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Instruction Instructions
Discover hidden savings in the last place Y OI/ 'd ever look-the instruction manual.

by Leon Fletcher N6HYK

R
ecently I bought an antenna
system consisting of the usua l
four units-tower. antenna. ro­

tor, and rotor control. All the gear is
nationally adverti sed. widely used. and
high ly regarded by hams throughout
the country.

But every unit came wi th printed in­
struc tions tha i had se rious e rrors ,
omissions. confusions . even contradic­
tions. Indeed. at least one error was an
absolute farce .

How serious is the prohlem of ham
gear supplied wi th instructions thai arc
inaccurate. inade quate. inferior. in­
complete. or just plain bungled '! Ap­
parently no one knows. At least a
diliecnt search of ham maeazines. hand-- -
hOOK5. gu ides. instructions. and other
suc h publicat ions found no he lpful
re ports. tips. or so lutions.

Casua l on-the-air comme nts hy
hams in Washington, Ohio, Florida ,
Nebraska, California , and other sta tes.
however. confi rm that poor instruc­
tions are indeed a widespread concern.

Ham tal k also seems to document
thai most of us select our gear withou t
giving much thought-perhaps no
thought at all- to the effectiveness of
the printed instructions that come with
our purchases. Yet it is obvious that
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good instructions can make asse m­
bli ng and operating a unit easy. fast.
e ffic ient. and safe-a pleasure to own.

On the other hand. poor instruc tions
can cause de lays. waste effo rts. spa rk
fru stration s. increase cos ts. produce
errors . ruin equ ipment. and create dan­
gers . In extre me case s. inj uries can
resu lt.

From my unpleasant struggles with
poorly written instructions have come
10 key questio ns tha t can he lp all hams
select their gear more intell igently.
Along with these questions are spe­
ci fic examples of poor instruc tions that
accompanied ham gear sold in the past
year. By now. however. at least some
of the prob lems-it is hoped-may
have been corrected. Therefore , the
names of the offending companies are
not mentioned.

I . Can you read the instructions he­
fo re you buy the gear?

The manager of the Cupe rtino, Cali­
fornia, store to ld me. "Take all the
time you need: ' On the other ha nd.
when J phoned cross-country to ask a
man ufacturer of antenna towers for a
copy of the instructions for putti ng up
one of its towers that I was cons ide ring
for purchase. the chie f enginee r told
me. "We don' t lend or se ll copies of
our instruct ion s. You 'll get them whe n
the tower's delivered." By then you
are of cou rse pre tty much trapped in to

us ing the instruc tions. had as they may
be ; it ' s clearly no t prac tica l to return a
tower that can cost several hundred
dollars for shipping alone.

2. Do the instructions make sense?
Some ham gear comes with instruc­

tion s tha t arc clearly impract ical. unre­
ali st ic. even downright foo lish. An
overstateme nt'? Consider this ex ample .

This farce was included in the 15­
page Instructions for Instutkuion anti
Operation for a na tiona lly adverti sed
antenna lower. The purchaser was in­
structed to lay a concre te foundation
on which to raise the tower- a founda­
tion 24 inches square and ten inches
deep. That would he: a block weighing
some 5(x) pounds.

A few pages later, those same in­
structions to ld the purchase r that after
the 480-pound tower was in place on
top of tha t SOU-pound fou ndation: If
town is (Jilt of plumb, .shif t the {,O f/ ­

erell' fo undation block to bring it into
vertical alignmen t, and ,II1'1I backfi ll
firmly around tile foundation.

Can you imagi ne the struggle to try
to prop up one corner of that 25-foot­
high. 980-pound mass, or lowering an­
other corner. ( 0 get the entire installation
sticking straight up in the air '?

3. Are the instructions f ree ofco1Jtra­
dictions?

Instructions that came wi th one
"world famous" beam antenna warned.
"Correc t assembly and dimensional
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adjustments are very important to sue-
cessful operation: ' Later in those same
inst ructions. the length of o ne part of
an e leme nt was stated to be 5 1 inches:
in a table that fo llowed. the len gth fo r
that sa me part was gi ven as 50 inches.

