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José Campione, VA3PCJ/VE3DTI 

Having survived competitive environments 
at the frontier of knowledge for most of 
my professional life, suddenly I retired.  
I had tried to prepare for such a moment 
by dwelling for some time in two old skills 
or technologies that had been at the 
forefront of human endeavour but have 
been superseded by more modern 
know-hows: “Sailing” and “Amateur 
Radio”. Having been extremely useful in 
the past, both were now being refocused 
mainly for backup support or oriented 
towards more leisure activities – much like 
myself. Besides, the time invested in their 
enjoyment seemed not to count towards 
age. Interestingly, they both are directly 
dependent on the Sun: sailing is entirely 
dependent on the wind, which itself is 
influenced by the Sun; while HF radio 
waves only refract back to Earth if  
UV-radiation from the Sun ionizes the 
ionosphere.

“Portable Afloat”: Bringing Together Amateur 
Radio and Small-Boat Inland-Water Sailing

In my case, sailing happened before 
radio. In the 1990s, for sheer sanity 
and mere survival, I invested much of 
my vacation time in becoming a sailor 
and sailing instructor, reaching 
Advanced Level certification both with 
the “Canadian Yachting Association” 
(now “Sailing Canada”) and the 
“American Sailing Association” –  
but that is a whole different story. 

It was the possibility of marine email 
communications that lured me into 
Amateur Radio. At the beginning of the 
third millennium I had started to cruise 
single-handed and the family wanted 
to keep in touch. At that time both the 
Internet and cellular phones had poor 
coverage but Winlink – now mainly 
positioned as an emergency email 
communication system – was already 
available to Radio Amateurs for the 
purpose of email communications 
while at sea. 

In 2003, I took the Amateur Radio 
course offered by the Ottawa Valley 
Mobile Radio Club (OVMRC). 

Once licensed, I was immediately 
attracted to Amateur Radio in its own 
right by the plethora of new learning 
possibilities that it offered. 

I also needed a challenge for my later 
years: learning any language after 65 is 
not for the faint of heart. However, 
learning CW has become a personal 
quest. 

In his youth, in the early 1900s, my OM 
(1897-1967) had been a professional 
telegraph operator, but my father 
always refused to initiate me in Morse 
code. Hence, it seemed very 
appropriate that the learning of CW 
should become my ultimate challenge. 
My learning curve has been slow, but it 
has been fascinating to witness the 
struggle between my own willpower, 
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determined to automate the recognition of 
each Morse character by its rhythm, and 
that of the cortex of my own brain no less 
determined to keep a grip on the dots and 
dashes.

My first radio-sailing endeavour goes 
back to 2004 when the “Great Lake 
Alberg Association” awarded the “Gordon 
Proctor Memorial Trophy” and the “Log of 
the Year Award” to the log of “Vándor”  
(an Alberg 22 sailboat I owned from 2000 
to 2007). This award was in recognition of 
the “real-time” posting via Winlink, in a 
Yahoo Group (blogging was still in its 
infancy), of the daily entries in the log of a 
two-week long single-handed sailing 
cruise along the lower Ottawa River from 
Ottawa to Montreal and back. Since then I 
have looked for opportunities for blending 
together small sailboat single-handed 
sailing and Amateur Radio while operating 
QRP in the HF bands, with portable 
equipment.

Two years ago I initiated a blog called  
“The Wakes I Leave...” to collect thoughts 
and anecdotes on radio and sailing  
(http://thewakesileave.wordpress.com).  
It is public, but minimally promoted, as it 
has been mainly thought for the benefit of 
my own children, thinking on a day in 
which they might wonder how their 
ancestor spent his retirement years. Also, 
on my side, it seems to satisfy an urge to 
publish that still lingers from the “publish 
or perish” mode of former years. However, 
different than in previous professional 
writings, although I still strive to be as 
accurate and thorough as possible, I make 
no claims for accuracy or thoroughness 
on any of the topics dealt therewith. 

The “Canadian Island Activators” program 
(http://veislandactivators.blogspot.ca) 
keeps a database of Canadian islands 
“qualified” by Radio Amateurs and hence 
valid to be “activated” for the program. 
Water-locked islands can only be 
accessed by boat and they seemed a 
natural challenge for a radio-sailing 
Amateur. Hence, two years ago I was able 
to make landings in two of these islands 
on the Ontario side of the Ottawa River 
and “qualify” them for the “Canadian 
Island Activators” program: Aylmer Island 
(ON-295, FN25bj) and Upper duck Island 
(ON-296, FN25el).

