SOTA Adventures in the Grampians
Ron Cook VK3AFW

What is SOTA?
I had qualified for my Keith Roget Memorial National Parks award so the next
challenge was the Summits on the Air (SOTA) activity. SOTA is an activity that
originated in the UK and is now up and running throughout the world with Australia
becoming part of the activity earlier this year.
Amateur Radio operators climb or walk to the top of prominent summits and operate
on various radio bands thereby activating that summit. Points are awarded for each
activation, with higher summits scoring more points. It is not a competition as such,
there being no set times of operation and you set your own goals. If you are
interested in radio, mountains, adventure and the outdoors SOTA might be the ideal
radio activity for you. The main SOTA web site is: http://www.sota.org.uk/
The first Australian registered activity was based in VK3 but the other states followed
soon after. Details are at:
\http://www.sota.org.uk/Associations/viewAssociation/prefix/VK3
Certificates are available for multiples of 100 points with 1,000 points earning the
Mountain Goat Award for activators and the Shack Sloth Award for contacts with
activators.
While much of the travel to the peak can be by vehicle, the final approach to the
operating position must be made on foot and the station must be clearly independent
of any transport. The operating position must be inside the Activation Zone which is
determined by a contour line 25 m below the summit.
There are over 600 peaks registered in Victoria and with equivalent numbers in other
states so the chances are that there will be a SOTA peak near you.
My First Activation: Mt William.
I have worked a number of people participating in SOTA over the prior month and
decided to take the opportunity to activate a couple of my favourite peaks, Mt William
and the Sundial peak in the Grampians. We were travelling back from Adelaide on a
Friday so a 24 hour break at Stawell was taken to allow visiting the Grampians. I
had packed my back-pack station which is currently based on an FT817ND, G5RV
antenna held up by a 7 m squid pole and a tuner. Power is either the FT817’s
internal batteries or an external gel cell.
Saturday morning 16th June 2012 was clear with a nice blue sky at sunrise. An
ascent of Mt William, the highest point in the Grampians at 1,167 m was declared

“go”. I had charged up my 12 AH gel cell (too heavy really but guarantees no lack of
power) and packed my 50 year old canvas and leather haversack the night before.
A good breakfast was devoured and then the haversack and a cut lunch loaded into
the car.
It had turned cloudy as I left the motel and the weather forecast was 60% probability
of rain but not until late in the day. The Victorian Alps are unpredictable weatherwise
so it was no surprise when I drove into cloud part way up the Mt William Road.
Mt William is accessed off the Halls Gap to Dunkeld Road. The turn off is just over
12 km South of Halls Gap and is well signposted. The road is sealed to the summit
however the last part of the ascent must be covered on foot as a large locked gate
prevents access to unauthorized vehicles. Here there is a small car park for the
convenience of hikers. The walk to the summit from the car park is 2 km and
includes some steeper grades rising 200 m to the summit but the sealed road makes
it easier.

Mt William from the South.
I donned my parka, hat and haversack and grasping the squid pole antenna mast
plodded up the mountain. Although I normally walk a fair number of kilometres each
week, the previous week had seen more wine and dine than exercise and I quickly
came to a halt gasping for breath under the load on my back and the effect of the
altitude. After 45 minutes I staggered onto the summit ridge at 1,167 m. It was no
more than 4 degrees, very windy with 30 knot gusts from the SW and of course very
foggy.
After a swig of water from a plastic bottle, a quick recce established that there was a
thicket which would shelter me from the wind with enough adjacent open ground to
run out the G5RV antenna.
I soon discovered that my method of rolling up the antenna wire had resulted in
some tangles, delaying the assembly. The rocks were covered in moss and were
VERY slippery. The bushes were spiny and spiky and inflicted a few irritating
scratches. Making mental notes to not break a leg I pressed on.

The author on site at Mt William.
The fog was condensing on some of the leaves and care had to be taken to avoid
the drips falling onto the rig or log book. My hands were very cold by the time the
mast was up and the G5RV wires tied off to the DCA station security fence and a
small tree. I ignored the alarming bending of the mast under the wind gusts. and
was ready to go at the planned time of 11:00 AM.
In trying to “fire up” on 40 m I discovered the ATU was not responding. The four AA
alkaline cells had given up in the cold. So, hoping I wasn’t risking blown finals, I
connected the coax directly to the FT817ND and made a point of not reading the
VSWR.