Worse still. whe n I phon\:d the
manufacturer to ask whic h dimension
was correct. I was told. "Ohhh. yes .. ,
we know about that error. B UI we

ha ven ' t got around to correc ting our
instructions as ye t. "

Contrad icting instructions also came
wi th that infamo us tower we 've been
using as a line source of poo r instruc-
ti ons. O n one page the purchaser was
told to place the "base hinge plate
[which a ttaches the to wer to the con-
cre te foundation) hinge side away from
the wall as shown o n Detai l FB." T hat
"de tai l: ' a drawing o n the ne xt page
of the instructions. showed the hi nge
reversed, its side toward the wall .

Later, those same instructions intro-
d uced two co ntrad ict io ns with ooe
sentence , It said that the "pu lley and
safety rest ha ve been inverted so thai
its [sic] arm will no t project o utward"
d uri ng sh ipping. and therefore " m ust

_ 1. Can you read the instructions before
you buy the gea r?

1_2. Do the instructions make sense?

1_3. Are the instructions free of
contradictions?

- 4 . Are me instructions free of Iunnecessary jargon?
,

I_ 5. Are the instructions specific?

- 6. Are the instructions clear?

_ 7. Are the instructions in a logical
sequence?

_ 8. Are the instructions free of any I' surprise instructions ' that may come after
you've ordered the gear? I
_ 9. Do the instructions include a phone
number you can call for help-ideally, an
800 (toil -free) number?

_ 10. Are you confident the instructions
tell you everything you need to know?

Table 1, Judging instructions for 1/(/111 gear
check-off list. Whell evaluating the 111-

structions that accompany ham gear you
are thinking about bIIY;lIg. check off each
item above 10 help .1'011 decide if the Ill '

structions are effective.
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be reversed as explai ned below." The
instructions " below" never mentioned
reversing the pulley; however, that
made sense because the pulle y arrived
not re versed as stated . but we lded
fi rm ly in position . And the safety rest,
which the instructions sa id to "re in­
stall." arrived not installed in reverse .
as claimed, but came uninstalled . in
parts, unasscmbled.

4 . Are the instructions free of unnec­
essary jargon?

T he problem in try ing to es tab lish
g uides for this criter ion is that lan­
guagc that is j argon to one person may
he perfect ly understa ndable to so me­
one e lse . Furthermore. the more you
read and usc jargon. the quicker it may
become understandabl e and therefore
acceptab le.

The fi rst time I read the Owner's
Manual for my ne w roto r contro l. I
was confused by such jargo n as "Rcc
Last: ' "SCA:\" then 7:' "Co unter Clock·
wise end travel." "access memory loca­
tion #1:' and many o ther expressions.
Bu t at th is moment. afte r rereading the
manual many times d uri ng the se veral
months I' ve bee n using the contro l.
I' m having difficul ty fi nding examples
o f jargon in the manual; I've fi nally
learned the language ,

$0 try to avoid instructions thai arc
jargon-packed , but also reme mber that
those strange-sounding sente nces w ill
probably become clear (0 you as you
re -read the instructions and work with
the equipment.

5. Are the instructions specific?
The instructions for the winch that

came wi th my antenna lower incl uded
this great line: If brak e disc mecha­
nism operates intennittentlv or errati­
railv. brake disc inspection should be
a ccomplished.

Ig noring that tw isted syn ta x, I
searched wi thout success for instruc­
tions o n how that inspectio n should be
"accomplished." Shuu ld I dismantle the
winch? Should I look for loose parts,
dangling cable. or whate ver? Weff. I
thought.forget the inspection-s-how do
I fix the " 'illch when it operates " inter­
mittentiv or erraticattv"?. .

No inst ructi ons on that. e ither.
O ther nonspecifi c instructions yo u

sho uld watch out for include suc h lines

as: " Adj us t as may he needed. " "Place
in a suitab le location: ' "Tighten as rc­
qui rcd."

