
HOMING IN
BY JOE MOELL,* KØOV

“Aliens have set up secret radio transmitters in
Fayette County and we need your help in finding
them!” So wrote Joe Domaleski, KI4ASK, in a

special bulletin to members of the Fayette County Amateur
Radio Club.

“We have received word from county officials that unau-
thorized radio transmissions have been detected south of
metro Atlanta inside Fayette County, Georgia,” the bulletin
continued. “Strange lights and possibly a UFO have been
reported. We have been asked to help locate the hidden radio
transmitters that may be of alien origin. Early reports indi-
cate that the aliens like to be near sources of water. The radio
transmissions all appear to be low-power VHF in the range
of 144-147 MHz.

“Your mission is to help us find four radio transmitters, two
of them friendly and two of them from the aliens. We need
to locate the transmitters by 11 a.m. on April 27th. You may
work together as a team or by yourself. Please do not use
Doppler equipment, as it has been known to scare off the
aliens. You can use other typical foxhunt equipment. If you
do not have such gear, we’ll pair you up with radio opera-
tors who have it.”

KI4ASK went on to give instructions on how to find the hunt
headquarters (starting point) using APRS. Upon arrival,
hunters were given the first frequency and had to find
Forward Operating Base Alpha using radio direction finding
(RDF). From there, they were given two frequencies and a
special map. They changed to the first frequency to track
Alien Transmitter One, which — they were told — might have
an alien nearby. After finding it, they switched to the final fre-
quency to go after Alien Transmitter Two.

Are hidden transmitter hunts always this complex? No.
Are they always lots of fun for both hider and hunters?

Definitely yes.
That’s why I get stories from lots of clubs and non-club

groups after each CQ World Wide Foxhunting Weekend. Not
all of the hunts were on the specified weekend (May 11-12),
but they all welcomed hams and future hams alike. In most
cases, only the transmitter operator needed a transmitting
license.

“There are so many hunt themes that we won’t ever run
out of new ideas,” writes Mike Hill, W8DER.  He and his
friends have mobile and all-on-foot foxhunts in the Grand
Rapids, Michigan area. Like the Fayetteville area alien hunt,
sometimes foxhunters have to drive awhile and then close
in on foot.

Mike recalls, “The best one I remember was when two YLs
dressed up as boyfriend and girlfriend and sat at a picnic
table in the commons area of Grand Valley State University.
The transmitter was inside their book bag. Nobody found
them, but several walked by with their antennas waving in
the air. After a while, another ham turned on a 25-milliwatt
transmitter at a nearby Burger King and we all found our way
there for coffee.”

Hunt-when-you-can opportunities with automatically-con-
trolled transmitters are popular in Michigan.  Three or four
ammunition cans with a transceiver, battery, and PicCon con-
troller1 are set out in a 16-mile area. According to W8DER,
“Each box is on a different frequency and runs about 5 watts.
The controller in each box is set to listen for a distinct DTMF
tone transmitted by the hunter.” Note that this is an excep-
tion to the usual hunters-need-not-be-licensed type of hunt.

Mike continues, “When the tone is received, the handi-
talkie in the box sends a little ‘ditty’ for about a minute, which
is plenty of time for the hunter to get a bearing. This makes
the sealed lead-acid batteries last for quite a while. The hunt
can go on for a couple of weeks and the teams can hunt
when they get time. There aren’t winners or losers, but those
who find the foxes are listed on our website.”

For the September 27 mobile hunt on New York’s Long
Island, hider John Wilson, KD2AKX announced that he would
be within three and a half miles of an intersection that was
difficult to access because of a detour. Hunters converged
on the area but couldn’t hear him there, so he gave the clue
that he was in the town of Hicksville. Once they were close
enough to hear his “Find me! Find me!” transmissions, they
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Joe Domaleski, KI4ASK, and his wife Mary Catherine,
KI4HHI, are promoting hidden transmitter hunting in the
Fayetteville, Georgia area. They organized a unique “alien”
foxhunt in April. (Photo by Joe Domaleski, KI4ASK)
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figured out that he was moving, but then
he told them that he wasn’t in a car.

Time ran out before the hunters were
able to find John on his bicycle, circling
a soccer field. The flea-power hidden
transmitter box was hanging around his
neck. Inside was a digital recorder play-
ing a looped MP3 file into a handheld
with VOX control.

A Flying Fox
Drones have photographed foxhunts
before, but this year I received the first
report of one being used as the hidden
transmitter. For a July hunt in the San
Diego area, Greg Gibbs, KI6RXX, put a
15-milliwatt transmitter in his DJI Mavic
drone. He set out two other micro-trans-
mitters on the grounds of the park close
by. One was in a fake doggie-do bag and
the other was in a bush. For each hid-
den fox, there was a realistic-but-non-
functioning decoy transmitter with a
prominent antenna on the ground near-
by.Conrad Lara, KG6JEI, flew the drone-
fox at about 150 feet elevation for the
duration of the hunt, except for five
descents to change the batteries. It
appeared for a while that nobody was the

Winners of the Fayette County alien foxhunt were (L-R) Jason Kirkbride (future
ham), his father Tom Kirkbride, K1EOD; Ryan Bibby, KN4RQL; and Jonathan
Baxter, KN4FSN. They found all of the hidden radio transmitters within the time
limit. (Photo by Joe Domaleski, KI4ASK)

The Radio Society of Sri Lanka had a well-attended transmitter hunt in April. (Photo by Jaliya Jayampathi Lokeshwara,
4S7JL)
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wiser, as the first hunters to arrive at the
park found all of the decoys and declared
themselves to be winners. Greg was
gleeful as he told them that they hadn’t
won yet and needed to start over again.

