloping dipole, orientated towards D6.
This led to a great deal of positive feedback after
the expedition, many operators discovering that
such an arrangement worked much better on
that specific band than their multiband system,
allowing them to work the expedition much
more easily. So the recommendation is very much
the same again. A full-size, resonant dipole, cut
according to the standard dimensions, out in
the clear and, ideally, sloping and orientated
towards 3B9C is an excellent starting point for
those of you without Yagis or other gain antennas.
Suitable dimensions are given in Table 1 (you
may need to modify them slightly to achieve best
SWR, as lengths can be affected by surrounding
objects, etc.). The antenna can be suspended
from a chimney or gutter, perhaps. Feed with 50
or 75 ohm co-ax, with the centre conductor to
the higher half and the outer to the lower half.
Seal the feedpoint to keep out moisture, with
insulators at either end and you have an excellent
single-band antenna. On the low bands, of course,
such an arrangement starts to get prohibitively
large, so other approaches have to be tried. 3B9
is a long way from most centres of population, so
arrival angles will be low. Even on 40m, the half-
wave above ground required to achieve low angle
radiation from a horizontal antenna is 20m (67ft),
so it is much easier to use some sort of vertical.
Actually, on 40m, that then becomes quite easy.
A full-size quarter-wave vertical is just 10m (33ft)
high and takes up almost zero ground space! Of
course, like any vertical, it will only work properly
with an effective ground system, but for practical
purposes this means running out as many radials
as you can, of whatever length, in whichever
directions they can go. Very few of us have the
space to put down a textbook radial mat with,
for example, 120 quarter-wave radials at exact
spacings of 3 degrees! One of the authors has had
great success on 40m with an elevated ground-
plane consisting of a 10m glass-fibre fishing pole,
with the quarter-wave radiator wire running up its
length (held with insulating tape), mounted on an
insulating support (old fence post, or whatever)
just a metre or so high, with two elevated quarter-
wave radials (if you use elevated radials, do not
have an earth connection in addition). Feed the
centre of the co-ax to the vertical radiator and
attach the outer to the radials.

RIGS AND OPERATING TECHNIQUES

Having discussed the antenna system, what
about your transceiver? The answer is that most
transceivers these days are more than capable
of doing the job, and almost all elderly ones are



too. The only feature you will need that you may
not be using in your day-to-day ragchewing is
split-frequency capability. 3B9C, like almost all
DXpeditions, will operate split-frequency at all
times in the early parts of the expedition, though
may revert to co-channel working later, when the
pile-ups diminish, for those without the capability.
What is split-frequency operation, and why is it
used?

Quite simply, DXpeditions transmit on one
frequency and listen on a different frequency. For
example they will transmit on 28.495MHz and
listen between 28.500 and 28.520MHz. There are
two reasons:

1. If the DXpedition station listens on the
frequency on which it is transmitting, it will not
be heard by those calling because of the pile-
up on that frequency.

2. The DXpedition operator will be faced with
a huge barrage of calls and will not be able
to differentiate between them if they are all
calling on the same frequency.

Experienced DXpeditioners will tune slowly up
and down their listening band. Listen to the
stations working the DXpedition and establish
the operator's tuning pattern. Work out where
he is likely to be listening next and then call -
bingo! Never, never transmit on the DXpedition's
transmitting frequency unless the DXpedition says
"Listening this frequency".

On CW, generally all you will need to do is set
your receiver to the 3B9C frequency and then
use XIT (transmitter-incremental tuning) to
offset your transmitter by the necessary split
(see your transceiver manual if you haven't had
occasion to do this before). Activating RIT (receiver
incremental tuning) will also allow you to hear the
calling stations, while leaving your main receive
frequency on 3B9C.

RIT and XIT usually only work for splits of up
to 10kHz, which may not be sufficient for SSB
operation. In this case you need to bring your
second VFO into operation. Set, say, the A VFO
on the 3B9C frequency. Set the B VFO on the
frequency where 3B9C is listening, and activate
"Transmit on B, receive on A". Again, your
transceiver's manual will explain how to do this.
When 3B9C responds to your call, the exchange
will consist simply of an exchange of signal
reports. Make sure the 3B9C operator also has your
callsign correct. The reason for the short, contest-
style exchange is simple - the expedition operators
want to maximise the number of people who get
a chance to work 3B9C, so contacts are kept as
short as possible. Information such as QSL route,
etc. have been announced in this magazine and
elsewhere, and there will even be a log lookup
facility on the 3B9C Web Page so you can be sure
that you are in the log OK. If not, then do feel
free to have a second attempt. If your contact is,
indeed, OK, then please try to work 3B9C on other
bands and modes.

