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Talking across the whole place
When somebody's out at the back field and somebody else is up at the house, a

cell phone isn't always the answer — not in a dead zone, not with cold hands, not

when you just want to say 'bring the other tractor.' This guide is about radios that do

that job well: GMRS, a real step up from the little bubble-pack walkie-talkies.

I'm Bill, and I run Bill's Home Tech here in Portage County, Ohio. For 30-plus years I've

helped folks get their gear working, and radios on a big property are one of those

old-fashioned tools that still earn their keep. I don't sell radios, so I can tell you honestly what

to expect — especially about range, where the box claims and the real world part ways.

There's one small piece of paperwork with GMRS: it needs a license from the FCC. The good

news is it's about as painless as a license gets — no test, one fee, ten years, and it covers

your whole immediate family. We'll walk through exactly what that means so it doesn't feel

daunting.

★ No wrong question here

If you just want someone to help you figure out whether GMRS fits your place and your

family, that's exactly what I do. Call or text me at (330) 200-8042 — I don't sell the

radios, so the advice is just advice.
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The whole guide, on one page
If you remember only these things, you already understand the decision.

❑ GMRS is a step up from little FRS bubble-pack walkie-talkies — more power and, on

many radios, a better or removable antenna.

❑ It comes in three shapes: handhelds you carry, a mobile radio in a truck or tractor, and a

base station at the house.

❑ GMRS needs an FCC license — but there's no exam. One license is $35, lasts 10 years,

and covers your whole immediate family.

❑ Range is line-of-sight: hills, woods, and buildings cut it far below the big 'up to X miles'

claims on the box.

❑ A base-station antenna up high helps range more than almost anything else — height

beats raw power.

❑ A repeater can stretch range across a property or a valley, passing along the signal from

a high spot.

✔ Don't believe the mileage on the box

Those big range numbers assume a perfect, flat, empty world with nothing in the way.

On real land with hills and trees, honest range is a fraction of that. Plan for the real

world, not the box.
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How GMRS beats the bubble-pack walkie-talkies
Most folks start with the little two-packs from the big-box store. Here's what you get

by stepping up to GMRS.

Those little bubble-pack radios are usually FRS — a low-power service meant for short

distances, with a fixed antenna built in. They're fine across a campground. On a working

property, they run out of reach fast and there's not much you can do about it.

GMRS shares some of the same channels but allows more power and, on many radios, a

better antenna — often one you can remove and replace with a bigger one. More power and a

better antenna are the two things that actually extend reach, so GMRS gives you real room to

grow where FRS leaves you stuck.

The other big difference is shape. GMRS isn't just handhelds. You can put a mobile radio in

the truck or tractor and a base station at the house, both with far better antennas than a

handheld can carry. That's how you go from 'talks across the yard' to 'talks across the farm.'

✔ The antenna matters more than the radio

If you remember one thing about range, make it this: a better antenna, mounted higher,

does more for your reach than a fancier radio. Height and antenna beat raw wattage

almost every time.
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The license: easier than you'd fear
This is the part that scares people off, and it shouldn't. The GMRS license is about

the friendliest license the government offers.

GMRS requires a license from the FCC, the federal agency that oversees the airwaves. But

— and this is the part folks are relieved to hear — there is no exam. No studying, no test, no

Morse code, none of that. You apply, you pay, and you're licensed.

One license costs $35 and lasts for 10 years. That works out to a few dollars a year, and in

that whole decade there's nothing to re-take. When the ten years are up you renew it, and the

fee is the same $35.

Best of all for a family place: a single individual license covers your whole immediate family.

Your spouse, your kids and grandkids, your parents and grandparents, and in-laws can all

use the radios under your one license. You don't buy a license per person — one covers the

household.

! You do need the license before you transmit

GMRS is licensed, so get the license before you start talking on it. It's no exam, $35,

good for 10 years, and covers the immediate family — but it is required. You apply

through the FCC's licensing system online.
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How to get the license
The whole thing is done online and doesn't take long. Here's the shape of it so it

feels manageable.

You apply through the FCC's licensing system on their website. You'll set up a sign-in, give

some basic information about yourself, choose the GMRS license, and pay the $35 fee.

There's no test to schedule and no class to attend — it's an application and a payment, and

the license is issued to you.

