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16 ON THE AIR 

Rediscovering 
Ham Radio  
Through POTA
The excitement of a Parks on 
the Air pileup gave focus to 
KC2NRB’s return to the bands.

Evan McPartland, P.E., KC2NRB

I received my Technician license at age 12 in 
2004 and upgraded to General in 2005. I 
operated regularly from 2004-2009 until I 

was in college — a far too common story among 
college-age hams. During the great reset of 
COVID, I moved from New York City to a small 
town in lower Alabama called Dothan. Fast 
forward to 2025 and I had settled into life in 
Alabama, where the relentless summer heat 
required me to find some air-conditioned hobbies. 
I decided to pull my ham station back together. 
Over the past decade, I had carried all my radio 
equipment to every home and apartment I’d lived 
in, with the intent of setting up my shack again. 
I set up a Yaesu FT-990 HF transceiver, hung a 
dipole, and added an antenna tuner. I was ready.

Discovering POTA 
I got the station running on a weekday afternoon, and heard “CQ 

POTA CQ POTA this is…,” which was answered by a respectable 

pileup. I wondered why there was a pileup for a guy calling CQ 

from Kansas. I also wondered about the designator he was using 

— a code that started with “US,” followed by a number. I tuned 

around the 20-meter band and found another pileup for a guy in 

calling “CQ POTA” in Ohio. It was a weekday, and I knew contests 

don’t normally happen during the week. To help myself under-

stand what all the fuss was about, I looked up “POTA” online and 

found the Parks on the Air operating program at parksontheair.

com. I thought it was the coolest thing, operating in specially 

designated parks  — like having ARRL Field Day year-round! 

For More About POTA

“Parks on the Air,” in the March/April 2021 issue, presents basics 

about the program.

“First Steps on the POTA Path,” in the November/December 

2025 issue, details a first-time POTA activation by a young ham.

“How to Become a POTA Hunter,” in the January 2024 issue of

QST (arrl.org/qst), outlines rules, strategies, and awards.

The Parks on the Air Book (arrl.org/shop) shares the experiences 

of several POTA operators, offering advice on operating and 

equipment.
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My First POTA Contact
The first thing I did was look up the rules. I probably hadn’t called 

CQ or made an HF contact in about 15 years at that point, so I 

watched a couple of YouTube videos of POTA operations as well. 

Shortly after that, I heard KJ5CYH in Texas calling CQ. I called 

back and immediately heard him say, “Kilo Charlie Two November 

Radio Bravo I have you 59 in the park US-3042. QSL?” There it 

was, my first POTA contact. Later, when the contact showed up 

on the POTA app (pota.app), I saw that the designator US-3042 

was Mother Neff State Park, Moody, TX. I was hooked! 

My First POTA Activation
A year went by, and I’d become a POTA hunter, making contacts 

with hams who were calling CQ from POTA parks. At that point, 

I wanted to try being a POTA activator — a ham who gets on the 

air from a POTA park. I did some research and found that my 

closest POTA park was US-1034, Blue Springs State Park, which 

is 40 minutes away from where I live. 

I had an Icom IC-7100, but it would require me to lug around 

a power supply and hope I could find a 120 volt power source. 

Then Yaesu released the FTX-1. It’s a combination of a QRP (low 

power) and 100-watt HF/VHF/UHF rig, and it looked like just 

what I wanted. I bought it. 

As for an antenna, I searched online and found a vertical antenna, 

the JPC-12, which was lightweight, offered easy setup, and broke 

down easily into a small package for backpacking. After testing 

this setup in my backyard and making a POTA contact in Oklahoma, 

I put all the equipment into a daypack. 

My wife and I headed out the next morning. We arrived at the 

park and set up under a covering that had a picnic table under-

neath. I brought my spectrum analyzer with me, because back-

yard testing had shown that the vertical antenna was sensitive 

— one click of the coil and the ideal SWR moved from HF to LF. 

I started calling CQ and got no response. Mind you, I was running 

only 5 watts of the FTX-1’s field battery — QRP (low power) 

operation. I tried spotting my activation — posting it online to let 

other hams know I was there — but soon I found someone else 

calling CQ right on top of me. It turned out the Kansas QSO Party 

was dominating the band. I decided to abandon CQing, and spun 

the dial looking for other parks. I answered a POTA operator calling 

CQ and completed a contact — my first park-to-park contact! 

I kept going until I had the 10 contacts that officially qualifies a 

POTA activation — I successfully activated my first park! I tried 

calling CQ again and stations trickled in, probably due to me run-

ning only 5 watts of output power. But then I heard “Foxtrot Five 

Papa Yankee Indigo.” I was in shock — I couldn’t believe it. He 

repeated “This is Foxtrot Five Papa Yankee Indigo. I’m in France.” 

My wife looked up from her book in amazement. My 5 watts had 

gone pretty far!

Get Up and Go
It was the most fun I’ve had in a park. The next day my wife and I 

went to Camp Helen State Park, US-1845, on the Florida panhandle. 

I brought a lawnmower battery so I could pump out a little more 

power. I made 77 contacts that day, finally experiencing the pileups 

I first heard 1 year earlier as a POTA hunter. 

I have the basics down, now it’s time to expand. I’m in the process 

setting up the FTX-1 in my truck with a N9JMX Predator screw-

driver antenna. This will be my “get up and go” activation setup. 

My wife and I also have plans to activate US-0034, Great Smoky 

Mountains National Park. I’m looking forward to the travel and 

challenges that POTA has to offer.

Evan McPartland, P.E., KC2NRB, is a mechanical engineer by trade, currently 
working in the commercial nuclear industry. He received his Technician 
license at age 12 in 2004 and upgraded to General in 2005. He cites his 
father Pat, WS2A, as a main inspiration for getting licensed and enjoys 
plundering WS2A’s shack during the holidays to see what he can make off 
with. He can be reached at kc2nrb@gmail.com.

Photos left to right: The setup at my 
first POTA activation at Blue Springs 
State Park. I’m using the Yaesu FTX-1 
connected to a JPC-12 vertical antenna. 

Working a pileup at my second activation. 
I used the Milwaukee Packout to tote a 
lawnmower battery so I could push 100 
watts. [Sarah Oldfield, photo]

The setup at my second POTA activation 
in Camp Helen State Park. I ditched the 
daypack for a Milwaukee Packout tote 
so I could bring a larger power source. 
Running the radio for 3 hours only 
depleted the battery to 50%.


