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"The boat is slowly making its way west towards Australia. We are in the open waters of
the Coral Sea. The waves are huge and the winds are strengthening. Still, we are happy; we are
going home from one of the greatest radio adventures.”

Big Seas on the Way Home from Chesterfield Reef

Introduction

The TX3A DXpedition of 2009 was on the air from November 3 to November 30 of 2009. The
operation was a simple low-band DXpedition by the two of us: Tomi, HA7RY, and George,
AA7JV. During 28 days of operation we made over 36,000 contacts. We had no commercial
sponsorship although we received a large humber of donations from individuals and clubs. We
were out there to have fun and give out as many TX3A (FK8/C) contacts as we reasonably could.
All along, we wanted to keep things simple; we wanted to put the “amateur” back into Amateur
Radio. The following is our story.

Background

We always wanted to go to Chesterfield. In late 2008 | started working on getting the radio license
and the various other papers needed. It became quickly clear, however, that we could not get it
all done for our desired time frame of March-April. So we went to Mellish Reef instead. (See
VK9GMW.com) At the end of that operation, we half jokingly said: “Here we are, only 200 miles
from Chesterfield, and we have all the gear with us. Why don’'t we go to Chesterfield now?” Well,
even if wanted to, we couldn’t. We did not have a license, did not have enough fuel and did not
have enough food. It would have to be another time.



Thanks to Remi, FK8CP, we were able to obtain the TX3A special license for Chesterfield Reef
by July of 2009. Although it was only valid for two weeks — from November 23 to December 6 -- it
was a start. We started organizing the operation: get the boat ready, prepare the equipment, build
or buy what we did not have. This would be yet another low-band DXpedition, where we would
primarily focus on 160, 80 and 40 meters. The low bands require special preparations. You have
to have good TX antennas and you need specialized RX antennas. We also wanted our TX
antennas to stand in salt water, which requires unique gear and techniques!

We were originally planning to drive the boat from Australia to New Caledonia to complete
customs and immigration formalities there and then land on Chesterfield on the way back. This
would’ve meant a 2000 nautical mile (4000 km) round-trip, which would have taken two months!
As it turned out, the French authorities gave us a special dispensation and allowed one of us to
fly to Noumea to complete formalities there without actually taking the boat there. We quickly
applied for an extension of the license to stretch the operation to one month. Vive la France!

Chesterfield Reef

Chesterfield Reef is part of an area of shallow banks, coral reefs and small cays located about
500 nautical miles (1000 km) east of Australia. The areais about half way between Australia and
New Caledonia. lles Chesterfield, a French Territory, includes a 12 km wide shallow lagoon
protected by aV shaped barrier reef. Along the barrier reef there are a number of small,
uninhabited sand and coral cays.

Chesterfield and Brampton Reefs are shown in the middle of the chart. The smallV shaped reef
marked by the arrow is Chesterfield Reef and lles Chesterfield

Based on advice from Jan, DJ8NK and Eric FKBGM, both of whom have been to Chesterfield on
previous DXpeditions, our focus was a group of small cays named ‘Les 3 llots du Mouillage’.
These cays are located along the eastern edge of the lagoon just behind the barrier reef; a place
where the reefs and cays provide the boat with good protection from the waves of the open
ocean. Once there we would decide where exactly to set up the station, hopefully a place where
we could easily raise our antennas in the water.



Getting to Chesterfield

Our transport was the Motor Vessel Pedro Il. This boat was left to me by my late friend Peter
Owen. Indeed, this unexpected inheritance was the beginning of all of our past DXpeditions:
VKOWWI from Willis Islets in 2007 and VK9GMW from Mellish Reef in 2009.
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Pedro 1l
Not pretty but sturdy and reliable.

Pedro Il (formerly the MV Varzin) was built as a high-speed search and rescue boat. While
strong, she is not suited for long off-shore passages. At 8 knots (15 km/h) she has a range of
about 600 nautical miles (much less at high speed). As the return trip to Chesterfield is over 1000
nautical miles long, we would have to carry the additional fuel needed in bladder tanks. We would
be departing form the Queensland town of Gladstone, which is the closest Australian port to
Chesterfield.

The plan called for having all the gear on board and the boat fuelled and provisioned by October
26. We then would wait for a favorable weather. We were hoping to reach Chesterfield
sometimes around the second or third of November. We intended to stay on Chesterfield until the
end of the CQWW CW contest on November 30. This would mean a total of six weeks: two
weeks at sea and four weeks on the island. We would have to watch very carefully not only our
fuel, but also our food supplies, as Pedro Il has limited refrigeration and dry-storage capacity.