Once it's issued, you'll be assigned a call sign — a short string of letters and numbers that

identifies your license. Keep a note of it with your home papers; your family uses it on the air

now and then as the rules ask, and you'll want it handy when it's time to renew in ten years.

★ I'll sit with you through the application

The FCC's website is government-plain and can feel fiddly the first time. On a visit —

or right on your screen for a remote session — I'll walk through the application with you

so it's done right the first time. Call (330) 200-8042.
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Handhelds, mobiles, and base stations
GMRS comes in three shapes, and a working property often uses all three

together. Here's what each is for.

Handhelds

The radios you carry on your belt or in a pocket. Convenient and always with you, but limited

by a small antenna and modest power. They're the backbone for people on the move — out

walking the fence line or working the barn.

Mobile radios

A radio mounted in a vehicle — the truck, the tractor, the side-by-side — running off the

vehicle's power with an antenna on the roof or cab. More power and a better antenna than a

handheld, so it reaches farther, and it's right there while you're driving the property.

A base station

A radio that lives at the house, often with an antenna mounted up high on the roof or a mast.

Because that antenna can be large and high, the base station usually has the best reach of

the three, and it anchors the whole setup — the home base everyone else talks to.

✔ Start with a base and some handhelds

A common, sensible start is a base station at the house with its antenna up high, plus a

handful of handhelds for the family. Add a mobile in the main truck or tractor when

you're ready.
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The honest truth about range
This is the page that saves the most disappointment. Radio range in the real world

is not what the box promises.

GMRS is line-of-sight radio. That means it travels best in a straight, clear line, the way you

can see a distant barn across a flat field. Anything solid in the way — a hill, a stand of woods,

a big metal building — blocks or weakens it. The signal doesn't bend around a ridge to find

someone in the next valley.

So those 'up to 35 miles' numbers on the box? Those assume a perfect world: two radios up

high with nothing at all between them, like two mountaintops. Down on real land, with rolling

hills and tree lines and buildings, honest handheld range is a small fraction of that — often

measured in a mile or two, sometimes less in heavy woods.

That's not a defect; it's just how radio works. The way you fight it is height. Getting an antenna

up high — especially the base station's — clears the clutter down low and lets the signal

reach much farther than it would from down on the ground.

! Judge range at your place, not on the box

Before you count on radios for anything important, test them across the actual

distances and terrain you care about. The only range that matters is the one you get on

your own land, through your own hills and woods.
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Why height wins
If range is the question, antenna height is most of the answer. It's worth

understanding why.

Because the signal travels in roughly a straight line, the higher an antenna sits, the farther

over the hills and trees it can 'see' before the curve of the land and the clutter get in the way.

Lifting a base antenna from the eaves to the peak of the roof, or onto a mast above it, can

open up reach that no amount of extra power at ground level would buy you.

That's why the base station, with its antenna up high on the house, usually outreaches the

handhelds and even the truck. It's also why handheld range is so limited — the antenna is

only ever as high as the person holding it. When you plan a GMRS setup, think about height

first.

! Keep masts clear of the power lines

Any antenna mast going up high must stay well clear of the overhead power lines

coming to your buildings. A mast that could touch a line if it fell is in the wrong place. If

a safe mount means getting near wires, stop and call a pro.
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Repeaters: stretching the reach
When a property is too big or too hilly for radios to reach each other directly, a

repeater is the classic answer.

A repeater is a radio that sits up high — on a tall mast, a tower, or a hilltop — and does one

job: it listens for your signal and immediately re-transmits it from its high perch. Because it's

up where it can 'see' far in every direction, two people who can't reach each other directly can

both reach the repeater, and so reach each other through it.

GMRS allows the use of repeaters, and some areas have community ones that licensed users

may be welcome to use. Setting up your own is a bigger project — it means a high,

well-placed antenna and more gear — but on a large, broken-up property it can be the thing

that finally ties everyone together.

✔ Walk before you run with repeaters

Most families do fine with a good base station and handhelds first. If you find there's a

corner of the property you still can't reach, that's when a repeater earns its place — not

before.
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Two kinds of places, two sets of needs
Where your place sits shapes how much radio you need. A tidy few acres at the

edge of town is a different problem from a big, hilly working farm with buildings

scattered across the land.

If your place is close to town

The distances are shorter and the land is often flatter, so radios reach across your whole

place more easily. You may not need much to cover it.

• A couple of handhelds may cover a modest property on their own.

