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F  YOU HAVE A  MARINE
single s ide band (SSB) radio 
installed on your boat and you hold 
an amateur radio license, chances 
are you’ve heard Barbara Hodg-
son’s voice while boating in B.C. 
and the Pacific Northwest. She is 

the amateur radio (Ham) net control and 
manager for the Southern portion of the 

Great Northern Boater’s Net (GNBN). 
Barbara is a slight woman of 70-some-

thing years, with a gravelly, British 
accent, but do not let her age fool you. 
This energetic and feisty woman is a 
great-grandma to three, and a volunteer 
to friends, family and her community. 
Barbara and Gerry will be celebrating 60 
years of marriage in June. 

“I was 10 when I got married,” Barba-
ra is quick to say, “It helps my ego.” This 
quip is followed by a hearty laugh and a 
twinkle in her eye. 

There is a joke that persists among Bar-
bara, Gerry and those who know them. 
“Gerry is the technical guy; he keeps the 
radio system working. I am known as the 
mouthpiece,” laughs Barbara.
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The Great Northern Boater’s Net  
The GNBN, which operates at 3.870 MHz 
(LSB), is a amateur radio network set 
up for boaters cruising between Alaska 
and San Francisco. Darlene Minor (call 
sign KL0YC) operates the northern por-
tion from Dora Bay, Alaska, and Barbara 
(VE7KLU) operates the southern portion 
out of North Saanich, B.C. 

The northern portion of the net operates 
seasonally, starting April 15, and ending 
when the number of cruisers declines in 
the fall. Boaters can tune into Darlene at 
07:30 Paci!c time. The southern portion 
operates seven days a week, 12 months a 
year. You can tune into Barbara at 08:00, 
Paci!c time. 

To interact with the GNBN, boaters will 
need to install a marine SSB and obtain 
a certificate of proficiency in amateur 
radio. To earn your certi!cate and a call 
sign, operators are required to pass a 
written exam. Most people take a radio 
course and write the exam through the 
local radio club or an organization such 
as the Bluewater Cruising Association.  

The Beginning  Barbara’s GNBN jour-
ney all started in 1997 when her hus-
band, Gerry, announced he was going to 
get his Ham license. Barbara’s reaction 
was, “If you are going to get your license, 
I am going to get mine too.”

“Little did I know how I was going to 
get involved in the whole thing,” she 
proclaims. 

Barbara has been with the GNBN since 
September 2003, when the previous net 
control moved out of the country. If some-
one didn’t take over the frequency and 
time slot, it would be given up to a differ-
ent group or individual. Barbara was not 
going to let this happen, so she took on 
the role as net control on the GNBN.

Over the years Barbara has shaped the 
southern portion service into an entity 
that not only communicates with boat-
ers, but also serves as an agent for people 
needing to connect with their cruising 
families. It can be arranged for families 
on land to contact Barbara with their 
urgent message. Barbara will then share 
that message the next time the boat-
ers tune in to the GNBN. She has also 
worked with authorities to locate over-
due boaters. 

More often than not, Barbara connects 
boaters on the water with other boaters 
in the same or nearby areas to share local 
knowledge, exchange adventures and 
ignite friendships. One could liken her to 
a matchmaker for cruisers. 

The Routine  Barbara and Gerry live in 
a modest, comfortable home. You know 
you have reached their driveway by 
the towering antenna to the right of the 
house. 

The shack, as the radio room is univer-
sally known, is a small, brightly lit alcove 
on the upper "oor of Barbara’s home. It 
is tightly packed with radio components, 
computer equipment, books and !le fold-
ers of past logs. “Look at this,” Barbara 

says holding a three-inch thick folder, 
“this is from one month, last summer.” 

“During the summer months, I can 
receive up to 30 calls per day. Last July 
there were 900! It is a task to keep the log 
up to date and current,” Barbara says. “The 
[GNBN] can continue until past 09:00.

A typical day for Barbara starts at 06:30. 
First order of business—fresh, hot coffee. 
With coffee in hand, Barbara prepares 
the logbook, which requires a review 
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of yesterday’s entries. Each day she logs 
information from all of the GNBN boat-
ers in her area, and notes their locations 
and where they are planning to visit 
next. She then uses this information to 
estimate how many boats she will be 
contacting in her upcoming broadcast. 

At 08:00 you will hear Barbara’s greet-
ing: “Good morning and welcome to the 
southern portion of the Great Northern 
Boater’s Net. This is Barbara, VE7KLU. 
I am looking for any emergency traf! c. 
Please come now.” 

After dealing with emergencies, if any, 
Barbara moves on to boaters who are 
offshore or heading offshore. Follow-
ing this category, she calls for boaters 
who require an early start and an early 
check in. Next is the roll call, where Bar-
bara calls the boats alphabetically by 
call-sign suf! x. After this, she will put 
out a call to any boaters who may have 
missed a cue, or to any new stations 
wanting to check in. Boaters calling in 
for the ! rst time soon learn this process 
never changes. 

