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RADIO HEADS ANG! BOOM!
DENNIS MORAN, NEWS-PRESS STAFF WRITER

November 17, 2006 12:00 AM

Jay Hennigan came to the crossroads where electronics-geek meets athlete -- and he ran right past it, antennas shaking.

Hennigan's a world-class radio orienteer, which means he runs through wooded terrain with a map, compass and radio receiver, hoping 
to find four radio transmitters and get to the finish faster than his opponents.

If that sounds simple, consider the diverse skill set: He has to be fit, able to run four to six miles over varied terrain including hills and 
likely some bush-wacking and creek-crossing. He needs to be good at orienting himself with a map and compass, and also at 
seat-of-the-pants direction finding as he listens to the radio signals. And he needs to make decisions on the fly on what routes to take 
and which signal to seek first, since they don't have to be found in a particular order.

Also called amateur radio direction finding (ARDF), the sport is still under the radar of popularity in this country. But it has a huge 
following in Europe and Asia, and it's likely to start catching on here as it hones in on people with certain interests.

Like Hennigan, 55, of Goleta. A longtime ham radio operator and self-described "electronics geek" who works as a network engineer at 
Impulse Internet Services in Goleta, he's long been a participant in various orienteering and transmitter-finding activities. And though 
he was not interested in sports in school, the trim Hennigan in recent years has added competitive running as a hobby as a training tool 
for ARDF.

"I've been a geek all my life, if you will," Hennigan says. "In fact, I joke about this as being one of my 'geeks running through the 
woods' activities. I also do geo-caching, which is essentially hiking to find hidden objects using GPS."

The development of skills to locate hidden radio transmitters is almost as old as radio itself, becoming a practical concern in wartime 
and during the Cold War. Transmitter-finding for fun began developing in Scandinavia in the 1950s, according to ARDF Web sites.

For many years world championships have been held in even-numbered years, and Hennigan has been to two, in the Czech Republic in 
2004 and in September of this year to Primorsko, Bulgaria, where he placed 16th among 42 competitors in his age bracket for one of 
the two radio bands used in competition, and 20th in the run using the other band. He competes in the men's 50-59 group.

To get an idea of the popularity of the sport in Europe, Bulgarian Vice President Angel Marin presided over the opening ceremonies of 
the world championships. Competitors came from 30 countries, and among the 13-member Team USA along with Hennigan was the 
U.S.'s first-ever medalist -- Nadia Scharlau of North Carolina, who won a bronze in the women's 35 and up division. She was, however, 
born and raised in Russia and formerly competed for the U.S.S.R.

"It's extremely competitive and a very big deal in these European countries," Hennigan says.

Participation in the U.S. tends to cluster in a few "centers of influence" where someone gets others interested, said former competitor 
Marvin Johnston of Santa Barbara. Johnston, who now sets up and officiates ARDF competitions, and was a juror at the last two world 
championships, is largely responsible for recruiting the half-dozen or so people who do it locally. Johnston is also the meet director for 
the U.S. Championships to be held next September at Lake Tahoe.

"Santa Barbara has probably as many people who do this as any place else in the country," Johnston said.

Locally Johnston sets up practices at Lake Los Carneros, which has terrain that's been mapped to the detail ARDF'ers like, showing 
gradations of elevation, indications of brush thickness and trails. They also go down south and set up ARDF events in areas that have 
been mapped for the related sport of orienteering, which involves finding objects with a map and compass but involves no radio 
transmitters.

Johnston got involved in the sport in 1995, and competed with the first three 
teams the U.S. sent to world championships, starting in 1998.

"My interest is really in helping develop the USA ARDF team," Johnston said. "I 
would love to see a team that's centered here in Santa Barbara that makes the 
rest of the nation wish they'd gotten involved with it."

As Hennigan describes it, ARDF competitions are timed and have staggered 
starts so one competitor can't just follow the lead of another.

A course is typically about six square miles, Johnston said, and contains five 
transmitters marked with orange-and-white flags. The transmitters are 
sometimes called 'foxes,' and another name the sport goes by is 'fox-tailing' or 
'fox-teering.' Not all age brackets have to find all five, and in Bulgaria Hennigan 
was concerned with four of them. Each transmitter sends out its own pattern of 
beeps for one minute, then is silent for four minutes as each of the others takes 
a turn.

Once on the course, as the first transmitter beeps, the decisions begin. Go over 
or around the hill? Toward this beep first, or that one? What is the best order? 

There are no GPS devices allowed, only map, compass, receiver and sense of direction.

Once he starts running toward that first transmitter, "one of the things that will happen is, as you're running, you are making marks on 
your map determining which direction you think the other (transmitters) are. I may be going toward transmitter number one, and I'll 
draw a line on my map on which way I think number four is. Then as I'm finding these other ones, I'll have several converging lines on 
my map that converge around where number four should be," Hennigan said.

Anyone interested in getting involved with ARDF can call Johnston at 687-8881. More information is available at the USA RDF Web site 
www.homingin.com.

e-mail: dmoran@newspress.com
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