• The one license still covers everybody in the family — no per-person cost.

• A base station at the house gives the kids reliable reach to home base.

• Shorter distances mean you rarely need to think about a repeater.

If you're out on acreage or a working farm

Now the fields are big, there may be woods and ridges between buildings, and people are

spread out doing different jobs. Range and height matter far more.

• A base station with a high antenna anchors reach across the acreage.

• A mobile in the main tractor or truck keeps the driver in the loop.

• Hills and woods cut range hard — test the far corners before you rely.

• A big, broken-up property is where a repeater can finally earn its keep.

★ Not sure how much you need?

Most families need less gear than they fear and more antenna height than they expect.

Tell me how your land lies and where folks need to talk, and I'll help you build a setup

that actually reaches. Call (330) 200-8042.
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FRS or GMRS — which do you need?
Not everyone needs to step up. Here's how to tell whether the bubble-pack radios

are enough or whether GMRS is worth it.

Service License? Best for

FRS bubble-pack No license Short range, casual

GMRS handhelds Family license More power & reach

GMRS base/mobile Family license Covering a property

If your longest conversation is from the garden to the garage, the little no-license FRS radios

may be all you ever need, and there's no shame in that. The moment you're trying to reach

across fields, through woods, or from the back forty to the house, that's when GMRS and its

better antennas start to matter.

✔ Buy for the distance you actually have

Don't over-buy. Measure, roughly, the longest distance you really need to talk across.

Let that — not the biggest number on a box — decide whether you need GMRS and

how much antenna height to plan for.
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Setting up a GMRS system, step by step
Once you've decided GMRS fits, here's the calm order to put it together.

• Get the license first — the $35, no-exam FCC license that covers the whole family.

• Pick your pieces — usually a base station and some handhelds to start, a mobile later.

• Plan the base antenna high — its height does more for range than anything else.

• Set the same channel and settings on every radio so the family is all on the same page.

• Test across the real distances — walk the property and find where it reaches and where

it doesn't.

That last step is the one folks skip and regret. Radios that chat fine in the driveway may go

quiet out at the far gate. Knowing your real coverage before you depend on it is how you

avoid a nasty surprise when it matters.

★ I'll help you set the channels

Getting every family radio onto the same channel and settings is the part that trips

people up. I'll set them all alike and label them so nobody's guessing. Call (330)

200-8042.



WORKING ALONE BillsHomeTech.com · (330) 200-8042

Tech Made Simple — Service Made Personal Page 14 of 29
For general information only — not professional advice. Use at your own risk. For electrical,

gas, water, or ladder work, please call a licensed professional. — Bill's Home Tech

Radios and working alone
For a lot of rural folks, the real reason to get radios isn't chatter — it's safety when

someone's out of earshot.

If you or a family member often works alone — out in a far field, up in the barn loft, down by

the pond where there's no cell signal — a radio on the belt is a lifeline. A handheld that

reaches a base station someone monitors at the house means help is a button away even

where the phone shows no bars.

Radios aren't a complete answer to working alone, and they don't replace good habits like

telling someone your plan. But paired with those habits they're a real layer of safety. My guide

on staying reachable when you work alone, and on rural dead zones, goes deeper on building

that safety net — it's the right companion to this one.

! A radio is only help if someone's listening

A radio on your belt does no good if the base at the house is off or nobody's near it. If

radios are part of your safety plan, make sure the home base stays on and someone

can hear it when you're out working.
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Common mistakes to sidestep
A handful of avoidable slip-ups account for most of the radio setups that disappoint.

Now you'll see them coming.

• Believing the mileage on the box — real range through hills and woods is a fraction of

the printed number.

• Skipping the license — GMRS is licensed, and the license is cheap, easy, and covers the

whole family.

• Mounting the base antenna too low — height does more for range than any amount of

extra power.

• Buying handhelds only for a big property, then wondering why they won't reach the back

field.

• Never testing the real coverage — and discovering the dead spots the day you actually

need them.

! The one that disappoints most

Buying by the mileage number on the box leads to more let-down than anything else.

Plan for real-world, line-of-sight range and get the antennas high, and you'll be pleased

instead of sorry.
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What to do yourself, and when to call
Most of a GMRS setup is friendly do-it-yourself work. A couple of parts call for a

careful hand or a pro.

