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By Victor Poor, W5SMM

Would you like to be able to get
the same level of e-mail service
you enjoy on the Internet at

home from your ham station while vaca-
tioning in your summer cabin miles from
the nearest telephone, in your RV while
on the road, offshore in your sailboat, or
per-haps most importantly during an
emergency when your local communica-
tions services have been disrupted?  If so,
Winlink 2000 is for you.

What is Winlink 2000?
Winlink 2000 (abbreviated WL2K) is

a worldwide network of participating
amateur stations bound together through
the use of the Internet. By linking with
any one of these stations on HF PACTOR
or VHF packet you can exchange mes-
sages with other hams (who have packet
or WL2K addresses), or with anyone with
an Internet e-mail address. While WL2K
interchanges messages with the existing
amateur global VHF/UHF packet net-
works, it provides new services the packet
system doesn’t support. WL2K messages
can have any number of addressees and
can include attachments just like Internet
e-mail. Messages are forwarded within
the WL2K network using the Internet,
assuring prompt delivery whether to an-
other radio user or to an Internet e-mail
address. Unlike the packet network, no

Introduction to Winlink 2000
One integrated digital system links the VHF/UHF packet networks,
ham-to-ham radio messages and Internet e-mail—worldwide.

Tad, WA1FQO, uses Winlink 2000 to
staying in contact while on the road.

Participating Winlink 2000 stations throughout the world.

“home” BBS is required. You may send
and receive your messages from any of
the participating WL2K stations.

What Hardware and Software do I
Need to Access WL2K?

First of all, you need a “radio modem”
and a computer. AX.25 packet is used on
VHF, so any sort of terminal node control-
ler (TNC) is fine. You can even put your
computer soundcard to work as a TNC with
AGWPE software, which you’ll find on the
Web at www.raag.org/sv2agw/inst.htm.

However, most Winlink 2000 users are
connecting on HF, and for that application
you need a multimode processor that sup-
ports PACTOR or (preferably) PACTOR
II. A number of inexpensive processors
such as the Kantronics KAM+ and KAM-
98, AEA/Timewave PK-232, PK-900,
DSP-1232 and 2232, the MFJ 1276 and
1278B, or the HAL DXP-38 support
PACTOR. To gain the higher throughput
of PACTOR II, you’ll need to invest in the
more expensive SCS PTC-II Pro or PTC-
IIe processor. Early versions may not have
PACTOR, so it is a good idea to make sure
the used controller you purchase supports
PACTOR. It might not be a bargain if an
expensive upgrade is required. Upgrading
an old PK-232 is $100.

Your computer must be able to run Win-
dows 95, 98, ME, NT, 2000 or XP and will

need a serial port to connect to the pro-
cessor. In addition, complete radio control
is supported for most modern ham or ma-
rine SSB radios via their PC control ports.

WL2K uses a computer-to-computer
protocol over the air so you need a client
program in your computer to talk to a
WL2K station. The program of choice is
AirMail 3.0 written by Jim Corenman,
KE6RK. AirMail is available at no charge
for amateur use from Jim’s Web site at
www.airmail2000.com. AirMail 3.0 has
a user interface that will seem familiar to
anyone who has used an Internet e-mail
program, and comes with an excellent
help file to see you through the installa-
tion and operation of the system. AirMail
also has comprehensive “help” files to
assist you in getting started.

Lastly, you need a radio for the band
you plan to use. Any modern-day VHF
FM or HF SSB transceiver will work, al-
though better performance can be real-
ized on HF if the radio receives using a
500-Hz bandwidth filter.

How Do I Find a WL2K Station?
There are over 31 stations worldwide

on the air as this is being written with
more planning to join the network. Check
the Winlink Web site (www.winlink.org)
for the latest list of stations and frequen-
cies. You’ll notice that several frequen-



32 June 2002

cies are listed for each station. The sta-
tions scan rapidly through these frequen-
cies on a continuous basis, listening
connect requests from potential users. By
listening on several bands, the WL2K sta-
tions are able to provide reliable access
as propagation conditions change.

When AirMail is installed a current list
of WL2K stations is loaded along with their
locations and frequencies. Updates to the
station and frequency list can be downloaded
via an automatic bulletin when required.

How Do I Register as a Winlink User?
To become known to WL2K using the

Airmail program, simply get on the air
and make a connection to any one of the
WL2K stations (see the sidebar “AirMail
Makes it Easy”). Once you connect and
register, you’ll be assigned an Internet
address of <your call>@Winlink.org.
You may start sending messages imme-
diately to other hams in the network, or
to hams and nonhams via the Internet. It
will take a little while (typically about
an hour) before your registration is propa-
gated throughout the global system and
your Internet address becomes effective.

