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How To Design An A-1 Radio Room, Be The 
Envy of Other Hams, & Conquer The World

...(or at least look good trying)
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I . How Not To Build A Great 
Shack

Here are some pristine examples of 
ham shacks that really need help.  

What we would call... decoratively-
challenged



Such as this…

Imagine this…”Yea, I just worked Swain Island…now, where’s my log 
book?  Where’s my pencil?  What band was I on?  What planet is this?  Oh 
look, Jimmy Hoffa, what’ re you doing here?”



Or this, from an ATV club’s messy shack contest

As mama used to say…”This is the worst pigsty I’ve ever seen…clean it up 
right now.” If this man’s amplifer plates begin to arch, what kind of fate do 
you think awaits?



Or maybe this…

Note the cardboard “shell” that houses this man’s shack.  This station is 
located in the Kingdom of Tonga, so the fact that he’s on the air at all is 
admirable in of itself. 



Or finally, this…

This is my shack at my parent’s house in Duncanville, circa 1991, when I 
was KB5OIJ.  As you can see, it was a modest shack for a college student of 
limited means.  Note the wallpaper of postcards…it took a long time to 
spackle those holes when I left.  



This table is basically a hollow-wood door, with 2 screw on legs on the right 
(hidden), and an old green book shelf on the left.  See that brown case in the 
middle?  That’s my tenor saxophone case from marching band, keeping the 
mid-section from sagging.



Also, the bed served as a nice (albeit unstable) sitting area for radio operations.  
This was a full-size bed that I had since childhood.  It was so old that one of the 
legs had broken, so we used a wood block to hold one end up.  Worked okay until 
you moved around too much.  Regardless, I could operate into thewee hours of 
the night and fall asleep, dreaming of working ZA1A or Johnston Island.



I I . Furniture &  Shelving
Tables

No matter how big or small your shack is, you’ ll always need a table of some 
kind.  Any table will do, but think about what you have now for gear and what 
you plan to have in the next 12 months…or the next 5 years.

A basic table should be anywhere from 5 to 7 feet long, and 2.5 to 3 feet deep.  
This will give you enough room to operate your gear, while leaving enough 
room for you work on small electronic products, file your QSL cards, set up 
your PC, etc.

When getting a table, consider how high the table will be relative to the height 
of your chair.  Not all tables are the same, especially when it’s second-hand or 
homemade.  When in doubt, make sure it’s has least somewhere between 30 
to 40 inches of leg clearance.



I I . Furniture &  Shelving
Types of Tables

• Folding Tables - These are cheap and durable, and ease to get in various 
sizes and dimensions.  You can get either the wooden heavy duty ones with 
the metal banding underneath or the lighter plastic version, if you don’ t plan 
to put more than 100 lbs. of gear on it.  You can get these from Office Depot 
or Staples for $40 - $60.  Because they are stripped-down, you can either go 
minimalist, or add-on/customize your setup over time as you see fit.



I I . Furniture &  Shelving
Types of Tables

•Office Tables - If you are looking for something more professional, you can 
get an office desk with built-in shelving, ergonomic functionality, L or T 
shape designs, etc.  These typically start at $100 on up, reaching about $300 
for put-together kits, and can be found at similar office stores, and from some 
home supply stores (e.g. Lowes).  But if you are looking to match your 
furniture, expect to pay dearly (over $500+).  And why would pay that when 
you can buy a new radio for that price?



I I . Furniture &  Shelving
Types of Tables

• Used Tables - This can really be any type (folding, office, secretary, SOHO, 
children’s, the dreaded “satellite” folding table, etc.).  The main point here is 
that you get something for nothing.  Look for deals consignment stores, 
clearance auctions, church garage sales, estate sales, etc.



I I . Furniture &  Shelving
Tables

If you have a table that is pushing it’s structural limits, you may want to 
consider something more durable.  Or, you can always take steps to prevent 
your table from potentially failing on you.  In this example, cinder blocks 
were added to buttress this standard office depot folding desk, which is 
currently holding over 200 lbs of equipment.  No need to exercise your ARRL 
shack insurance policy, if you have one.  Yeah, it’s not pretty, but it works.

*FYI: Perfect fit =

3 7 ½ “ cinder blocks
1 2 ½ “ cinder block
1     1 ½ “ cinder block



I I . Furniture &  Shelving
Table Sur face

Regardless of the type of table you have, it’ s a good idea to put down some 
clear vinyl covering to protect the finish.  This will also allow you to put 
tuning notes, band allocation charts, and any other printed materials you 
frequently use on your table for you to see, without having them get in the 
way of your operations.  This stuff can be had for a few bucks at any office or 
computer supply store.  



