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Excerpts from VKØIRðHeard Island , by KK6EK 

The problem with Heard Island...  

Heard Island is very far away. 

     For much of the world, Heard Island is about as far away as you can get without 

a spaceship. It lies deep in the southern Indian Ocean, at 53Á05ô S ï 73Á30ô E, 
practically to Antarctica. It is not near, on the way to, or on the way back from, 

anything.  

     In spite of its geographical distance, Heard Island lies close to the hearts of 

thousands of amateur radio operators. It represents probably the greatest challenge 

for radio operations, at least for those of us who donôt own a communications satel-

lite. Imagine what it takes for a radio wave to get from Heard Island to somewhere 
in Canada. Leaving the island with a few hundred watts of power, it spreads out in 

a flattened cone perhaps 10Á wide, bouncing back and forth between the ionosphere 

and the Earthôs surface, losing its power by heating the atmosphere and the wet 
ground. By the time it reaches its destination, the beam is 2000 miles wide and 20 

miles high. A piece of aluminum tubing about 20 feet long catches about a square 

foot of it, about one trillionth of the original wave. Heating your cup of coffee with 
this power would take roughly 3000 years. 

     The worst problem with contacting Heard Island by radio is, of course, the sim-

ple fact that, almost always, there is no one there. Regardless of your best hopes 
and dreams, the over whelming likelihood is that there is no radio on Heard Island. 

Nor is it likely that there will be one anytime soon. Your best option for talking 

with Heard Island is to stay tuned, and wait. 
 

Encounter... 

   We might as well have been stepping onto another planet. The four of us exited 

the helo onto a landscape that was so utterly foreign we wondered if we had the 

wrong island. A slight drizzle misted out glasses, making the scene appear fuzzy 

and indistinct. In the failing light, the jet-black volcanic rocks were wet and shiny, 
like metallic coal. We were vaguely aware of the mountains around us, but they 

were list in the slowly drifting elevated fog. To the North, huge hummocks of moss 
were outlined by dark brown gutters of slippery mud. To the East a low ridge lay 

covered in glistening black mounds, erratically strewn with jagged boulders. To the 

South, a wide and low sandy plain was almost completely flooded from an ephem-
eral creek. Beyond the creek, to the West, lay the ghostly ruins of an outpost from 

long ago, its metal buildings slowly disintegrating into shards and rust. There was 

no color; only black and less black. Even the disappearing light seemed to have a 
spooky blackness. The island stretched away to awesome distances, a phantasmic  

spectacle of hugeness. For a few frozen moments, we gazed in awe at the grand 

bleakness around us. It was pointless to speak. Anyway, there wasnôt time. 
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ñOn the whole, the island was a depressing place. There was little 

beauty in the gaunt gray rocks, the barren flat and grim precipitous 

coastline. But despite that, there was something of almost indefinable 

loveliness about it. In the morning sunrise, the great mountain was a 

heap of sparkling diamonds, reflecting flashing tints. When the sky 

behind the dome was the pale clear blue of the Antarctic, the mountain 

was awesome. When a full moon glinted round the ice slopes the dome 

shone like silver. At sunset, the shadows flitted in long lines across the 

glaciers, the mountaintop was a dome of gold.ò 

     This is the story of an expedition to Heard Island, in the 

subantarctic Indian Ocean, during January, 1997. Twenty 

men, supported by hundreds of others, spent two weeks at 

the bottom of the world and the bottom of the sunspot cy-

cle, making a world-record number of two-way radio con-

tacts using the callsign VKÏIR. For those of us who were 

participants, it was an amazing journey to the edge of our 

planet and beyond the edge of our experience. But it was 

much more than that: It was a new kind of journey for ama-

teur radio: a shared, collective experience in which thou-

sands worldwide use advanced            technology to be-

come nearly real-time                                participants in 

this extraordinary adventure.  
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Volcano... 

     We shared the binoculars and looked at the mountain. There, just off the summit 

to the west, was a tiny protuberance of snow, and there was a thin ribbon-like cloud 

attached to it. It was a steam vent. Big Ben was erupting! To us it appeared tiny, and 
compared with the mountain it was tiny. But a quick mental estimate indicated that 

the protuberance was probably several hundred feet high, and the vent a blistering 

rush comparable to the outpouring from a nuclear reactor cooling tower. I thought of 
the discovery of volcanism on the Jovian moon Io, when someone noticed an almost 

imperceptible cloud in a photograph from Voyager.  

 

Glacier... 

     Late in the afternoon James and I took an extended hike to the glacier at the foot 

of Big Ben. We both took our video cameras. The wind was brisk, and blew the 
tenuous fog and fine grit across the nullarbor against our back. Seen from far away, 

we must have appeared ghostly apparitions floating on a shimmering lake. Near the 

rock house where I had rested several days before we encountered a group of about a 
dozen king penguins. One, then a second, waddled away from the group and fol-

lowed us for a quarter of a mile or more. They waited while we made a close-up 

inspection of a sleeping leopard seal, noting a bright red tag clipped in its tail. Even-

tually it lifted its head sleepily, and humped slowly into the surf. Hundreds of sea-

birds we replaying tag with the breakers, rising to avoid being clobbered, then settled 

behind the crest, snapping up small morsels. Further along the beach a solitary ele-
phant seal was sleeping and we skirted it to the end of the spit. 