Not long after your first login, one of
the WL2K sysops will look up your call
in one of the available amateur call data-
bases to make sure it is valid, and that
your privileges are appropriate for the
band used. If this information is not
found, you will be requested to provide
documentary evidence that your call and
privileges are valid.

How Does WL2K Know Where to
Deliver my E-mail?

Just check in once within 90 days to
each WL2K station that you expect to use
and you will find your messages there. If
a given WL2K station does not see you
within 90 days the system will stop for-
warding copies of your messages to that
particular participating WL2K station.

This feature is known as smart rout-
ing. WL2K keeps track of the stations you
check into and always makes your mes-
sages available at those stations. If you
check into a new participating station,
WL2K will forward any undelivered mes-
sages for you to that station so you can
pick them up on your next link. It can take
an hour or two for your unread messages
to be forwarded following a new linkup.

A Few Rules
WL2K is an amateur service and you

need to observe the message content rules
just as you do on packet, NTS or SSB phone
patches. They are: no encryption of mes-
sages, no business content, no obscene con-
tent, and no third-party messages over radio
links in countries where it is not allowed.

Third-party messages are messages to
or from people who are not radio ama-
teurs. Generally within the Western
Hemisphere third-party messages are per-
mitted with only a few exceptions. Check
the Winlink Web page for the latest list
of countries permitting third-party mes-
sages and other specifics on the rules. It
is third-party traffic that passes over the

AirMail Makes it Easy!
Accessing the Winlink 2000 system

is typically done using AirMail 3.0, a
Windows program written and offered
to the ham community without charge
by Jim Corenman, KE6RK. Once you
link with a WL2K station using AirMail
your messages will be automatically
downloaded and a list of them dis-
played similar to Microsoft Outlook or
other typical Internet e-mail programs.

To send a message just click on the
new message icon and fill in the blanks
in the resulting form. You may also
click on the attachments icon and add
computer files such as photographs,
drawings, or word processing docu-
ments to the message. On your next
connection to a WL2K station this and
other messages you may have entered
will be sent automatically.

Connecting to a WL2K station is
very streamlined with AirMail. Click on
the “Terminal” icon and then select the
call of the station you wish to link to
from the first drop-down box, and then
select one of that station’s frequencies
from the second drop-down box. If the
PC is connected to your radio, AirMail
will automatically set the frequency and
mode for you (you may also do it

manually). Listen to make sure the
channel is clear and then click on the
“Connect” icon to start the link.

If you tune your radio manually,
remember that the frequencies shown
in AirMail and on the Winlink Web
page are center frequencies. Set your
radio to USB and set your dial fre-
quency lower by the amount of the
center audio frequency used by your
multimode processor. This is typically
2.2 kHz with most amateur proces-
sors, but some can be programmed

to other values. Be sure to read the
processor documentation.

One of the many features of WL2K
are bulletins containing radio propaga-
tion forecasts, weather forecasts (both
text and graphic), help files, and other
items of interest to a WL2K user. Just
select the bulletin catalog and select
the item(s) of interest. On your next
connection to a WL2K station the
request will be sent and the bulletins
returned as e-mail messages with any
required graphics attached.

This is the main AirMail menu that shows message summaries and status for Inbox, Outbox
and other folders. Double clicking on an entry will pop up a window to display the message.

radio that requires care. For instance, a
third-party message between two US sta-
tions is acceptable even if it originates
or is delivered by Internet to a country
that does not allow third-party traffic.

Who Is Checking?
Remember, there is no privacy on ham

radio. Each of the thirty-plus WL2K sysops
can read your messages and any message
delivered over the air can be monitored by
anyone with the proper equipment.

WL2K sysops routinely screen mes-
sages passing through their station and
remove those with inappropriate content.
Users (radio or Internet) will be locked
out of the system if they repeatedly break
the rules.

Web Access
Once you have used the system from

your radio and are known to the system
you can also retrieve messages sent to
your radio address as well as send mes-
sages from any Web browser, or by us-
ing AirMail with a direct connection to
the Internet. Ask the network manager to
give you a Web password and then bring
up the www.winlink.org/mail Web page.
This can be useful when you are located
somewhere that prevents you from using
your radio, but where you have access to
a Web browser (perhaps at a friend’s
home, or in a cyber café).

You can contact the author at 1208 E River Dr,
#302, Melbourne, FL 32901; vpoor@
bellsouth.net


