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Amateur radio has surely got to 
be one of the most fl exible and 
practical hobbies around. In the 
past, I’ve incorporated radio into 
back country ski trips, multi-day 
bushwalks, 4WD tours, bicycle 
touring and any number of holidays 
around Australia and abroad.

During these adventures, 
radio has provided a very useful 
communications link with the 
outside world as well as being a lot 
of fun. One activity I’d never tried 
was maritime mobile (MM) work. On 
rare occasions, I have thoroughly 
enjoyed making brief contacts with 
stations out at sea and always 
wondered whether MM might be 
an achievable option for someone 
with no boating experience and only 
basic radio gear. After a week in the 
Whitsundays of VK4, I now know 
that it defi nitely is!

 Maritime Mobile in the Whitsundays
Stephen Warrillow VK3SN

Photo 2: A panoramic view from the yacht.

Photo 1: The station set up on a seat: KX3 and battery connected to the antenna 
system.
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Photo 3: A view from Border Island.
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As an island continent, Australia 
has one of the longest and most 
varied coastlines in the world. The 
Whitsunday Islands of Queensland 
are renowned as a sailor’s paradise. 
Approximately 900 km north of 
Brisbane, the collection of 74 or 
so continental islands lie within the 
Great Barrier Reef and are thus fairly 
protected from extremes of weather. 
After hearing wonderful stories from 
work colleagues who had visited 
the islands and sailed around them, 
the idea had begun to take hold. All 
I needed to do was convince my 
family that we should try a sailing 
adventure in the tropical north…

There were a few issues, the 
main one being that we had no 
maritime experience whatsoever. 
After a bit of research, it became 
clear that this was not necessarily 
a deal-breaker. The yacht charter 
companies certainly preferred 
experienced clients, but did not 
insist. A few phone calls later and 

Photo 4: The solar panel on the front of the cabin.

Photo 5: The author operating from the Captain’s Chair.

more online study made it clear 
that with a bit of effort, it would 
not be too diffi cult to acquire the 
basic knowledge required. While 

a marine licence is not mandated 
for individuals chartering a yacht, it 
seemed sensible to obtain one, so I 
booked in for the necessary classes 
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and sat the exam. In theory at least, 
I now knew the fundamentals of 
maritime safety, navigation and 
‘the road-rules of the sea’. After a 
further half-day spent on Port Phillip 
Bay with a commercial training 
organisation learning how to avoid 
getting into trouble and manoeuvre 
a small vessel, I felt a little more 
confi dent. None-the-less, I had a 
few nagging doubts; how would we 
manage a much bigger boat for a 
week in open water?

As complete novices, trying to 
manage sails for a week would have 
been a rather bad idea. There would 
be more than enough to contend 
with without having to also manage 
sails and wind, so we chartered a 
motor catamaran. At just over 10 m 
in length, this vessel would prove 
perfect for our family of four. With 
three cabins, shower/WC, saloon 
and galley, it had all the essentials 
for a week at sea. There were also 
several decks for spreading out 
a little. After one fi nal discussion, 
we committed to the charter and 
paid to rent the boat for a week. 
The provisioning service was also 
extremely helpful; we simply did our 
food shopping online and had all 
items delivered to the boat for when 
we arrived.

After a full lunch on Christmas 
day, it was then time to pack for the 
trip. In addition to a few clothes, 
toiletries and other essentials, I 
had to fi gure out what radio gear 
to take away. We were due to fl y 
up to Hamilton Island on Boxing 
Day and I’d left my run a little late 
to get organised. Fortunately, the 
gear I use on hiking and ski trips 
was ready to go. The Elecraft KX3 
is a beautiful piece of QRP kit and 
works nicely with a 20 W roll-up 
solar panel and lithium ion batteries 
I have. However, the full sized 80 m 
hook-up wire dipole I usually take 
away was not going to work well on 
a 10 m long boat…….. A quick bit of 
online research led me to discover a 
great site authored by VK7JJ, which 
describes a multiband squid pole 
vertical antenna. See http://www.
perite.com/vk7jj/squidpoles.html

Photo 6: The loaded vertical antenna wound on a squid pole mast.

Fortunately, I already had a 9 
m squid pole (I’d previously used 
it to hold up the centre point of 
portable inverted-V dipoles), some 
hook-up wire, banana plugs and 
PVC conduit handy plus a few hours 
for construction. Following Phil’s 
excellent instructions and photos, 
I soon had an ultra-portable light 
weight vertical which would allow me 
to operate from 80 m through to 10 m 
using a couple of matching coils and 
the KX3’s inbuilt tuner. There was not 
time to test it though and I packed 
the lot into my bag, hoping it would all 
work correctly when deployed at sea.