Getting Started  As a ! rst-time user, 
be prepared for a heart-warming and 
enthusiastic welcome to the net. Initially 

to ask your location, how many people 
and animals on board, the names of the 
aforementioned, the weather conditions 
at your current location, and where you 
plan to be tomorrow. Ultimately, she 
will ask, “Is all well on board?” 

With decades of experience on the 
water, both racing and cruising, Barba-
ra and Gerry have been to many of the 
coastal locations from which boaters are 
calling, so they can relate to the many 
experiences boaters will encounter. 

“We keep a detailed description of your 
boat, your sail plan (if you have one), 
names of crew, as well as a land-based 
contact person,” Barbara says. “Pat, MV 
Tonga (VE7GZZ), is our database gal. 
This is something the other nets on the 
West Coast do not appear to do. This 
database is only used when assisting the 
Coast Guard in the event of an emergen-
cy. It is not public information.” 

“All boaters have my email and phone 
number,” Barbara adds. “They give my 
information to their families who can 
contact me if traf! c (a message) needs to 
get to the boaters, or vice versa. Some of 
the great traf! c I have passed over the 
years includes a new baby born, a house 
sold, and family all well.”

“Occasionally I must relay sad news, 
which calls for compassion and tact 
when sharing via radio,” Barbara 
reveals.

When the net has concluded for the 
morning, Barbara spends another hour 
contacting families to share traffic, 
updating her logbook and reviewing 
emails. 

“Bless his heart,” Barbara says while 
speaking of her husband. “While I am 

Barbara has been with the GNBN since 2003 and 
plans to stick around until she is “unable to talk.”
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you may feel a bit awkward, not know-
ing when to speak, but with a little expe-
rience you will soon become a regular. 

You may choose to just listen for a few 
mornings to get a feel for the routine. 
When you feel comfortable, at the end 
of roll call, and when Barbara calls for 
any new stations, pick up the micro-
phone and hail her. Once she acknowl-
edges you, Barbara will then continue 

PY_APR13_44-47_SSB.indd   46 08/03/13   7:17 AM



on the radio Gerry practices his cello 
and cleans the kitchen.” 

A Network of Enthusiasts  The 
GNBN is active 365 days per year, but 
Barbara and Gerry often take an extend-
ed vacation in late winter. This is the 
slow season. 

“In the winter, few boats check in, but 
several land and relay stations join me. 
We (the gang and I) keep the net alive 
during the winter to hold our frequency 
and time for the cruising months,” Bar-
bara says. 

“The gang” affectionately refers to a 
network of amateur radio enthusiasts 
who assist Barbara throughout the year. 
They support Barbara by taking over 
while she is on vacation, feeling under 
the weather, or tending to personal busi-
ness. The gang is comprised of land 
stations and some seasonal cruisers in 
Canada and the United States who are 
active on the net.

Barbara adamantly states, “This net 
would not survive without our relay 

are crowded, and they can monitor the 
progress of their friends so they can bet-
ter time a rendezvous. Also, if cruisers 
who are using the GNBN choose to ! le a 
sail plan with Barbara and share Barba-
ra’s contact information with their fami-
lies, everyone will have peace of mind 
that, should the need arise, traf! c can be 
relayed to cruisers.

“As a single-hander (half of the time), 
it is crucial to me,” Roly said. “In isolat-
ed areas where I haven’t seen a boat for 
days, the net is my lifeline.”

A Personal Experience  As a user 
(VA7TDA) of the GNBN, I too, have met 
many cruisers, first through the radio 
and then in person. Hearing Barbara’s 
voice, or the voice of someone ! lling in 
for her, is a great comfort, and I know 
that many boaters feel the same way.

When asked how much longer she 
will continue as the net control, Bar-
bara confessed the idea of leaving does 
not sit well with her. “I suppose,” she 
says, thoughtfully, “I will stay until I am 
unable to talk.” 

THE GNBN OFFERS 
PEACE OF MIND TO 
BOATERS ENTERING 
REMOTE REGIONS 
OF THE COAST
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stations, of which there are quite a 
few—too many to name. They pick up 
the stations I can hardly hear and they 
relay any traffic and put call-outs for 
other stations. They are a great bunch.”

The Benefi ts  Roly Brown, MV Tropic 
Isle (VE0TI), is one of the net’s seasonal 
relays, and has been with the net since 
2001. 

“Barbara is greatly loved. When it is 
time her to retire, the net will not be 
as popular, it won’t be the same,” Roly 
says. “The net is a big community. You 
have an opportunity to learn and to 
meet people. It is our choice if we want 
to meet them or not. Often we do. Meet-
ing on the net breaks down any barriers 
prior to meeting in person.” 

“One year,” Roly adds, “I met [in per-
son] over 20 new people.” 

Listening to the net can offer boat-
ers valuable information on weather 
conditions in the area they are headed, 
they can learn if certain anchorages 
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