The FT817 protected by the log book and cardboard box. The haversack with
tools is on the left. Note the hammer for driving in the peg to support the
squid pole. Since then I have acquired one that weight about 60% less.

I immediately made contact on 7090 kHz with Wayne VK3WAM/P on Mt Richie, a
registered SOTA summit, so it was a SOTA summit to summit QSO to start with!.
Twelve further QSO’s were completed on 7095 kHz in the next hour, three VK5’s
and the rest VK3’s. This was a good result for maybe 2 to 3 watts radiated and my
first 6 points on the board.

Light rain started as I packed up. An ancient strap broke on my haversack. Neither
event dampened my spirit and a repair with some of the light cord I carried got me
ready for the descent. It took 20 minutes to retrace my steps to the car by which
time my jeans were wet although the parka kept my head and trunk dry. My broad
brimmed sun hat also deflected some of the rain.

The Second Ascent: Near Boroka Lookout
The original plan was to do the easier ascent of the Sundial Peak in the afternoon. It
is also 2 km from its car park but requires only about 100 m vertical climb. However,
before attempting it I returned to Halls Gap and bought new batteries for the ATU
and ate my lunch.
It kept raining. Clearly it was too wet for the rig on the Sundial Peak. A small tent
could have protected the rig and mike from the rain but I had not brought one.
It was time for a Plan B: Boroka Lookout.
To get to the carpark at the Lookout I took the Wonderland Road West from Halls
Gap for about 5 km and then the right turn onto the Mount Victory Road. After about
4.7 km I made the right turn onto the Mount Difficult Road. This is not sealed but
generally well graded albeit with a few pot holes and good 2wd quality. After just
over 5½ km I arrived at the Boroka Lookout car park. The activation zone starts
roughly where the vegetation meets the carpark. The lookout is not on the summit
but below the carpark and well worth the short walk on a well-marked path for the
view.
I had selected Boroka Look Out thinking that it might be dryer being in the North of
the Grampians and some 20 km from Mt William. No it wasn’t. I sat in the car with a
hot coffee enjoying passing showers.
I tested my laptop and Telstra mobile USB internet set-up which worked well. What
to do next? I decided to wait for Wayne VK3WAM/P to come up on his second
SOTA peak for the day, Donna Buang, and give him a contact from the car using the
mobile whip and the FT857D. It was still definitely too wet to take other rig out
although by now my parka and wet trousers were drying out. The question was
would it fine up in the next hour and let me activate the 857 m summit near the
Boroka lookout?

The view from Boroka Lookout.

At 3:20 pm I managed a scratchy contact with Wayne on his second SOTA peak for
the day and 10 minutes later the rain cleared. Would it stay dry? I had the feeling it
would so the haversack was hauled out and I set off with squid pole in hand.
There is a short track from the car park to a set of toilets. From there I bush bashed
through the open scrub up the hill until a low rock cliff was reached. A short
diversion to the right got me to a place where I could scramble up. The scrub opened
up a bit onto a broad ridge. Walking to the left on rising ground led to an area where
the mast could be raised and the two wires run out. A large nearby rock made a
handy table to place the set on. The highest point was a few metres further on but I
was within the activation zone and time was of the essence.
The ATU with new batteries quickly tuned and there was Wayne again on 7090 kHz
but this time with a good signal.
In half an hour I worked another ten stations in VK1, VK2 and VK3. This was in
addition to the second SOTA peak to peak QSO and a National Park to National
Park QSO with Wayne. By 4:30 pm the light was starting to fade so with another 4
points secured I shut down and packed up. The return trip was the reverse of the
ascent, a slippery scramble over the rocks and down through the scrub before the
car park was reached.

The 7 m squid pole mast and 300 ohm feeder at the site near Boroka Lookout.
The low cloud is evident.

The Wrap.
Two SOTA peaks were activated in the one day! My haversack was in need of
serious repair and my jeans were streaked with green (from the mosses) and black
(char from the bush fires a few years ago) but I was pretty happy with my first SOTA
outing.
It went well thanks to Wayne and the others worked. The little FT817 performed
flawlessly.
And while travelling to and from the Boroka lookout I worked Peter VK3ZPF in the Mt
Richmond and Mt Eccles National parks, another plus for the outing.
Next time? I made plans to change the antenna to the VK3PF & VK3ZPF multi
dipole design so that if the ATU fails the dipole will present an acceptable SWR on at
least part of the band. A resolution was made to look at getting a lighter battery or
take the IC706 to make more use of the battery capacity.
I felt I deserved my steak and glass of red wine that night.