I subsequently returned to Aylmer Island 
to participate in the “Expedition” class in 
the “W/VE Islands QSO Party”, first in 
1915 and again in 2016, finishing 9th in 
the Expedition category in 2015 and 7th  
in 2016. The US Islands program  
(http://usislands.org) does not consider 
separate classes or categories based on 
difficulty of access or rig power, two 
factors that could have further improved 
those final placements.

Also in 2015, together with Bob, VA3QV, 
within urban Ottawa, we “re-discovered” 
and qualified “Rideau Island” (ON-297, 
FN25dk), definitely not a water-locked 
island but a true island nonetheless.

In addition to operating from water-locked 
islands I have also enjoyed operating 
afloat from the cockpit or cabin of the 
boat. This required some thinking about 
the best equipment and antenna. From 
the Alberg 22 I had operated QRO with an 
Icom IC-706MKIIG and a Buddipole 
antenna. However, since 2010 I had 
turned almost exclusively QRP and the 
Buddipole, though multiband, requires 
frequent ups and downs when changing 
bands. Hence, my preference for the boat 
switched to the Elecraft KX3 with portable 
batteries (P-Box Mobile Power, LiPo, 12.5 
AH) and for multiband wire antennas 
without counterpoise wires. 

In this regard, the PAR EndFedZ dipoles 
seem ideal, and the PAR Tribander for 
10m, 20m and 40m in its “trail-friendly” 
version is very light and has about the 
same length of an S9v43 telescopic pole, 
which can be easily deployed from a piece 
of polypropylene pipe attached to the 
“gallows” at the stern of the boat. The only 
problem is that the presence of waves 
rocking the boat (mainly from motor-boats) 
sooner or later causes it to telescope down 
in a crash. Hence an alternative antenna 
had to be researched: enter the “W3EDP 
Jr.”, which can be hoisted as an inverted 
“V” in the rig of the SunCat and still allow 
for contacts to be made. These two 
antenna arrangements have been used 
repeatedly from different anchorages.

I have also tried to gather links and 
information on other Radio Amateurs 
operating from small boats in inland 
waters. This form of radio-operation 
shares similarities both with “Portable” 
and “Marine Mobile” modes, and the 
name I suggested for it was “Portable 
Afloat”, which could be identified on the 
air with the suffix “/PAF”. I also hinted at 
the possibility of this form of operation 
evolving into “WOTA” (“Waters On The 
Air”), a program that, perhaps in the 
image of SOTA or IOTA, could one day 
reward /PAF Radio Amateurs for 
“activating” different bodies of water from 
different types of watercrafts. 

Top left (on the cushions of the cockpit): the twin-lead portion of the W3EDP Jr. antenna can 
be seen leading down to the LDG 4:1 unun, itself connected to the Elecraft T1 tuner with 
a toroidal choke linking to the coax (behind is the inflatable Mustang PDF that doubles as a 
harness – a must for single-hand sailing). Top right (inside the cabin): the “portable afloat 
shack”: the Elecraft KX3, the P-Box battery, the remote switch for activating the T1 tuner and 
the Palm Single Paddle. Bottom left: the wire of the W3EDP Jr. antenna leading to the tip of 
the mast. Bottom right: Sassy swinging at anchor inside Pinhey Point cove.

Note: the photo on page 46 is of the  
“Sassy Gaffer” at anchor inside the Pinhey 
Point Cove during Field Day 2017. The 
W3EDP Jr. antenna is the thin wire attached 
to the very tip of the bowsprit. It can also 
be seen running almost parallel and below 
the topping lift, between the top of the 
mast and the stern of the boat. The tip of 
Pinhey Point, still submerged under high 
waters, is in the background.
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For the 2017 season I had planned on 
qualifying two more water-locked islands 
upriver, these ones on the Quebec side: 
Allen Island and Mohr Island, but it is still 
too early in the season to decide whether 
this will be accomplished as initially 
intended. Furthermore, there are still 
numerous islands within the Ottawa 
National Capital Region that still await 
qualification to join the database of the 
“Canadian Island Activators”. In the 
meanwhile, I thought of the possibility of 
fulfilling a long aspiration: operating a 
Field Day QRP “1C ONE” station, afloat 
from Pinhey Point, an ambition that was 
about to become a fait accompli. 

