How to save your marriage

Or. . . Line up your satellite dish in under a minute!

(this is an updated version of an article that I wrote and was first published in the Escapees magazine in 2002)

Which technique do you use to adjust your satellite dish? Do you have your spouse yell through the open door of your rig: “Better. Better. Worse. Better”? Having yelled back and forth with your spouse to the point of divorce, perhaps you switch to Plan B, the “Solo Technique”. Opening a window, you turn up the volume on the TV and listen to the signal tone from outside. This also involves rushing in and out a few times to see the signal strength and to confirm that you are locking onto the correct satellite. Finding this to be unsatisfactory, you go to Plan C, the “Hi-tech” solution. This involves setting your cordless phone to intercom, then taking the handset outside so that you can hear the changing tone.

After I have set up my tripod, it usually takes me only a minute to lock in the signal, without any talking, yelling, cussing or help from my spouse. To find out how I do it, read on. While these comments are directed to a portable dish, many will apply to a roof-mounted dish too.

Setting up

Choose a campsite with a clear view of the sky in the direction of the satellite. As you move further north and the sighting angle becomes lower, it becomes more important to watch out for trees, buildings, or even hillsides that may block the line-of-site. Once you have your site, pick a level spot for your dish which is out of the traffic flow (both people and cars) and which is not likely to be blocked by the big RV that pulls into the next site, just as you have settled down to watch TV and enjoy your favorite beverage.

Level the dish support

For a roof-mounted unit, this means leveling your RV. For a freestanding dish, regardless of the type of support used, the mounting post must be vertical. If the post is not vertical, the elevation setting could be off by several degrees, making things much more difficult. Some commercial mounts have a built-in spirit level. I use a small spirit level that has a magnet down one side, allowing it to ‘stick’ to the post. I plumb the post by adjusting the mount so that the spirit level reads vertical in two places around the pipe at 90 degrees to each other.

Having set the mount to vertical, it is important to make it secure. The amount of wind pressure on a dish will surprise you, and it would be annoying to have it blow over. I use three cheap screwdrivers to spike my tripod to the ground. The handles make subsequent removal easy.

Roughly aim the dish

If your system uses a single satellite and a round dish, then aiming the dish requires two numbers: the compass heading and the elevation above horizontal.  However if you need to ‘see’ two or more satellites, then you will need an elliptical dish and this requires a third setting called skew.  

See the side bar “Neat Stuff on the Internet” for getting this information if you are away from your home area.  This helps Canadians traveling across Canada or visiting the USA. It can also be used by Americans traveling to Canada as we do not use zip codes. 

First, I set the skew and elevation using the scale on the back of the dish and gently lock it. Then I place the dish loosely on the mounting post.

Using the compass

Lining up the direction of the dish is probably the hardest part of the job and the area of greatest error. You will probably be setting up your satellite dish quite frequently, so get a decent compass. Don’t try to use a tiny compass that looks like it came out of a box of Cracker Jack. $15 or so at the local Wal-Mart will get you a proper map-reading compass with an adjustable bezel. The best ones have a little flip-up mirror or sight that will greatly increase accuracy. When using the compass, make sure that you are not close to any iron (such as your engine block or mounting post) that may affect the compass needle.

Some people place the compass near the dish and try to line up the dish with the compass, but this technique allows a large error, making it difficult to locate the satellite. The way I use my compass is to hold it to my eye and sight along the required heading, looking for a distant object to use as a target. The further away the target the better, as this minimizes any error. Then, standing behind the dish, I sight along the arm to point at the target. This method dramatically improves the accuracy of the process.

Fine-tune the aim

At this point, you should be very close to finding the satellite and may use your current technique to zero in on the strongest signal. However, to make the job really easy and quick, read on.

The satellite finder 

To assist in the critical fine-tuning step, I use a satellite finder instrument (available from Radio Shack and some RV Supply stores for about $45). It connects between the dish and the RV providing instant feedback on the aiming process and allows me to make adjustments single-handed. To provide even more flexibility and speed during setup, construct a simple little battery kit (See sidebar).

Using the satellite finder, first turn the sensitivity UP as this helps find the satellite if the dish is still a bit off target. The signal should be already there from the rough aiming, but if not, a gentle sideways movement of the dish in each direction usually causes the meter to jump. If unable to detect the satellite, make a very small adjustment to the elevation angle and repeat the sideways process. Once the satellite is registering on the meter, turn DOWN the sensitivity and gently move the dish from side to side until you get the maximum signal reading. Tighten the horizontal bolts. 