6. Are the instructions clear?
The 30- page hooklet that ca me with

a nationally advertised ro tor contro l
unit included ins tructions not only for
the model I boug ht hut also for IwO
similar hut more sophist icated models.

If the instructions for those o ther
models had been in separate sectio ns
of the booklet. there wou ld he no co n­
fusion. But thi s in structional boo klet
intermixes di rectio ns for operating a ll
these units . Often there is little or no
indication that the instructions do not
apply to my particula r equipme nt.
When I fi rst read those instructions. I
would sudde nly li nd mysel f trying to
learn how to operate features that we re
not on my model. Co nfusing indeed ,

7, Are tilt' instructions ill a logical
sequence?

I haven 't fo und any manufacturer ' s
ins tructions that say something such
as, " But before doi ng that last step,
yo u mu st ...' Bu t some instructi ons
l: Ot11C pretty d ose to suc h confusion.

Page II o f instructions for asscm­
bl ing a hcam a ntenna said to install
screws. loc k washers, a nd nuts on
some straps . The ins tructions di d n 't
state on which side the scre ws should
be placed . yet in later steps the place­
men t of that hard ware became c ritical .

A very serious inj ury was a lmost
caused hy what was le ft out of ano the r
instruction . It said to "mount the ba lun
cl ip to the c irc u lar buss ," It di d not in­
cl ude a warni ng that d uring the mou nt­
ing, the cli p m ight become loose and
lly off at a high speed. It did fly off', hit
me in the forehead, brcuk the ski n, and
cause bleeding : if it had hit me just o ne
inch lower. I would probably now be
blind in o ne eye .

O n the other hand . if you want ( 0

read instructio ns that arc a model of
log ical scqucnci ng-c-i ndccd, a mode l
of the idea l instructions by a lmost e v­
cry c riterion-look at a Heathkit
manual. Each of the more than 25
Heath manua ls I' ve used starts with an
"introduc tion ." a brie f overview of the
purpose, usc , and features of the unit.
Next arc tips for "Unpacking:' to make
sure you do not mi x parts intended for
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Cont inued on page 38

as you unpack. count, and inspect some
two dozen pans ranging from 2()' foot
tower sections to 1-1/4 inch couer pins.

A second page of surprise instruc­
tions came only a fter the tower was or­
dered. II was titled "Duty of consignees
to accept fre ight even though damaged."
It presented four long paragraphs of
quasi-legal statements claiming that if
what I'd ordered was delivered in a
damaged condition, I had to accept it
no matter what! The final point in
those instructions: If the gear arrives
damaged, "it is decidedly to [your] ad­
vantage to either repair [it ] and file
claim for cost," or " to seU the mer­
chandi se 'as is" and then " file claim
for the loss suffe red."

Sure e no ugh, the gear arrived dam­
aged. I phoned the manufacturer a nd
firmly po inted out that while such a
provision might be enforceable in the
state from wh ich the tower was sent, it
probably cou ld not be enforced under
the laws of the state in which it was de­
livered. The manufacturer backed down
immediately and sent replacement parts .

Another example of surprise instruc­
tions ca me with a beam antenna . It was
not until page 16 of the instructions­
just as the ante nna was about ready to
be raised-that I was told I'd need a 3­
or a-foot mast ("not supplied") to use
in finding the "balance point" of the
antenna.

While many hams have he fty stocks
of such supplies stored a t their QTH, I
don ' t. The result can be an unexpec ted
dash to the hardware store, inconve­
niently a nd unfairly delaying frie nds
who have gathered to help raise the an­
tenna. A minor point? Perhaps. But why
shouldn' t all instructions prescnt-right
at the start-a list of everything yo u' ll
need to complete the project?

9. Do the instructions include a
phone number- ideally an 800 (toll­
free) number-you can callfor help ?

If the instructions you're evaluating
don ' t give a phone number, there are
three steps to getting information you
need.

First. of course, phone the store from
which you bought the unit. If the staff
there can' t give you the in formation you

one board, for example , wi th those to
be used on some other board Heath
manuals also present "Assembly Notes,"
hints on tools, identifying parts, so lder­
ing , a nd such.

