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Since VHF communication is line of site, the higher the antenna the better.  It is far 
more important than having high transmitter power.  An antenna with gain improves 
both received and transmitted signals.  However, even a unity gain antenna mounted 
high will outperform an antenna at a low level.  It may allow using low transmitter power 
that will prolong battery life of your radio. 

For a hand held radio, a typical “rubber duck” antenna is designed for compactness and 
not performance.  Most of these antennas have negative gain when compared to a 
quarter wave antenna.  A really cheap way of improving the performance of a rubber 
duck is to attach an 18” wire to the ground connection on the antenna to act as a ground 
radial.   A better solution is to replace the rubber duck with a telescoping ¼ wave 
antenna (with or without the added 18” wire) or a long rubber duck that has gain relative 
to the standard antenna. 

One antenna that should be in everyone’s go kit is a portable J pole.  The J pole 
antenna is constructed out of 300-ohm twin-lead which makes it not only easy to build 
but costs but a few dollars.  It can be rolled up and can be hung almost anywhere.  
Since it is a half wave antenna, it does not require radials or a ground plane like a 
quarter wave vertical.  To get the antenna up in the air where there is no place to hang 
it, consider is a 15 foot telescoping fishing pole.  Fishing poles of this type are very 
compact and surprisingly inexpensive.  Just zip tie your portable J pole to the end of the 
fishing pole and extend it.  Be sure to have coax adapters so that the antenna can be 
attached to any of your VHF radios.  There are several internet sites that will describe 
the construction of this antenna.  Also, it can be purchased completely assembled and 
ready to use.  

A standard mag mount antenna may be used as a portable antenna.  However, some 
sort of ground plane, such as copper foil should be used.       

 

 

If you have any questions or comments, please contact Hal, AD5L@arrl.org 
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