Getting the license, choosing radios, setting the channels, and using the handhelds are all

things a family can handle — and that I'm glad to help with at the kitchen table or on your

screen. None of that is risky or technical once someone shows you the first time.

Mounting a base or repeater antenna up high is where care comes in. A mast on the roof,

work near the eaves, and anything close to the power lines deserve real caution or a pro. I

help plan and place the system, and for high or near-wire mounting I'll line up the right person

— I don't do work near live power lines myself, and neither should an unlicensed helper.

★ One call, start to finish

I can walk you through the license, help pick the right pieces, program every radio the

same, and coordinate a pro for any high mounting. One friendly person instead of a

pile of strangers. Call (330) 200-8042.
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Questions to ask before you commit
Whether you're talking to a seller or to me, these questions get you to the right

answer for your place.

Q: What's the longest distance I really need to talk across?

This sizes everything. A short hop may only need simple radios; reaching across a big, hilly

farm means planning for a high base antenna, maybe a repeater.

Q: Does this radio have a removable or better antenna?

A removable antenna lets you upgrade later, and a better antenna is the surest way to more

range. It's worth asking before you buy.

Q: Have I got the license, and does it cover everyone?

One $35 FCC license, no exam, ten years, covers your whole immediate family. Get it before

you transmit — it's required.

Q: How high can I safely mount the base antenna?

Height drives range, but it must stay clear of power lines. If getting it high means risky

climbing, plan for a pro to mount it.

✔ There's no silly question

If a seller makes you feel foolish for asking how far a radio really reaches, that's a

reason to find someone else. A plain answer to a plain question is the least you should

expect.
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A simple planning checklist
Walk through these before you spend a dollar. Each answer points you toward the

right setup.

❑ I know roughly the longest distance the family needs to talk across.

❑ I know whether my land is flat and open or hilly and wooded.

❑ I've decided on a starting mix — base, handhelds, maybe a mobile.

❑ I know I need the FCC license, and that one covers the whole family.

❑ I've thought about where a base antenna can safely mount up high.

❑ I plan to program every radio the same so the family's all together.

❑ I'll test the real coverage before relying on it for anything.

★ Bring me the answers

Fill in those blanks and you've done the hard part. Send them my way and I'll tell you

what setup fits and what the whole project really involves. Call or text (330) 200-8042.
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Keeping it working, year after year
Radios are rugged, but a few habits keep the whole system ready when you reach

for it.

Keep the handhelds charged or with fresh batteries — a dead radio on the belt is no help at

all. A charging spot by the door where everyone drops their radio keeps them topped up and

easy to grab. Check the base antenna's mount and connections once in a while, the same as

you'd check any outdoor gear after a rough winter.

Don't forget the license renewal: it's good for ten years, which is long enough to forget. Note

the expiration with your home papers so it doesn't lapse. My guide on protecting tech in barns

and garages has more on keeping gear alive in an outbuilding, which applies if a radio lives in

the shop or the tractor.

✔ A charging home by the door

Give the handhelds one spot — a shelf or a charger by the back door — so they're

always charged and nobody's hunting for a radio when the hay wagon is waiting.
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Radios or cell phones — why not both
Radios don't replace your phone; they do a different job. Knowing which is which

helps you lean on the right one.

A cell phone reaches anyone, anywhere there's signal, and carries all your other life besides.

But out here it fails exactly where you often need it: dead zones, cold hands, a phone left in

the truck. A radio is instant — press a button and talk, no dialing — and works in the dead

zones where the phone shows no bars, as long as you're in radio range of each other.

The families who are happiest use both: phones for reaching the world and for calls off the

property, radios for the quick, reliable, press-and-talk chatter across the land. If your cell

signal itself is the weak link, my guide on cell boosters is worth a read alongside this one.

✔ Different tools, different jobs

Think of the radio as the farm intercom and the phone as the line to the outside world.

Each is best at what the other does poorly, which is why so many places keep both.
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Using the airwaves kindly
Radio is a shared resource, and a little courtesy keeps everyone on it happy —

including you.

GMRS channels are shared with other folks in the area, so now and then you may hear

strangers, and they may hear you. Keep that in mind: it's not a private phone line. Use your

call sign as the rules ask, keep conversations reasonable, and leave the channel clear for

others, especially if someone sounds like they've got an emergency.

None of this is hard or heavy. It's the same good-neighbor manners you'd use anywhere —

take turns, don't hog the line, and remember voices carry farther than you think. Treat the

airwaves the way you'd want a neighbor to treat them, and you'll fit right in with the local radio

folks.