Then come detailed ste p-by-step as­
sembly instructions presented in a very
logica l, clear-c ut seque nce. There 's a
check-off system to help ensure that you
install each part correctly. There are nu­
merous drawings, enlarged drawings of
small uni ts or more di fficult steps, and
photos. Many parts are identi fied four
ways: by Heath pan number, circuit
component number, electronic values,
and by a description of markings.

Final sections of Heathkit manuals
present operating guides , procedure s.
" In Case of Difficulty," spec ific ations,
circuit description, schematic, and other
details. Unlike some other instruc­
tions, you ' ll rare ly need to search back
and forth th rough Heathkit manuals
for an out-of-sequence step.

8. Are the instructions f ree of an)'
"surprise instructions " that ma), come
after you 've ordered the gear?"

"Surprise instructions" arc such
unrevea led deta ils as additional equip­
me nt that may be needed, restric tions
on usc, limitations on locations, une x­
pected safety recommendations, un­
mentioned deli very problems, and such.

About a week after I' d ordered that
in famous tower-but before the tower
was delivered-c-I received in the mail
three additional instructions from the
manufacture r--de tails I'd not been
told about before ordering the tower.

One instructio n was printed in bril­
liant red on bright yellow paper.
Aeross the top of the page, in lette rs a
ha lf- inch high, was the word "Warn­
ing! " Then camc these statements
(among others) :

• Be sure to check yo ur shipment
care fully before acceptance .

• All shipments are made at the risk
of the purchaser and (name of the
tower) will not be responsible fo r
shortage, loss, or damage occurring in
transit.

As fate would have it, the antenna
was delivered during a heavy rai n­
sto rm. But even wi thout the rain, you
can imagine the problem o f trying to
get a big and busy truck driver to wait
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the ins truc tions arc complete." and you
find later that they arc not. yo u may
have a bit more cl out in trying to get
the additional infonnation you need.

In sum. as yo u consider the purc hase
of any piece of ham gear. you should
be able to answer "yes" to all . or sub­
stantially all. of the above quest ions to
help ensure that the instructions for the
equipment arc effec tive. If you must an­
swer "no" to more than a few of those in­
structions. you might we ll shop around
for some other unit that may have better
instruct ions.

Realistica lly, many of us don' t want
to reject buying a unit j ust because the
instructions arc poor, So if you lind good
gear with poor instructions. you should
certa inly contact the manufacturer to
try to get clarifi cation ...

S till. one key problem remains : Many
instructional guides seem clear-cut and
easy-to-follow when you 're considering
the purchase. but later. when you're as­
sem bling , installing, or operating the
gear. you may fuce doubts. questions.
and confusion.

Unfortunate ly. shortco mings in in­
structions fo r ham fear will WlV li ke lv- . .
co ntinue until hams themselves unite
10 tell manufacturers that their instruc­
tio nal manuals m ust follo w spec ific
criteria . Unti l then . we' ll have to co n­
tinue to depe nd on the ancie nt Latin
pro verb Caveat l'Il1p lOr- Let thc buyer
be ware. Fa

Radio Fun in the Sun
confin ued J rom [Xlge 33

battery's state of charge as a fu nction
of terminal voltage. Another expanded
voltme ter is di scussed by M ike in h is
Dece mber 1991 "Q RP" c olumn o n
page 69. The December 1992 issue
carries a complete fe ature article about
an Ex panded Sca le Voltmeter.

or course . thi s list is o nly the beg in­
ning: There arc a m yriad of sim ple­
yet use ful- s tation accessories just
waiti ng to be incl uded,

A portable. solar-powered QRP sta­
tion. such as the o ne desc ribed in th is
a rt icle. can pro vide ma ny hours o f en­
joyment while yo u bu ild it. not to men­
t ion years o f opera ting fun a fter. A nd,

of course . or So l wi ll provide the op­
erating power as we ll as tho...c g reat
spo ts fo r OX propagati o n. Fa
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