Now fine-tune the vertical adjustment. Ease the vertical locking nut and gently move the elevation up and down a little, again to obtain the maximum signal. Once peak signal is obtained, tighten down the nuts. This alignment process usually takes less that a minute. If the skew was correct, then you should see both satellites. You can check the signal strength of the second satellite and peak its reading by making small adjustments to the skew.

A word of warning; the satellite finder cannot tell one satellite from another, so it is possible to line up ‘perfectly’ on another nearby satellite by mistake. If your receiver has gone into satellite location mode, check to see if you have targeted the wrong satellite (or even a nearby overhead power line. Don’t ask….). 

Once you have finished aiming the dish, remove the satellite finder and connect the dish directly to the RV coax cable. Now turn on the TV and satellite receiver and enjoy!

Neat Stuff on the Internet

There are free programs you may download from the Internet that provide the pointing angles for the TV satellites for any location in North America.

Go to http://www.simtel.net/ and enter SATFIND2 or GEOSAT in the search box. Download and install either on your computer. You supply your location as latitude and longitude. These programs calculate the satellite position relative to TRUE north. So you need the magnetic correction for your location to change the reading to magnetic.

For Starchoice settings for major cities in the USA, go to

http://www.global-cm.net/CAN/SC/point/USAangskew.html

Compass correction for US states.

Approximate magnetic compass corrections for the United States:
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Latitude and longitude coordinates for selected cities in the United States.
City              Lat      Lon         City                Lat      Lon