Eventually, everyone figured out the
transmitting drone stunt. Written rules
for this hunt allow moving transmitters,
but they must remain within 100 feet of
their initial location. So was the hunt
“legal?” That was a topic of email dis-
cussions for several days.

In the U.S., most foxhunting takes
place on the 2-meter band, except for
international-rules ARDF events in the
CW portion of 80 meters. Other bands
have interesting propagation charac-
teristics that can provide a different RDF
experience. Southern California 6-
meter enthusiasts began mobile T-
hunts in Orange County on that band in
the 1980s. They continue the tradition
twice a year, spring and fall, in the
Riverside area.

On 6 meters, there are fewer signal
reflections from hills and tall buildings
than on 2 meters, but they can occur.
Most 6-meter hunters start with simple
loop antennas, but full-size Yagis,
loaded quads, and even Doppler sets
have been seen on this hunt.

Ten meters was a popular band for
mobile foxhunting in the 1950s with
even fewer reflections than on 6 meters.
Larry Berger, WA2SUH, put on a “retro”
10-meter AM foxhunt in April, starting
from a Long Island flea market.

This was foxhunting weekend world-
wide, and as almost every year, there
was a report from the Surrey ARC in
British Columbia, Canada. Their on-foot
foxhunt attracted record attendance
and participation. Eighty-meter fox-
hunting is so popular there that no 2-
meter transmitters were put out this
time. After training for the newcomers,
everyone had 90 minutes to find the 80-
meter foxes, then all gathered for a big
barbecue.

Also on Foxhunting Weekend was the
annual Victorian ARDF Championships
in Australia, a 10-hour marathon of a
dozen hunts on the 80-, 10-, 6-, 2-meter,
70- and 23-centimeter bands, followed
by a late supper. 

Jaliya Jayampathi Lokeshwara, 4S7JL,
wrote about a mobile foxhunt that he
organized for the Radio Society of Sri
Lanka in April, starting in Colombo. The
team of Victor Goonetilleke, 4S7VK;
Don Sirimanne, 4S7DSB; and Tharanga
Premathilake, 4S6TMP, won the hunt.

In Hyderabad, a city of almost 7 mil-
lion people in central India, there was a
good turnout for a foxhunting event
sponsored by the National Institute of

Amateur Radio. Hundreds of engineer-
ing students there are enrolling in cours-
es in amateur radio technology. The rise
in interest is due in part to recent Indian
regulation changes that allow hams to
operate anywhere in the country, not
just at their registered home. This also
is making it possible to create teams to
go where necessary to provide disaster
communications.

In Bengaluru, another Indian city,
there was a 3-hour foxhunt with 30-kilo-
meter boundaries, starting out in
mobiles and ending on foot. At the start,
participants all went to rooftops and
high terraces to get their starting bear-
ings. According to last year’s winner,
“The last mile is always on foot. You
have to make your way through shrubs
and thorns, because the fox is usually
in an inaccessible place.”

Tell the World
Teaching and talking up hidden trans-
mitter hunting is almost as much fun as
doing it. On Thursday evening before
Joe Domaleski’s alien foxhunt, he gave
a “Foxhunting 101” presentation to his
club with tips and techniques for finding
radio foxes. He also made a promo-

tional video to get club members inter-
ested and involved.2

Also spreading the word about fox- 
hunting fun were Larry Berger,
WA2SUH, and Andy Kirschenbaum,
WA2CDL, who put on a forum at Ham
Radio University in Brookville, New York
on January 5. Their talk was mostly about
mobile hunting with both Doppler and
non-Doppler techniques.  At Berwick
Grammar School in western Australia,
the local foxhunters taught it during
STEM Day, complete with a short ARDF
course for the students to try.

On-foot foxhunting was the topic at the
Yuma Hamfest and Southwestern
Division ARRL convention on February
16th, as Marvin Johnston, KE6HTS, led
a workshop for building measuring-tape
antennas and offset attenuators from kits
he provided. Then the attendees put their
new tools to the test on a five-fox walk-
ing course set by Joe Loughlin, KE6PHB,
and Joe Corones, N6SZO, of San Diego.
Several other foxhunters from San Diego
were there to provide instruction and
assistance, including going out on the
course with the fledgling foxhunters
when appropriate.