After a nice fl ight from 
Melbourne, we landed on Hamilton 

Island and made our way to the 
marina. The catamaran was ready, 
fully fuelled and provisioned. After 
a one-hour orientation to the vessel 
from the charter company tutor, 
there was time for a quick lesson 
on how to manoeuvre and anchor 
as well as manage the dinghy. 
The charter bloke then announced 
that he was satisfi ed with our 
capabilities and departed, wishing 
us well for the seven nights and 
reminding us of the mandatory VHF 
marine radio schedule due the next 
morning. With a little trepidation, 
we cruised away from the Hamilton 
Island marina, checking the 
charts and GPS navigation screen 
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anxiously as we steered a course 
for our fi rst night’s anchorage.

Within a few hours, it was 
clear that this would be one of the 
best family adventures ever. The 
experience of complete freedom 
was exhilarating as we navigated 
‘our’ boat through one of the most 
beautiful island archipelagos in the 
world. With a little planning, careful 
study of the charts and attention 
to the depth sounder and GPS, we 
managed to steer through narrow 
channels and fi nd our fi rst night 
anchorage in Cid Harbour. After a 
little messing about, we managed 
to get the anchor bedded down 
and took in our surrounds. Having 
concentrated on getting safely into 
this point, it was now time to relax 
and enjoy the serene beauty of the 
stunning vista before us. Bathed 
in the late afternoon sunshine, we 
were in a large natural harbour, 
surrounded by steep slopes which 
were covered in pristine rainforest. 
This was what we’d come to 
experience! With dinner cooking 
and a cold drink in hand, this really 
was paradise.

The next morning, we took 
the dinghy up to a small sandy 
beach and went for a short 
bushwalk across to an adjacent 
inlet. The wildlife was prolifi c and 
we constantly encountered large 
monitors, abundant birdlife and 
small wallabies. After a swim and 
packed lunch, we headed back to 
the boat and decided to push on 
with more exploration. Later that 
evening, we anchored at Nara Inlet 
and I set up the squid pole and 
counterpoise. With some trepidation 
I connected the KX3 and checked if 
it would tune to a decent SWR. With 
relief, I found I could easily get a 
good match on all bands using the 
appropriately adjusted coils. I put 
out a maritime mobile call on 40 m
and was immediately rewarded. 
Within an hour, I’d worked quite a 
few stations on 40, 20 and 15 m and 
it was clear that my solar powered 
KX3 and the squid pole worked just 
fi ne. Time to celebrate with a cold 
drink!

Over the next week, we settled 
into a relaxing rhythm. Each evening 
we’d check the weather and tide 
forecast prior to scrutinizing the 
marine charts. A plan for the next 
day would form and we would 
outline our intentions during the 
marine-VHF radio schedule with 
the charter base next morning. The 
charter team was extremely helpful 
and provided excellent support 
and advice on planning each day’s 
adventures. Over the course of a 
week, we made a large clock-wise 
circuit of the Whitsunday group 
heading as far north as Hayman 
Island, as far east as Border Island 
and as far south as Lindeman 
Island. The boat had everything we 
could possibly need and felt very 
comfortable. Most days included 
swimming, snorkelling on stunning 
coral reefs, an optional bushwalk 
to an island peak, exploring 
mangroves in the dinghy, lazing with 
a good book on the deck and a bit 
of fun on HF. My favourite contact 
was on 20 m with VA7MLW who 
was MM on a solo round the world 
trip and kept in touch with various 
amateurs around the globe. On the 
afternoon I caught up with him, 
Glenn was near New Zealand and 
chatting with a few contacts in NZ 
and the UK. It really is amazing that 
a few watts of RF can link operators 

around the world and we had a 
brilliant chat about the experience 
of MM with several amateurs across 
various continents.

After a fantastic week out from 
civilisation, our charter had run its 
course. We cruised back to the 
Hamilton Island marina to return the 
boat. It was good to be back on dry 
land, although the weird experience 
of being on an unmoving solid 
surface did take a little getting used 
to after seven days of being on the 
water nearly the whole time. After a 
long hot shower (we’d been limited 
to two minute showers on the boat), 
we enjoyed dinner and looked at 
photos and charts of our week-
long adventure. Looking at the 
radio log, I was also very satisfi ed; 
with only minimal preparation, the 
antenna had worked extremely 
well and I’d managed to put out 
up to 10 W running on solar power 
and batteries the whole time.  The 
opportunity to visit pristine beaches, 
explore coral reefs, anchor at 
remote islands and do it all at our 
own pace had been brilliant. Flying 
home to Melbourne the next day, 
we had a wonderful view of the 
whole archipelago and knew for 
sure that we’d love to come back 
and do it again – maritime mobile is 
defi nitely worth the effort!

Photo 7: VK3FCEW enjoying the view, with VK3SN at the helm.
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