Digging Deeper with Bill Baker, W1BKR
BY RICH MOSESON,* W2VU

"…And of course, you'll want to see the transmitter."
Author’s note: The college I attended sat on one of the
highest spots in the city where it was located, and because
of that, the Broadcast Center which housed our carrier-current AM and 50 kW FM radio stations was also home to the
transmitter of one of the major local TV stations. Of course,
several of the transmitter engineers were hams, and I got to
be good friends with one of them, spending many an evening
studying in the transmitter room and, in the process, learning a good deal about the technical side of putting a television signal into the air.
Not having been in a TV transmitter room since then, I
was particularly looking forward to visiting the WNET-13
transmitter site to see how things had changed since the
1970s. Plus, of course, it was high up in New York City’s
Empire State Building. Here is a brief photo tour of both
the transmitter site and the antenna site, outside on the
87th floor of that world-famous skyscraper.
— W2VU

Programming from the station’s midtown-Manhattan studios is
sent via microwave to this dish set up in a window in the back
of the transmitter room.

Bill Baker, W1BKR, in the WNET-TV transmitter room in the
Empire State Building. Behind him are some of the 14 ganged
200-watt RF power amplifier modules that send the station’s
signal to the antenna. (W2VU photos)
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Once the signal is at full power, it comes out of the back of
the transmitter and heads toward the antenna through this
massive hardline (what looks like copper plumbing).

Since there are multiple television and
radio stations transmitting from the
Empire State Building, all the signals
have to pass through a massive
network of filters and combiners on
their way to the antenna, so they don’t
interfere with each other.

“Dry coolers” in the background both cool and dry the air heated by the transmitters
before exchanging it with air from outside. This prevents creation of clouds outside
the Empire State Building from warm, moist, exhaust air.

When I interviewed Bill, I noticed that he was wearing a
National Park Service lapel pin. I asked him about his
involvement with the park service. — W2VU
“Because of my interest in polar exploration, and because
of the programming public television has done about the
parks, and ‘Nature,’ which I’d say is the pre-eminent natural history program on television, which we produce, I was
asked by the last administration to join the (advisory) board
of the National Park Service, and I was on the Education
Committee. And then, much to my surprise, they asked me
to become Chairman of the Advisory Board of the National
Park Service.”
Even though Bill’s membership on the park service advisory board was not renewed by the Obama Administration,
he remains a great advocate for our national parks, to which
he compares both public television and amateur radio.

Stepping outside … through a tiny door on the 87th floor of
the Empire State Building. The view up, and all around, is
incredible.

“I love the parks. They are one of the great assets of the
American people, and they are kind of like ham radio. Matter
of fact, one of the metaphors I’ve always used on television
about public television is, I say, ‘Public television is/are the
national parks of the airwaves. That’s really what public TV
is. It’s owned by the American people. It’s an asset of the
American people.’
“But of course, the great physical assets, and in many
ways, spiritual assets, of the American people are its national parks. And one could argue that amateur radio, the spectrum that has been allocated to us as amateurs, is another one of the great treasures and assets of the American
people, that we are responsible for, that we are stewards
of. And so I think of all these in very, very, high-minded
terms and almost maybe even totally spiritual. I mean, I feel
that it’s close to God, all of this stuff.”

This tiny railing is all that stands between technicians (and reporters) working on this roof area and a very long drop to the
street! The view is northeast, toward Queens and the Bronx. If you look closely, you can see the United Nations building and
the Chrysler Building, as well as the 59th Street (Queensboro) Bridge.

We were nearly eye-to-eye with the pilot of this helicopter, flying south along the Hudson River. That’s New Jersey on the
far shore.