So where on the bands will you find 3B9C?
The plan is to focus initially on the frequencies
listed below, subject to change for technical
or operational reasons. In any case, the team is
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well aware that band plans in some countries,
including the USA, restrict certain classes of
operator to sub-sections of the band. This will
not only be reflected in the range of listening
frequencies used, but in transmitting frequencies
as the DXpedition progresses. With widespread
use of PacketCluster (via VHF/UHF and Internet)
and the DX Summit Web pages, even if you don't
hear 3B9C immediately, you should always be
able to find out very easily where the expedition is
currently operating.

MHz CwW SSB RTTY
1.8 1,822 1,842 N/A
3.5 3,502 3,795 3,570

7 7,002 7,047 7,035

10.1 10,102 N/A N/A
14 14,022 14,195 14,085
18 18,072 18,145 N/A
21 21,022 21,295 21,085

24.9 24,892 24,945 N/A
28 28,022 28,595 28,075
50 50,102 50,145 N/A

PSK31 activity will be around 14071, 21071 and
28071kHz.

Satellite will be via AO-40 and any EME operation
will take place on 70cm.

Regarding the above frequencies, note that
the team is aware of at least one other major
DXpedition to be active while 3B9C is still on the air,
so may decide to change transmitting frequencies
to avoid confusion. Typically, a DXpedition SSB
station transmitting on 14.195 MHz will listen up
in the range 14.200 to 14.220 MHz. If 3B9C finds
itself operating on the same transmit frequency
as another DXpedition it will, for example, move
down around 5kHz typically to 14.190 MHz and will
then listen down say between 14.165 and 14.185
MHz so as to split the pile ups and avoid confusion.
Listen to the operator carefully. Each has been
briefed to give the 3B9C callsign at least after
every two QSOs and to announce the listening
frequencies every five QSOs. Incidentally, 3B9C will
not work by numbers; believing that with good
ears and equipment this is quite unnecessary.
There really isn't the space here to discuss how
to get started with the more specialist bands and
modes, but the team does encourage readers to
have a go. There have been many articles written
about getting started on RTTY and PSK, which is
straightforward using a personal computer and
its built-in sound card. There will be a section on
the 3B9C Web site giving some hints and tips,
with links to useful references. The same is true
of satellite and EME. The latter requires a well-
equipped station, but satellite operation through
AO-40 doesn't require large investments in
equipment, especially if you already have a 70cm
multimode radio (3B9C will be using the popular
FT-847) and 70cm Yagi. Again, follow the links
on the Web page for suitable advice on getting
started.

NEVADA RODRIGUES TROPHIES

As an encouragement to both individuals and
clubs to work 3B9C on a wide range of bands
and modes, Nevada Communications of the UK
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is sponsoring some trophies to be known as the
Nevada Rodrigues Trophies. There are 22 separate
categories, covering all continents, both newly-
licensed operators and old-hands, SWLs, and
club entries. The trophies themselves will be an
attractive locally-made model of a sailing pirogue,
as used by the Rodrigues Islanders. For those who
don't qualify for a trophy, but hit pre-determined
numbers of band-slots, there will be a range of
certificates. Full rules and how to apply can be
found on the 3B9C Web site.

SPONSORSHIP

A significant number of sponsors, led by Principal
Sponsor Yaesu, is already supporting this
DXpedition. A colour brochure has been prepared
about the project and has recently been circulated
to DX clubs throughout the world. If any club
is interested in sponsoring Project Star Reach
then please contact Bob Beebe GU4YOX (e-mail
gudyox@cwgsy.net)

We very much hope this article has inspired those
of you who are inexperienced in DXing to have
a go and work 3B9C. You could be pleasantly
surprised at what is possible. We look forward to
putting your call in the log.

3B9C URL: www.fsdxa.com/3b9c
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