I I . Furniture &  Shelving
Shelving

Starting out, you won’ t really need 
much in the way of shelving.  
Basically, a flat table surface is 
enough to get going.  But once 
you’ve collected 5 years of QST 
Magazines, you’ ll need to consider 
having shelving in or around your 
station to store all of your paperwork 
(logs, ARRL books, radio manuals, 
your complete collection of 1990-
1999 Callbooks, both of your gray 
Tempo One radios you use for spare 
parts, etc.).

Yes, not 1, but 2 Tempo Ones  ���� ����



I I . Furniture &  Shelving
Shelving

Shelves can also be used as part of your table arrangement (see below).  
Despite it’s looks, this table shelf is actually 2 units, each made out of cheap 
pine wood.  The longer one was originally made to hold my lighter gear, such 
as the tuner and the IC 707.  Now it holds the Swan, 2 tuners, the IC-707, the 
MJF 1275 Interface for PSK31, an external DSP filter, and my amplifier 
interface buffer.



I I . Furniture &  Shelving
Shelving

So what’s the secret to holding so much gear on one small, pinewood shelf?  
Careful placement of the heavy units at the corners.  Also, as you can see 
above, it’ s critical that you add some stability to your shelves by nailing in 
some cross braces at the supports.  The shorter the horizontal length of your 
shelves, the more sturdy they tend to be.  So if you plan to stack a lot of your 
gear on the shelves, it’s better to build 2 or 3 modular units, or at least add  
support legs every couple of feet.



I I I . Overall Layout &  Safety
Equipment Layout

Despite what many think, we don’ t just buy radio junk from the flea market 
and dump it anywhere we want to on our table and shelves.  From the moment 
we settle down with our new shack, everyone begins with a general idea about 
where to put our gear.  First and foremost in our minds is ease of operation…



I I I . Overall Layout &  Safety
Equipment Layout

Here are some useful diagrams on how to arrange your shack…



I I I . Overall Layout &  Safety
Equipment Layout

Think about what equipment you use, and how often you use it, asyou build 
your shack.



I I I . Overall Layout &  Safety
Cables and Cords

If you have just one radio, you may only have to contend with only a power 
cord, a ground wire, and your feedline.  But if your shack grows to include 4 
radios, 2 tuners, 1 PC and monitor, an amplifier, and a myriad of other 
electronic devices, you should consider labeling.  This will allow you to more 
easily move items around as your activities or interests in ham radio change.



I I I . Overall Layout &  Safety
Most radio and electronic equipment 
will operate more efficiently if it’s 
grounded.  Having a ground will lower 
your chances of getting shocked while you 
operate.  It also can help reduce the 
likelihood of nearby lightning strikes 
affecting your gear.  When doing this, use 
the largest gauge of insulated copper wire 
you can find.  Crimp or solder connectors 
or lugs so that you can screw them down 
tight to your equipment.  Don’ t just wrap 
the wire around the ground connections on 
your radio or your ground rod, because it’s 
more liable to corrode.  Connectors also 
make it easier to disconnect your 
equipment when moving your gear or 
rearranging your shack.

Station Ground



I I I . Overall Layout &  Safety
Station Ground

It’s good to also tie all of your 
equipment to a central ground bus, 
rather than running several different 
wires to the same ground rod outside.  
This can be a large diameter copper tube 
or a large copper plate bolted to the floor 
or wall.  The lower the better, since you 
don’ t want your ground bus to act as a 
radiator or antenna.  Once you have your 
equipment grounded to the ground bus, 
you can run a copper line to your ground 
rod outside.  Copper tubing (or 
refrigeration line) works well, or you 
can use thick, braided copper wire, so 
long as it’s larger in diameter than the 
ground wires from your gear.



I I I . Overall Layout &  Safety
Feedlines

Most everyone uses coaxial cable feedlineof various types (75 ohm, 52 ohm, 
RG-58, RG-213, etc.).  Coax allows for a lot of flexibility on how you feed 
your antennas from your shack.  You can run your line through your wall or 
window to the outside, or through your attic, and not have to worry too much 
about the feedline radiating into other electronic devices.  Another advantage 
of coax is that it’s safer to use around pets and kids when transmitting.  The 
only real drawback is that it does exhibit some power loss at lengths over 100 
feet, particularly when operating on frequencies over 30 Mhz. 

Open-wire feedlinesare also commonly used (such as TV twin lead, or 450/ 
600 ohm ladder line).  These lines are a lot more susceptible to metal objects, 
so feeding these to your radio or tuner will often require you to run the line 
through your attic, or via carefully placed exits through your wall or window.  
One thing to bare in mind is that these feedlineshave a lot of voltage running 
through them, so make sure you keep them out of reach of children or 
animals.



