


I remember Bob Sutherland 

I was fresh out of the service and wet behind the ears in 1972. I had just moved into my new house out in the woods in Southwestern Maine. Being a VHF ham since high school, I was always interested in working DX (distant contacts) on 144 MHz.  To that end, I had just built up a tower with four rather large 144 MHz yagi beams gracing the top. I was ready for anything, and was only a little surprised when Herb Power, WA2WOM told me that I should try running a schedule with this ham in California by bouncing my signals off the moon.   Now, I knew that I might get a few hundred miles with my new array, but California seemed a bit optimistic even to this wide eyed kid.


Herb set it all up, and secured a "sked with Bob, W6PO for the next night.  I was ready, but sadly, heard nothing during the entire hour as the moon sank down close to my horizon and then disappeared.  My spirits were buoyed when Herb called me afterward and said that he had heard W6PO calling me and was sending a report!  Carl, W2AZL also heard W6PO, and claimed he heard me weakly as well, bouncing off the moon's surface!

I was ready for the next evening's sked. I climbed the tower that afternoon, and cleaned my antenna connections. I even took apart my antenna relay and cleaned the contacts. I checked my receiver for sensitivity, and, after giving it a clean bill of health, I was ready for my schedule with W6PO!  The moon sank close to the horizon, and I started transmitting and listening for two minute periods. After listening to 15 minutes of nothing but random noise, I was starting to think about how dumb this was, and that I must be crazy to be wasting my time trying to send a signal to the moon and back. I had just talked myself out of trying another schedule with Bob in California, when I heard it.  There, coming out of the noise, was the unmistakable sound of Morse code right there where I was listening. I got so excited that I ceased to function in any normal manner. There was so much adrenaline pumping into my system, that I could scarcely breathe let alone de-cipher the coded message. Yes it was Bob, and he was sending me a signal report! I found this all out after the signals faded and the moon had set. I listened to a tape recording of the event after calming down, and there, preserved for all to hear, was W6PO calling me and sending "O O O" for thirty seconds.  The letter "O" signified that he had copied me just fine!

So began my association with Robert Sutherland.  He was the teacher, and I was the energetic student. He did not know me from Adam, but he took the time to coax me along and teach me what I needed to know to be successful at making a moonbounce contact.  Success eluded me for about a year. In that time, my tower was blown down in a huge wind storm, but there was Bob, always pushing me along, telling me not to give up.  We conversed by letter or telephone. In 1972 and 1973 there was no such thing as the internet or e-mail.  A new tower was erected. A new antenna system was built. New low noise preamplifiers were concocted.  My transmitter was improved, and I had a great friend and mentor across the country in San Mateo, California.


I went on to achieve success on 144 MHz moonbounce or EME as we called it. All of this later success was built on the teaching and prodding of Bob Sutherland.  He was so unselfish with his time. If he thought someone needed his help, he was quick to respond. I remember one telephone conversation with Bob, where I mentioned that I had ,made a moonbounce contact on 432 MHz.  I thought that I would improve things up on that band for better results. Bob asked me a few questions about what I was using, and not much else about it.  For a few weeks afterward, I was the recipient of strange boxes arriving in the mail from points far away.  Bob had sent me an assortment of some expensive transmitting tubes, blueprints, finger stock, KEL-F plastic, and "honeycomb" air exhaust parts. I started getting phone calls from other hams in California. "Hello I am a friend of Bob Sutherland, and he told me to build you this very low noise preamp for 432. I am sending you one with this new low noise transistor that my company has just developed."   I was flabbergasted and asked how much this was going to cost me. He replied that it was at no cost. "Bob told me to make it!"  I laughingly started referring to Bob's network of friends and associates as the W6PO Mafia!  They would come out of the woodwork with all sorts of support at Bob's urging!

I could recount many other stories of similar nature about Bob. The interesting thing is that I am not alone with these stories, and have heard more or less the same story from many other radio amateurs who were blessed by knowing Bob Sutherland, and being the recipient of similar helping efforts on Bob's part. 


I cherish the letters he sent to me. If you go back and read them, you are struck by the outpouring of generosity and friendliness that permeates every letter.  He would constantly provide status reports on all of the other hams he was helping: How far along they were at "getting on the moon":  Who he was running skeds with:  Providing addresses and phone numbers for other experimenters.  Also in the letters were little snippets that gave an indication of what type of man W6PO was beyond the sphere of amateur radio and moonbounce.  I still recall his description of building cages for all the rabbits his daughter was raising as a 4H project!   Hi-tech VHF amplifiers and bunny cages were all in Bob's realm! Those bunny cages were never forgotten here. When I build a new blower that mounts on the outside wall of my ham shack, the plywood and shingle shelter is still referred to as a "bunny cage".

Bob Sutherland was a part of the first amateur two way communication via the moon in 1960. The Eimac Radio Club using the call W6HB, worked Sam Harris and the Rhododendron Swamp VHF Society, W1BU on 1296 MHz. I still can recall the picture of Bob standing next to the parabolic dish that was all covered with kitchen tin foil to improve the reflectivity.  From those crude beginnings, Bob was a large part of the golden years of amateur Earth Moon Earth communications. He was there at the start of an era, and, I believe that his passing marks the end of an era as well. We are all indebted to this man for his total and unselfish dedication to amateur radio moonbounce and VHF amplifier design. I and the legions of moonbounce hams he helped along the way will insure that W6PO's efforts will never be forgotten.

 So long old friend.
David Olean K1WHS

Lebanon, ME. 04027