All the gear was shipped from Miami to Australia on October 12. | arrived in Sydney on October
19 and immediately flew to New Caledonia to complete immigration formalities. In Noumea | was
greatly assisted by Remi, FK8CP. Remi’s help was crucial; without it there would not have been a
TX3A DXpedition!

By the 25" of October we were all in Gladstone. We completed fuelling and provisioning in the
morning of the 26™. There was a reasonable weather window right then and we would have been
ready to sail, except FedEx had failed to deliver two of our boxes full of essential gear.
Eventually, we paid a visit to the FedEx depot, where we discovered a sleeping attendant and our
missing boxes, which had been sitting there for 3 days! We quickly got our gear, rushed back to
the marina, loaded everything on board and got under way in less than an hour.



The weather window was forecast to be short and would only allow us to reach Saumarez Reef.
Saumarez Reef lies about half way between Gladstone and Chesterfield Reef, which for us was
going to be a relatively convenient stopping point. During the night the winds strengthened,
generating large waves that rolled the boat rail-to-rail. We arrived at Saumarez Reef the
afternoon of October 27, very glad to be behind the protection of the reef.

At anchor behind Saumarez Reef
The reefprovides protection from the large waves outside, which can be seen breaking on the
reef. The structure seenin front of the boat is an old wreck.

For three impatient days we waited at Saumarez for better weather as we watched the huge
waves pound against the outlying reefs and the winds intensify to 30 kts (56 km/hr). Conditions
were forecast to improve the next day, but they did not. By the morning of October 31 the winds
were down to 19 knots and we decided to venture the 290 nautical mile crossing, despite the
prospect of some big seas. As we came out form behind the protection of the reef, we indeed
faced some large, steep waves. Although the waves were intimidating, we felt that our timetable
and our patience had been stretched far enough and we decided to press on.

The crossing to Chesterfield was long and uncomfortable. The going was slower than anticipated
because of strong opposing currents. At times our speed was down to 5 knots! Originally we were
planning to arrive at Chesterfield during the late afternoon, with still enough daylight to cross the
lagoon, but due to the strong head currents we arrived in total darkness at 2 AM on the morning
of November 2. As it is extremely dangerous to move through coral strewn waters at night, we
dropped anchor just off Isle Longoue — a dangerous enough exercise in itself — and grabbed a
few hours of sleep while waiting for daylight to break.

Navigating through coral waters requires agreat amount of caution and good light. While the
general depth of the lagoon may be 30 meters — more than ample for a boat that only draws 1.5
meters — in the Pacific coral heads frequently come up vertically from the bottom, often reaching
the surface. On a remote reef like Chesterfield, only the largest heads are likely to be charted and
there can be thousands of smaller heads lurking just beneath surface. Hitting one of these coral
heads could seriously damage a boat and in a remote place like Chesterfield, even the slightest
amount of damage to the boat’s running gear could spell disaster. The best time to navigate
these waters is when the sun is overhead and the coral heads are most visible in the crystal clear
waters of the lagoon. Fortunately, Pedro Il has a tall tower whose height affords excellent
visibility. Itis from this tower that we drove the boat the rest of the way.



On Chesterfield

We spent the morning carefully traversing the coral studded waters of Chesterfield Reef.
Chesterfield includes two barrier reefs thatenclose a 10 km wide, V shaped lagoon located
between the Western and the Eastern Barrier Reefs.

Chesterfield Reef
lle Longue is on the west (left) side. Les 3 llots du Mouillage are behind the Estern
Barrier Reef. The location is market with an anchor symbol.

By 11 AM we arrived at the island group called Les 3 llots du Mouillage. The group consists of
three narrow sand cays that run parallel and a few hundred meters behind the barrier reef, which
lies to the east. As we inspected the cays from the boat we were looking for a good place for our
antennas and asuitable place to set up the station. After anchoring the boat about 500 meters
west of the cays, just outside the area of dangerous coral heads, we immediately launched the
dinghy and went ashore to look for a suitable site for TX3A.

We landed on the northernmost cay. The cay had some grounds
well suited for a tent, but it did not have a good sandy areain the
nearby waters where we could site our antennas. Continuing to
explore, we walked south on the narrow sandbar that connects the lf
north cay to the middle cay at low tide. We soon found the perfect
place: a shallow lagoon between the northern and the middle cays.
The area was well protected from waves by a row of rocks to the
east and the sand-bar to the west. Although we had very sturdy
antenna bases, with wide legs, and we would use guy ropes, we
were very lucky to find such a well protected location. It was about
two hours before low tide and the lagoon was half dry; it would be
almost dry at low tide. That would make working on the antennas
easier. We were crossing our fingers that our coax and control
cables would be long enough to reach dry land.