I I I . Overall Layout &  Safety
Lightning Protection

Regardless of how you feed your antenna, you should always have at least 
one lightning arrestor in place to reduce the possibility of lightning from 
reaching your shack.  Make sure to get one that has a fast-acting, GasFET or 
gas tube fuse, with either the UHF/PL-259 or Type-N connectors, rated to 
handle the maximum power you operate at.  It’s also a good idea to have one 
where your feedlineenters into your shack.



I I I . Overall Layout &  Safety
Here’s a tip if you want a little extra 
help in reducing the risk of a 
lightning strike reaching your shack.  
Lightning always looks for the path 
of least resistance.  When lightning 
hits your antenna, a buried coax line 
is much more likely to allow the 
lightning to break the skin of the 
feedlineand path to ground, rather 
than have it travel all the way down 
your line into your shack.  There are 
no guarantees in regards to lightning 
protection, but every step you can 
take to protect your shack helps.  RG-
213 is a good quality coaxial feedline
to use if you want to bury your coax.

L ightning Protection



I I I . Overall Layout &  Safety
RFI

There are many ways that your shack can cause (or be the recipient of) radio 
frequency interference.  But the one biggest step you can take to preventing 
RFI problems is to install a high quality low-pass filter.  The most effective 
place to put this is just before your feedlineexits the shack.  As with lightning 
arrestors, make sure you get a low-pass filter rated to handle your maximum 
power output.  And if one doesn’ t work…try using 2 of them!



I I I . Overall Layout &  Safety
RFI &  L ightning Protection

There is yet another way to reduce 
your chances of lightning getting into 
the shack AND reducing RFI…or at 
least reducing the chances of you 
being blamed for your neighbor’s RFI 
problems…I call this the “Hogan’s 
Heroes” covert antenna school of 
design!

So…where’s the antenna?  Hmm?  



I I I . Overall Layout &  Safety
RFI &  L ightning Protection

Suddenly, the Hustler 6BTV appears!  
So where did it come from?

BAAMMM!!!

As they say on Monty Python’s 
Flying Circus, let’s play the “How 
Not To Be Seen” game.



I I I . Overall Layout &  Safety
RFI &  L ightning Protection

The Hustler 6BTV is perfect for low-profile operations.  As you can see, the 
antenna mount is very simple.  You just mount it to a 6-8’ piece of conduit, 
then use a hose clamp to tighten the rest of the antenna to it. When you don’ t 
use it, you just put the rubber cap back on (comes with the antenna when it’s 
shipped to you), and you can just leave the antenna base out in the open. 



I I I . Overall Layout &  Safety
RFI &  L ightning Protection

When you are not using the Hustler vertical, you can just store it on the side 
of your house or fence.  Don’ t worry about rain water or ice, the antenna is 
very solid…I’ve  used this system for over a year now with no problems.

Only problem now is the 
bird doo-doo….



IV. Decorum and Display
Decorum

One aspect that most hams tend to neglect is the overall presentation of their 
station.  As ambassadors of our hobby, all hams should take pride in there 
shack.  Also, if you really want to make the XYL happy, you may have to 
clean up your own “pig sty” once in a while.  Here are some things to 
consider the next time you want to spruce up your radio room.



IV. Decorum and Display
Certificates

The easiest way to have an A-1 
radio room is to display your 
certificates or awards.  Here you 
see ones for DX Century Club, CQ 
County Award, Worked All 
Continents, our Field Day 2005 
certificate, and an OMISS 
membership certificate.  Many 
clubs and organizations will send 
certificates just for joining their 
organization…but the awards have 
to be earned through hard work and 
perseverance.  Since you earned 
those certificates, then you deserve 
to display them!



IV. Decorum and Display
Certificates

Getting frames for certificates is very ease.  Go to your local Michaels or Hobby 
Lobby and look for certificate frames.  Most 8 ½ “ x 11” frames can be had for 
as little as $4.00 a piece.  You may even get to buy nice frames on clearance for 
half off (Hobby Lobby does this often).  But if you do get cheaper frames (and 
your obsessive-compulsive like me), be sure you look and see if you can get odd-
sized frames in the same style.  The DXCC Award is 11” x 14” , which most 
stores carry…but the CQ CA Award is a massive 14” x 21 � “ , and it has to be 
custom-framed.  But don’ t despair…Hobby Lobby has a half-off custom framing 
sale once every couple of weeks!