===================================    =====================================

Albany, NY        42.67 N   73.75 W    Los Angeles, CA     34.05 N  118.25 W

Albuquerque, NM   35.08 N  106.65 W    Louisville, KY      38.25 N   85.77 W

Amarillo, TX      35.18 N  101.83 W    Lubbock, TX         33.55 N  101.95 W

Anchorage, AK     61.08 N  149.90 W    Manchester, NH      43.00 N   71.50 W

Atlanta, GA       33.75 N   84.38 W    Memphis, TN         35.15 N   90.05 W

Austin, TX        30.27 N   97.73 W    Miami, FL           25.77 N   80.20 W

Baker, OR         44.78 N  117.83 W    Milwaukee, WI       43.03 N   87.92 W

Baltimore, MD     39.30 N   76.63 W    Minneapolis, MN     44.98 N   93.23 W

Bangor, ME        44.80 N   68.78 W    Mobile, AL          30.70 N   88.05 W

Birmingham, AL    33.50 N   86.83 W    Montgomery, AL      32.35 N   86.30 W

Bismarck, ND      46.80 N  100.78 W    Montpelier, VT      44.25 N   72.53 W

Boise, ID         43.60 N  116.22 W    Nashville, TN       36.17 N   86.78 W

Boston, MA        42.35 N   71.08 W    Newark, NJ          40.73 N   74.17 W

Buffalo, NY       42.92 N   78.83 W    New Haven, CT       41.32 N   72.92 W

Carlsbad, NM      32.43 N  104.25 W    New Orleans, LA     29.95 N   90.07 W

Charleston, SC    32.78 N   79.93 W    New York, NY        40.78 N   73.97 W

Charleston, WV    38.35 N   81.63 W    Nome, AK            64.42 N  165.50 W

Charlotte, NC     35.23 N   80.83 W    Oakland, CA         37.80 N  122.27 W

Cheyenne, WY      41.15 N  104.87 W    Oklahoma City, OK   35.43 N   97.47 W

Chicago, IL       41.83 N   87.62 W    Omaha, NE           41.25 N   95.93 W

Cincinnati, OH    39.13 N   84.50 W    Philadelphia, PA    39.95 N   75.17 W

Cleveland, OH     41.47 N   81.62 W    Phoenix, AZ         33.48 N  112.07 W

Columbia, SC      34.00 N   81.03 W    Pierre, SD          44.37 N  100.35 W

Columbus, OH      40.00 N   83.01 W    Pittsburgh, PA      40.45 N   79.95 W

Dallas, TX        32.77 N   96.77 W    Portland, ME        43.67 N   70.25 W

Denver, CO        39.75 N  105.00 W    Portland, OR        45.51 N  122.68 W

Des Moines, IA    41.58 N   93.62 W    Providence, RI      41.83 N   71.40 W

Detroit, MI       42.33 N   83.05 W    Raleigh, NC         35.77 N   78.65 W

Dubuque, IA       42.15 N   90.67 W    Reno, NV            39.50 N  119.82 W

Duluth, MN        46.82 N   92.08 W    Richfield, UT       38.77 N  112.08 W

Eastport, ME      44.90 N   67.00 W    Richmond, VA        37.55 N   77.48 W

El Centro, CA     32.63 N  115.55 W    Roanoke, VA         37.28 N   79.95 W

El Paso, TX       31.77 N  106.48 W    Sacramento, CA      38.58 N  121.50 W

Eugene, OR        44.05 N  123.08 W    St. Louis, MO       38.55 N   90.20 W

Fargo, ND         46.87 N   96.80 W    Salt Lake City, UT  40.77 N  111.90 W

Flagstaff, AZ     35.22 N  111.68 W    San Antonio, TX     29.38 N   98.55 W

Fort Worth, TX    32.72 N   97.32 W    San Diego, CA       32.70 N  117.17 W

Fresno, CA        36.73 N  119.80 W    San Francisco, CA   37.78 N  122.43 W

Grand Junction,CO 39.08 N  108.55 W    San Jose, CA        32.33 N  121.88 W

Grand Rapids, MI  42.97 N   85.67 W    San Juan, P.R.      18.50 N   66.17 W

Havre, MT         48.55 N  109.72 W    Santa Fe, NM        35.68 N  105.95 W

Helena, MT        46.58 N  112.03 W    Savannah, GA        32.08 N   81.08 W

Honolulu, HI      21.30 N  157.83 W    Seattle, WA         47.62 N  122.33 W

Hot Springs, AR   34.51 N   93.05 W    Shreveport, LA      32.47 N   93.70 W

Houston, TX       29.75 N   95.35 W    Sioux Falls, SD     43.55 N   96.73 W

Idaho Falls, ID   43.50 N  112.01 W    Sitka, AK           57.17 N  135.25 W

Indianapolis, IN  39.77 N   86.17 W    Spokane, WA         47.67 N  117.43 W

Jackson, MS       32.33 N   90.20 W    Springfield, IL     39.80 N   89.63 W

Jacksonville, FL  30.37 N   81.67 W    Springfield, MA     42.10 N   72.57 W

Juneau, AK        58.30 N  134.40 W    Springfield, MO     37.22 N   93.28 W

Kansas City, MO   39.10 N   94.58 W    Syracuse, NY        43.03 N   76.13 W

Key West, FL      24.55 N   81.80 W    Tampa, FL           27.95 N   82.45 W

Klamath Falls, OR 42.17 N  121.73 W    Toledo, OH          41.65 N   83.55 W

Knoxville, TN     35.95 N   83.93 W    Tulsa, OK           36.15 N   95.98 W

Las Vegas, NV     36.17 N  115.20 W    Virginia Beach, VA  36.85 N   75.97 W

Lewiston, ID      46.40 N  117.03 W    Washington, D.C.    38.88 N   77.03 W

Lincoln, NE       40.83 N   96.67 W    Wichita, KS         37.72 N   97.28 W

Long Beach, CA    33.77 N  118.18 W    Wilmington, NC      34.23 N   77.95 W







   Yuma, AZ

     32.7 N
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Make a simple battery pack for the satellite finder

The Satellite dish LNB runs on 18 volts supplied through the coax cable from the satellite receiver in your RV. I made up a little 18volt battery pack by wiring two 9volt batteries in series. This battery pack powers the LNB and satellite finder during the aiming process, allowing me to work right at the dish.

The parts are available from Radio Shack or other electronics store:

Two 9volt alkaline batteries (about $8) 

Two 9volt press-on connectors (sold in a packet of five for about $3)

One TV coax connector “Solder Type F” (the kind with a screw off cover and solder terminal inside (about $3)

Tools required:

Scissors

Soldering iron and solder

Black electrical tape

Press on a connector to the positive terminal of one battery and to the negative terminal of the other battery. Solder together the two wire tails and wrap with electrical tape, binding the batteries together at the same time. Cut another 9volt connector in half, taking care not to cut the wires. Slip the coax connector screw-on cover over the wires. Solder the two wire tails to the coax connector with the positive to centre pin, negative to case. Screw on the cover. Finally, press on these connectors to the other two battery terminals.

Now connect the satellite finder between the dish and the battery pack and you have a self-powered stand-alone satellite finding tool kit. 

