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t used to be that when cruising boats

packed into a corner of an anchor-
age, it was for better holding ground.
Today, the favored corners are of-
ten prized for what’s ashore nearby: a
Wi-Fi hotspot.

In January 2009, Practical Sailorlooked
at ways to maximize the range of 2.4-gHz
wireless connections to Internet access
points. One product reviewed for that
report, the 5mileWiFi ($400), lived up to
most of our expectations. It solidly con-
nected to a hotspot atop a hotel more than
4 miles away. Even so, testers concluded
that expecting a five-mile Wi-Fi connec-
tion everywhere you go is too optimistic,
particularly given the amount of radiated
noise and signal interference in a typical
anchorage or marina.

T
nce that test, the Wi-Fi e has
ed rapidly, with sever- sducts
.«e hielp of

e began a

*h for alternatives to . “WiFi,
sing on products geaic: 1 the
ne market. The most cc nits
:d at cruising sailor~ two
aitted

«d signal.

Performance claims for thesegproducts
usually tout the “boosted” output power
or EIRP (Effective Isotropic Radiated
Power). However, simply looking at total
output of a Wi-Fi signal doesii’t presenta
full picture. (See “Ideal Performartice-Bal-

argest Wi-Fi an-
is test, The Wirie (red
box on arch in photo) is still small,
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Most marine Wi-Fi products

or nearly meet the Federal
munications Commission’s
C) 1-watt limit for transmitter

power output, and many different
share the same basic hard-
this reason, other factors

se of installation, user
@cessories, price, war-

ranty, and product support can
carry more weight. How you plan
to use the device also matters. Some
antenna are better adapted for per-

manent
t C T.

To contain the scope of the proj-
ect, PS focused on three products
suggested by readers: the Bad Boy

Xtreme from Bitstorm, the Rogue
Wave from GeoSat Solutions, and
The Wirie, developed by cruising
couple Mark Kilty and Liesbet
Collaert. All three products
are marketed specifically

to boaters, and they rep-
resent the two principal

types of devices that us-

ers will find: USB-type

units that plug into

computer or laptop

The Bitstorm Bad Boy Xtreme can be fitted with a
cigarette-lighter-style plug to supply 12-volt power.
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“bridges” that network via

er’s Ethernet port to providé

the Internet.
The Bad Boy

Xtreme forlong-range receptlon, the more
portable Bad Boy Express, and the Bad
Boy Unleashed for setting up an onboard
wireless network.

ue Wave is one of several

ships. The thlrd product we tested, The
Wirie, was designed by cruising sailors.
The unit is essentially an external Wi-Fi
adapter designed for home use that has
been converted for the marine market
by putting it in an insulated, watertight
box and connecting it to a marine-grade
antenna.

The selection is by no means exhaus-
tive, and we welcome readers’ comments
on devices they have used. Some PStesters
have achieved good results with non-ma-
rine exterior antennas (the 11-dBi puck-
type, for example), but for cruisers who
spend a lot of time on the move, getting a
marine-oriented system with 6- to 9-dBi
antenna will ensure longer service life and
better connectivity in more places.

HOW WE TESTED

All three units were installed and con-
nected to a three-year-old laptop running
Windows XP (Service Pack 2). Connectiv-
ity was evaluated multiple times at two
locations around Sarasota, Fla. The pri-
mary location for testing was the anchor-

tion difficulty, quality of instructions,and
ease of use. Hardware components were
inspected for potential failure points, and
any water-resistance claims
Although two es,

reliable. In practice, no single device stood
out for its range or superior connectivity
at elther location. The chief differences
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Bitstorm Bad Boy Xtre :nted
1teresting challenee > add
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2 to us.)
juxtaposition to its nam 2me
ware stood out for it ap-
rod-
rience

installing hotspots for variousgmarinas.
The heart of the unit is the 6-inch-long
Bullet2HP from Ubiquit (www.ubnt.com),

thernet bridge with a built-in
rocessor, 16-MB SDRAM, and
h memory. Output is rated at
mW. Because the Bullet2HP is ef-
andalone processor directly
ntenna, it can be located
et away from the laptop
5 @hperformance.

The BulletZHP has a standard RJ45
Ethernet plug on the bottom protected
by a split rubber seal that fits around
the Cat-5 Ethernet cable. The common

To extend service life, owners
will want to seal RJ45 connec-
tor connectors with dielec-
tric grease, which Bitstorm
thoughtfully provides. These
are not marine-grade con-
nectors, in our view. Maxi-
mum power consumption
is listed at about 7 watts,
or 0.6 amps in a 12-volt
system. Typical power
consumption is 300-
400mA at 12 volts.
The Bullet2HP can
also be purchased
alone from dealers
for about $80.

The stan-
dard Xtreme
kit ($170)
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The Rogue Wave features a folding, hinged antenna
and a 110-volt/12-volt power injector. A 12-volt power
injector and a fixed 8-dBi gain antenna are.options.



comes with

Cat-5 wire, this polyethylene coated wire
will hold up better to ultraviolet rays.

with the Varlety of conditions in a typlcal

Bad Boy can als¢
cally connect to
access point.