The annual 90-minute Foxhunting

This full-sized Yagi was the largest direction-finding antenna at the southern
California 6-meter mobile transmitter hunt on November 9th. (Photo by Joe
Moell, KØOV)
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Forum at Hamvention® in Xenia, Ohio on the morning of May
18th covered all forms of RDF contesting. Then in the late
afternoon, with temperatures still near 90°, 10 individuals and
teams gathered to see how many miniature transmitters they
could find. Dick Arnett, WB4SUV; Brian DeYoung, K4BRI;
and Bob Frey, WA6EZV, had set out 37 of them, four more
than the previous year. Once again, the Sanderson family
from Chicago won both the adult and youth prizes with father
Matt, KC9SEM, finding 19 and son Mac finding seven.

ARDF is part of the physical education and sports programs
at some schools in China. Xuezhen “Thomas” Chen began
learning it in the third grade there. Now he is attending high
school in St. Joseph, Michigan and has found local sponsors
to form an ARDF club at nearby E.P. Clarke Elementary
School. Every Wednesday during the school year, he and
two other high school students work with third and fourth
graders to teach them radio direction finding and orienteer-
ing skills in local parks.

“It’s like cross country, but it’s better,” says Thomas, who
has won medals in the USA ARDF Championships of 2017,
2018, and 2019. An article about his ARDF outreach has been
published in the Herald-Palladium newspaper of St. Joseph.3

Next Foxhunting Weekend — May 9-10, 2020
Mobile or on-foot, one transmitter or many, a radio foxhunt
will surely stir up activity in your ham club.  Now is the time
to plan for this year’s CQ World Wide Foxhunting Weekend,
which will be May 9-10. CQ doesn’t impose any rules or offer
any awards for Foxhunting Weekend. That’s up to you and
the hams in your hometown. Your hunt can be for mobiles or
all on foot (or a combination). Use the international rules or
make up your own.
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Thomas Chen formed an ARDF club at a school in St. Joseph,
Michigan, where he trains young persons to enjoy the sport.
Here he is at the 2018 USA ARDF Championships in
California, where he won medals. (Photo by Tom Gaccione,
WB2LRH)
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For many clubs, Foxhunting Week-
end kicks off a season of regular trans-
mitter hunts. For others, it’s a special
once-a-year event, like Field Day.
Since the primary objective is lots of
participation, we don’t insist that your
event be on that weekend. Any time is
fine with us.

If your club has always had one kind of
hunt on Foxhunting Weekend, why not
try something different this year? Some
hams prefer the formalities of carefully
crafted boundaries, specifications for
signal parameters, time limits, and so
forth. Others are content just to have one

or more signals to hunt. No need for any
regulations, they say. Talk it up on the
local repeater and social media to find
out what your friends have in mind.

Foxhunting teaches an important skill
— the ability to find the source of sig-
nals from afar. RDF is useful for public
service and volunteer enforcement. It
can even save lives. Most of all, it’s fun.
Give it a try, but ensure your group has
safe fun. See to it that no one can be
injured by your hidden transmitter or by
trying to get to it.

Don’t let the excitement of the hunt
make you an unsafe runner or driver.

Ensure that all transmitting and receiv-
ing antennas are eye-safe. Always be
mindful of your own physical limitations
and never take chances behind the
wheel or in the forest.

Afterward, write up the results and
send them to me. The list of informa-
tion in a complete CQ Foxhunting
Weekend report is posted on my web-
site.4 In addition to the details of date,
location, hiders and winners, CQ’s
readers also want to know what was
unique about your hunt and what
lessons (positive and negative) you
learned from it. Don’t forget to include
some sharp action photos. The high-
er the resolution, the better.

Let’s make Foxhunting Weekend
2020 the biggest ever. I look forward to
receiving your reports.

Next USA ARDF
Championships Set
The high point of 2020 for fans of inter-
national-rules foxhunting will be the 20th

annual USA ARDF Championships from
June 9-14. Primary sites will be near
Boston, Massachusetts. Events will
include two days of practice sessions fol-
lowed by competitions in foxoring (com-
bination of foxunting and orienteering)
and sprint, as well as 80 meter and 2
meter classic ARDF. There will also be
a traditional awards banquet. Meet
Director will be Jennifer Harker, W5JEN.

USA’s National Championships are
open to anyone who can run or walk
through the forest for five to 10 kilome-
ters (3-6 miles) while carrying RDF gear.
Most of America’s elite radio-orienteers
will be there, but about 25% of the par-
ticipants are expected to be first-timers.

These championships will be a qualify-
ing event for ARDF Team USA, which will
form afterward to compete at the 20th

IARU ARDF World Championships in
Zlatibor, Serbia, during September. This
will be USA’s 10th appearance at the
World Championships. Team members
will be selected from the best performers
at these championships in Massachu-
setts and in last year’s national ARDF
Championships in North Carolina.

More information will be in my next
“Homing In” column. An event website
is being created5 and you can join a
Google Groups email list6 for the latest
information about the USA and World
ARDF Championships.

Notes:
1. www.byonics.com/piccon
2. www.youtube.com/watch?v=E4S2jgo4E_s
3. https://tinyurl.com/smn2acl
4. www.homingin.com/joek0ov/nfw
5. https://ardfusa.org
6. https://tinyurl.com/y6g9vcgb
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