On June 24, just after sunrise, “Sassy” 
motor-sailed eight nautical miles (about  
16 kilometres) upriver, from the Nepean 
Sailing Club marina to the Pinhey Point 
cove, where around mid-morning her 
Belgian Bruce anchor hit mud bottom. 
Contacts started to be logged shortly 
after 2 pm EDT, with the KX3 at 5 Watts 
and the PAR EndFedZ Tribander up the 
S9v43 pole hoisted at the stern of the 
boat. However, the waves from 
motorboats dashing by the anchorage 
proved too much of a challenge for the 
14-metre telescopic long pole, which had 
to be replaced by the W3EDP Jr. deployed 
up “Sassy’s” rig as an inverted “V”. 

After five hours of working the bands it 
was time for a frugal dinner and a night 
rocking and swinging at the anchor. Radio 
operations resumed at sunrise for another 
three hours. After breakfast, a dinghy-
dash to land allowed face-to-face QSOs 
with visitors and locals in the Pinhey 
Estate gardens, including a visit to a new 
archaeological dig. 

Back in the boat, it was found that the 
afternoon weather forecast was less 
optimistic than expected. Hence, “Sassy” 
weighed anchor at 11 am EDT. Wind was 
at 10 knots gusting at 20 knots from the 
southeast and “Sassy”, on full sail, quickly 
set in a beam reach on starboard tack all 
the way to the Nepean marina. Her tracks 
in the Garmin GPS and in APRS (via the 
TH-D72A) were almost linear with speeds 
over ground that reached above 5 knots. 
A thunderstorm with winds of 40+ knots 
crossed the river just a few minutes after 
“Sassy” was back in her slip in the 
marina. 

In spite of poor propagation and huge 
QSB, the log showed that contact had 
been made with 49 Field Day stations in 
20 SPCs (State/Province/County):  
CT, DE, IL, KY, MA, MD, ME, MI, MN,  
NC, NH, NJ, NY, OH, ON, PA, RI, VA,  
WV and PR. 

Field Day regulations still do not 
acknowledge /PAF participants, which is 
unfortunate, since the stations logged 
may have liked to know that they were 
contacting a station operating “Portable 
Afloat”. It is also debatable whether such 
a station should, in the context of Field 
Day, be assigned to class “1B” (fixed 
portable) or “1C” (vehicle or vessel 
mobile). 

The station operating from “Sassy” was 
assigned to the “1C” class because a 
vessel at anchor, albeit not “underway” is 
still actively responding to wind and waves 
by rocking, yawing and surging while 
swinging freely within the limits of its 
anchor rode. Also, operating such kind of 
radio station feels more like operating 
“marine mobile” than operating “portable” 
from a park or yard. Furthermore, there 
had been at least one precedent: during 
Field Day 2016, Bill, WB2HLM, operated a 
“1C WNY” station from a boat only slightly 
larger than “Sassy”, from a marina in 
Cooperstown, Lake Otsego, New York 
(http://www.arrl.org/soapbox/view/9465).

Three snapshots taken during “Sassy’s” breezy sail back to the Nepean marina.

Here is an index for all the articles in the 
blog: http://thewakesileave.wordpress.
com/the-wakes-i-leave-index/.

Born in Uruguay to professional parents of 
Italian ancestry, the author has been a 
Canadian citizen for almost 40 years. Already 
an M.D., he obtained his Ph.D. (Medical 
Sciences) from McMaster University in 1981. 
During his professional life in Canada he held 
appointments in the Federal Government, the 
Pan American Health Organization and 
several universities. 

First licensed as VA3PCJ in 2004, he also 
holds call signs VE7PCJ, VE3DTI and 
CX7RT. Since his retirement in 2010 he has 
operated almost exclusively QRP mainly with 
portable equipment. He was a cruising-
sailing instructor (Advanced) with the 
Canadian Yachting Association (CYA) and 
the American Sailing Association (ASA). With 
his spouse (Dr. Martha Ruben) they will soon 
be celebrating their 40th Anniversary. They 
have three children, all born in Ottawa, and 
– so far – three grandchildren. The author 
wishes to acknowledge Robert MacKenzie, 
VA3RKM, of the Ottawa Valley QRP Society 
for having suggested the article.

Note: this article was first published in the 
September-October 2017 issue of The 
Canadian Amateur magazine and is being 
reprinted here with the permission of its 
publisher Radio Amateurs of Canada.


