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Packet Radio on a Shoestring
Connect
yourself to a
worldwide
network -
without the
phone bills.

PACKET RADIO
connects your
computer to others

via your radio station (see
opposite for an explanation of
this popular part of amateur
radio). The usual way to get on
to the packet radio network is to
connect a Terminal Node
Controller (TNC) between your
radio and your computer. The
TNC contains a modem and its
own computer which controls
the transfer of files (or parts of
files known as packets). By
letting the TNC do all of the
work, your computer can be very
simple - a dumb terminal or,
perhaps, a Sinclair Spectrum.
The bad news is that TNCs cost
upwards of £130 new.

INTELLIGENCE
BUT COMPUTERS HAVE
advanced so much recently that
it is very common for a radio
shack to include a fast PC with
a colour screen. So why not
save money and let the
computer do all of the work?
With the right software, all you
need to buy is a special modem.

CommSLab produce
PKTCOMM, an “enhanced
Baycom / Graphic Packet
compatible modem”. This
means that it will work with
Baycom software and others
described as ‘Baycom
compatible’, including Graphic
Packet (GP) which CommSLab
can supply free of charge.

The PKTCOMM modem,
which measures just 80 x 55mm,
is available for less than £30 as
a kit, though for an extra £10 it
can be supplied ready-built. The
modem can be powered via the
computer’s COM port but a
separate 12V supply is
recommended.

In its cheapest form,
PKTCOMM comes as a com-

plete kit of parts, including the
printed circuit board (PCB).
Plugs for power and audio are
included, but not the plugs which
go into your radio. Also not
included is the RS232 lead to
connect to your computer; this
can cost several pounds. A box
is available from CommSLab,
but it is not essential.

THE BUILD UP
SEVEN A4 PAGES of
constructional details are
included with the kit. These deal
with general construction
techniques, how to connect, test
and set up the modem, and a
suggested order of construction.
Helpful inclusions are: a full
components list, several
diagrams illustrating how to
identify various components and
how to insert them in the PCB,
RS232 cable details, com-The PKTCOMM

costs £29.95 in
kit form, £39.95
ready-built, and
£45.95 built and

boxed.

SYSTEM
REQUIREMENTS

Computer:  A 286 or better, with
at least 1MB RAM, a hard disk,
a 3.5in diskette drive, an EGA
or VGA graphics card and at
least DOS 2.0. A mouse is not
essential.
Radio:  VHF or UHF NBFM (a
hand-held is fine).

ponent layout, a resistor colour
code chart and a circuit diagram.

Very few tools are required
but it is important to get the right
ones to avoid making a mess of
the PCB. You will need a fine
point soldering iron, some
miniature long-nosed pliers
and miniature side-cutters. For
those with less than perfect
sight, a magnifying glass can
help in identifying the small
resistors and in checking your
soldering.

It took a week of evenings -
an hour or so at a time - to
complete the project. It is
possible to build it quicker, and
all in one go, but mistakes can
easily be made and with these
tiny components it isn’t always
easy to put things right. By
following the instructions
carefully, the modem worked
first time.

CONNECTIONS
FOUR LEADS MUST be made
up or bought. One connects the
modem to 12V DC - the supply
powering your radio will do.
Another goes to your computer’s
serial port (eg COM1 or COM2).
And the other two join to the
radio’s loudspeaker and micro-
phone sockets.

It is important to find out how
your transmitter’s push-to-talk
(PTT) works, as PKTCOMM
gives two options: normal earth-
going and a ‘make’ connection
as used on Icom handhelds.