✔ Agree on a family channel

Pick one channel for everyday family talk and a backup in case it's busy. Writing those

two down and taping them inside a cupboard saves a lot of 'which channel are we on'

when things get hectic.
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Common Questions
The questions I hear most from folks thinking about radios for a big property,

answered plainly.

Q: Do I really need a license, and is it hard to get?

Yes, GMRS is licensed — but it's easy. No exam, $35, good for 10 years, and one license

covers your whole immediate family. You apply online through the FCC's licensing system.

Q: Will GMRS really reach the 'miles' on the box?

Rarely. Those numbers assume a perfect, flat, empty world. On real land with hills and

woods, honest range is a fraction of that — which is why a high base antenna matters so

much.

Q: Does everyone in the family need their own license?

No — that's the nicest part. A single individual license covers your spouse, kids, grandkids,

parents, grandparents, and in-laws. One license, one fee, the whole family.

Q: What's the best way to get more range?

Height. Get an antenna — especially the base station's — up high, and it reaches far better

than any amount of extra power down at ground level. On a big property, a repeater can

stretch it further still.

★ Still weighing it up?

Radios on a big place are one of those simple things that quietly make life easier and

safer. Call or text me at (330) 200-8042 and we'll figure out a setup that actually

reaches your back forty.
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You don't have to do this alone
You just have to remember that a friendly, patient person is one call away.

I hope this guide made setting up GMRS radios to talk across your whole property feel a little

less daunting and a lot more doable. Keep it in a drawer with your other home papers, come

back to a page whenever you need it, and don't worry about memorizing anything.

When you'd rather have a hand, that's exactly what I do. I come to your home — barn, shop,

and all — work at your pace, and never make you feel rushed or silly for asking. A first visit is

a flat $99, and for the parts that don't need me on-site I can often help right on your screen for

$49. Every visit comes with a 30-day, come-back-free guarantee. I don't do the licensed

electrical, trenching, or tower work myself — for that I'll help you line up a trustworthy local

pro.

★ Bill's Home Tech — real help, close to home

Call or text me at (330) 200-8042, or visit BillsHomeTech.com. Serving Atwater and all

of Portage County. 30+ years of patient, plain-English tech help — and if you're ever

not 100% happy with a visit, I'll make it right or refund it. That's a promise. — Bill
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Need a Real Person?
You do not have to remember all of it.

You just have to remember you can call.

Friendly, in-home tech help -- I come to you.

BILL'S PROMISE

If you are not 100% happy with a visit, I will

make it right -- or refund it. No awkwardness,

no fine print. That is how I would want to be treated.

(330) 200-8042  ·  BillsHomeTech.com
Bill@BillsHomeTech.com  ·  Mon–Sat 9:00 AM – 7:30 PM

— Bill

Prefer help without a visit?
Bill can screen-share and fix many things remotely — a flat $49, free for Support Plan members.

© 2026 Bill's Home Tech, LLC · 30+ years of tech experience · Serving Portage County since 2025 · Fully Insured



A Note From Bill
A quick note from Bill.

I write these guides to make home tech a little less frustrating, and I do my best to keep every step
accurate and up to date. Still, every home, device, and setup is a bit different, so I can't promise a guide
will match yours exactly or fix your particular problem. These guides are for general information only —
they're not professional, legal, or financial advice, and they don't replace your device's own manual or

the manufacturer's instructions. Please go slow, use your own good judgment, and use everything here
at your own risk. If a step involves electrical wiring, a gas appliance, a water heater, plumbing, or

climbing a ladder — or if anything just doesn't feel safe — please stop and call a licensed professional
(or give me a call at 330-200-8042). Bill's Home Tech and Bill Davis can't be responsible for any

damage, data loss, or injury that comes from using these guides. Thanks for reading, and stay safe out
there.

— Bill

Book a visit —
billshometech.com/book

Use of these guides is subject to our Terms of Use (billshometech.com/terms-of-use).

(330) 200-8042  ·  BillsHomeTech.com
Bill@BillsHomeTech.com  ·  Mon–Sat 9:00 AM – 7:30 PM

For general information only — not professional advice. Use at your own risk. For electrical,
gas, water, or ladder work, please call a licensed professional. — Bill's Home Tech
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