An optional 100-240 VAC power injec-
tor costs extra. The main difference be-
tween this product and the Rogue Wave
is the software. The Rogue Wave’s inter-

impler, but the Xtreme’s d It
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Having been in the recreational and
commerc1al marine Wi-Fi business for

the interface is a step up and the company
has a wider dealer network.

THE WIRIE
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ongyuser-friendly
idge setups. It
it fSTeetiort)

ard computers using the

computer’s Internet Connection Sharing
feature. Unlike the 5MileWiFi we tested
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imposed by USB standards, you’ll need

IN

run 1s above decks, you'll have a vulner-

SB extension cable for every
15 feet of cable. This means that
n 15 feet of the required cable

upjon exposed to weather. PoE
e as long as 300 continu-

cgyirawback—for those
of us without a teenager handy—
is that this unit requires installing
new software and drivers. Conflicts
with the internal card on our lap-
ore than an hour.,,

you are looking for a solid, compact mast-
head or rail mount at an affordable price,
this is a good choice.

WAVE WI-FI ROGUE WAVE

The Rogue Wave is one of a several high-
tech communication devices from Wave
Wi-Fi that cater to yachts, marinas, and
commercial boats.

The Rogue Wave is based around the
same Bullet2HP device that anchors the
Xtreme Bad Boy. The standard Rogue
package, which retails for $400, comes
with 25 feet of interior grade, Cat-5 cable,
afolding “duck” antenna, a 110-volt (con-
verting to 12-volt) plug-in power injector,
and a short length of Cat-5 cable to go
from the injector to the laptop. A users’
guide on disc is also provided. A direct
12-volt power kit is optional.

Despite the hardware similarities with
the Bad Boy Xtreme, we noted several
key differences. The standard folding
duck antenna is a lower profile unit with
a hinge that makes it adaptable to verti-
cal mounting. It fared well in testing, but

lem.
While cruising in the Caribbean
aboard their 35-foot Fontaine Pajot cata-
Rt FColT==hcametupwith

~ster that
dbe pade ncing o >-shelf
ponents. The Wirle ¢ s the
il loss of a long coax 1 king
Jfa Network 1,000-~ wire-
putting it
[“ngthiof
ial cable joins
dapter toan
1Bantenna.
kit, includ-

bracket and 15
feet of USB ca-
ble costs $250.
Because the
USB adapter
operates like a
familiar inter=
nal Wi-Fi card,
somemightfind
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The Wirie’s insulated and watertight
box protects the Alfa Wi-Fi adapter.

displays a number to call inside
the door of each unit. Finally, The
Wirie is less streamlined than the
Bullet2HP-based units.
In spite of the installation chal-
lenge, PS liked The Wirie for a
few reasons. Even though the Wi-
Fi adapter is designed for interior
use, the box will better stand up to
a beating than the Bullet2HP.
We submersed the box for 30
minutes in 3 feet of water,
and it remained bone dry.
We wouldn’t dare try that
with the Bullet2HP.
The other advantage of
The Wirie is that once you
buy the box, you can contin-
ually upgrade the hardware,
orreplaceitatamodest cost.
The Alfa sells separately for
about $40 online.
Once installed, The
Wirie performed as adver-
tised. The software inter-
face was easy and familiar,
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The Wirie’s chi i t@see a longer warranty. For
tability. You can easily remove the Alfa  dations. the outdoor enthusiast with boats and RVs
from the box, screw on its original 5 dBi In terms of getting the essentials ata  who wants a rugged, portable antenna,
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BITSTORM, 647/724-8328,
www.bitstorm.com
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advantages and each had features tha concerned. about hay omeone back
& = rVr 8 rL o - .
-9 ..n_a _ ° '1 A r A AR 1 | '1 A k \
AN EANA CFFIC ENCY

Ideal Performance Balances Gain and Environment

ieald Saile

he total effective radiated
er of a transmitter is

munications Commission
allows a maximum EIRP of 36
decibels over isotropic. This
represents the sum of the
power of the Wi-Fi device and
any gain in strength at the
antenna, minus signal loss in

the line. The Bac >me (6 dBi, left), the Rogt )dBi,

Almost every Wi-Fi anten-  mijddle, > Wirie (8 5 dRi._riaht) - deroinni-
na will deliver some degree iroctic reception.
of gain in the strength of the 1,1, il by Bistorm)
radiated s.lgnal.. This gain, shows | \gadistancehigh=dR] Xathet work
measured in decibels (dB) or | ,

. . . as well i close under a marina tra

sometimes decibels overiso- ..., . ....oiiiiiiiiiiiiiintinsintinsinsinnne
tropic (dBi), is usually achieved
through a more directional radiation p. inent, these can have a greater potential point-
antenna or whip is considered omni- & However, because the 2.4-GHz Wi-Fi frequency
most of its signal in the horizontal plan unobstructed line of sight for good transmission, a

a respectable amount of gain. Most of the units on the marine  broader radiation pattern can be more effective in a cluttered

market operate at or near the FCC's maximumes, pairing anearly  environment like a marina or harbor. This is particularly true

500- to 1,000- mW Wi-Fi device and a 6- 159-dB antenna. for boats, because they are unstable and tend to operates in
There are higher dB “yagi” antennas on the market, and in -~ different locations.
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