Also, don’ t forget to purchase mounting kits at the same craft stores you get the 
certificate frames, because most frames seldom have those nailed on.  When 
putting those on the frame, be sure to remove the glass first before you begin 
hammering…and if you do break the glass, don’ t worry.  You can go to Home 
Depot or Lowes and buy some pre-cut plexiglass sheets as a worthy replacement.



IV. Decorum and Display
Certificates

Along with certificates, you 
can also display your current 
license, since you are required 
to have it present whenever you 
are on the air.  In fact, I took all 
of my old licenses from as far 
back as 1990, put them on 
black construction paper, and 
mounted them as well.  Back 
then, the FCC produced yellow 
8” x 2 ½ “ license slips.  They are a bit faded now, but I have one for each 
license class I passed, starting with Novice Class, then reaching Technician 
Class.  The bottom 2 are cut-outs from the current license design, for the 
General and Advanced Class licenses.  They don’ t have too much value, but 
as you can tell, I value the history of our hobby.



IV. Decorum and Display

Certificates

There’s never such a thing as “ too many 
certificates” in ham radio.  If ever you 
run into the problem of too much paper 
and not enough wall space, then cycle 
out older certificates and put new ones in 
there place.  Then just take the old one 
and put it behind the new certificate.  If 
you ever get a hankerin’ to give your 
shack a makeover (while waiting to QSO 
with a DX station working “buy the 
numbers”), you can shuffle around your 
certificates without having to buy or nail 
up more frames!



IV. Decorum and Display
Using Up Wall Space

When you get started with your 
paper-chasing activities, you 
may find that there are other 
items you might want to put up 
to cover that empty wall space 
you have while awards trickle 
in.  One neat way to do this is 
to make photo copies of old 
radio ads or schematics to 
radios you wished you still had.

Take the image you want, then get some tan or darker-color paper (resume 
paper works great).  Copy the image onto the paper, then trim the image to 
fit your frame.  This is particularly useful if you have smaller picture frames 
lying around the house that you want to use, but don’ t have any ham related 
pictures that you can put in them as of yet.



IV. Decorum and Display
Using Up Wall Space

Ever wondered how to display all those pins you have lying around your 
dresser?  Here’s an easy project that you can do to display your pins.  Buy 
some cork tiles from Office Depot, a can of black Krylon spray paint, and a 
suitable sized frame.  Take out the glass, then use that glass shape to cut out a 
piece of cork board to match.  Then you spray paint the board with 3-4 coats 
of paint, and you’ re done!



IV. Decorum and Display

Using Up Wall Space

You can add pins over time to fill out the frame.  Whenever you have a 
convention or event you want to wear them, you can just pull them off for the 
day, then put them back…just make sure you keep the fasteners in a safe 
place and don’ t lose them.

Now you can be the Generalissimo of your radio room!



IV. Decorum and Display
Using Up Wall Space

There are a myriad of other ways you can deck-out the walls of your shack, such 
as:

• Post pictures of friends, family, various ham events or activities

• Display wall maps of the world, such as the free Yaesu DX map they like to 
give out with their products at Hamcom

• Pin up your postcards, or frame the ones that are most important to you

• Put up a shadow box with important items from your radio operating past 
(think: project for the spousal unit!)

• Mount lamps, clocks, or more shelves to give yourself more room to work with

• Consider putting up a dry eraser board that you can use for keeping track of 
points or your report info. for contests



Finally…the N5UV shack evolves

Here’s my shack circa 2002.



Finally…the N5UV shack evolves

Here’s my shack circa 2004.



Finally…the N5UV shack evolves

And here it is as of today, 2006.



And last, but not least…

What’s the one thing that you haven’ t seen in 
this radio room?

A Keyer.

But don’ t despair…I have just the keyer for 
you!



Introducing…The John Langr idge Special



Introducing…The John Langr idge Special

Mr. John Langridge, KB5NJD, put this together with spare parts from my 
garage back in 1991.  We took a � “ jack guitar cord, cut and stripped one 
end apart, then screwed down a metal bracket piece from an old washing 
machine into the wood and the ground braid of the cord.  John then put 
another screw in the wood, wrapped the center conductor around it, then 
put yet another screw through a hole in the other end of the metal bracket.  
We then took a soldering iron, got the metal bracket really hot, then took a 
plastic knob from an old metal box fan that my parents had from the 60’s 
and mashed it down on the metal bracket.  After it melted to thebracket, 
we let it cool down…then had our first CW QSO later that night!



Thanks for  watching this presentation!

I f you have any questions, please feel free to 
send me an email at: n5uv@hotmail.com
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