     At that point our way was blocked by a torrent of glacial runoff. It was a yellow-

gray with sediment, and very cold. Directly in front of us was the butt end of the 
glacier, dirty and fractured, and large chunks of ice littered the beach. A huge tunnel 

was evident at the edge, and a river of water poured out of the opening with a loud 

roar. It occurred to me that this was how a glacier eliminated wastes. This was the 
glacier doing its #1! We tried to find a way across the river so we could proceed 

along the foot of the glacier, but the water was too deep, too fast. Turning to the 

right, to the West, we climbed the gentle rolling mounds of the terminal moraines. 
There was no ice, only huge piles of cobbles, gravel, and mud, dropped at the poste-

rior end of the glacier. This was glacial excreta, where it did its #2. The analogy was 

complete.  
 

Hike...  

     In a dark gray drizzle, we walked rather briskly along the wide flat sand rimming 

Atlas Cove. Now and then we forgot to watch ahead and nearly walked straight into 

a pod of elephant seals. A solitary skua stirred slightly as we passed, staring with one 

eye or the other. More fur seals than I remembered when we were there before, 
watching us, ready to act aggressively. 

     A mile further we were walking along a cobble beach with a violent surf. As the 

water rushed out, and then back in again, the cobbles made a fearful racket. Now and 
the beach was partially blocked by rockfalls or soil ridges, and we had to climb up to 

pass. In some places the passage was practically in the surf, and the rocks were cov-

ered with slippery kelp. Once we had to wait for the surf to slide away before we 
could pass.  

     A cobble breakwater against the foot of a grassy cliffébizarre piles of that yel-
low stringy kelp that looked like space alienséfur seals demanding we walk to the 

sideélarge mats of seaweed clung around by the breakerséEvery hour Hans talked 

with Willy on the handheld, and gave him the news that we were OK. 
 

 

Village... 

     Wes began to turn things on. Heard Island Light and Power was up! Others ar-

ranged the area around the water containers and began filling the large blue jugs and 

orange coolers. Heard Island Waterworks was working! 
     Now to my delight, several team members discovered the tractor and wagon, using 

it to carry around heavy things like big cases of food and gasoline barrels. Late in the 

afternoon, my precious tractor refused to start. I fell into an instant depression. Mike 
N6MZ opened it up and determined that the battery ground connection was open. 

Grinning widely, he announced that he had just performed Heard Islandôs first-ever 

bypass operation. 
 

A radio city...  

     The antenna inventory looked like a hardware store. A dozen large white PVC 
pipes ten feet long. A pile of steel tripod parts. Stacks of elongated wooden crates 

containing four antennas eachðthe four-squares produced by Glenn WÏGJ. In a few 

hours Glenn and his team had the 40m four-square up in the mossy tussocks just north 
of the village, and they were working on the 0m four-square at the edge of the Nullar-

bor plain, perhaps 500 feet from the village. Although it seemed quite reasonable at the 

time, we were reminded that this was the first time any expedition had ever deployed 

four-square antennas, and we had them for 40, 80, and 160! We relished the reports 

that would almost certainly be returned from these hot antennas.  

 

VKØIR QRV... 

     ñJohn. This  is Peter. 

John, weôre ready to go on 
the airéYep. Nothing to 

add. Weôre ready with four 

stations. Weôll try to get 
two more ready later to-

day.ò 

     It was shortly before 7 
AM in Belgium, shortly 

before noon on Heard 

Island. By agreement, 
VKÏIR would not be 

QRV until John ON4UN 

said it was. He would be 

the first QSO, and then, 

only then, would he turn 
the rest of the world loose. 

     ñYepéYepéSee you 

on 20 meters.ò 
     Most of the team gath-

ered in OP-1. Its 12x12 ft 

area was roomy and warm. 
Ralph dialed  the 

FT1000MP to 14.195 

MHz and tuned up the 
Alpha.  

     ñON4UNB. ON4UN. 

ON4UN. This is VKÏIR. 
John, are you there?ò 

     ñRoger. Roger. Roger. 

Five-and-nine. Five-and-
nine. ON4UN.ò 

     There was a joyous 

whoop in OP-1, and some-
one yelled ñLog him!ò 

     We got to work. Like 

pilots racing for their 
aircraft, we raced for the 

radios. Within minutes, five stations came on the air, simultaneously. Willy and I went 

to OP-2, where we had set the station of SSB operation. I tuned up and made a speech, 
and turned the station over to Willy. In minutes, it was bedlam.  

 

 


