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WI-FI (RHYMES WITH HI-FI)
is the brand name coined by an
industry group to promote a set of
standards that define ways to net-
work computers and other devices
together using radio frequencies.
Contrary to popular myth, “Wi-Fi”
is not a contraction for “wireless fi-
delity,” but rather just a handy term
to use that rolls off the tongue a bit
easer than saying “IEEE Specifica-
tion 802 dot 11 dot blah blah.”
Wi-Fi use expanded quickly
starting in the early 2000s as coffee
shops, airports and hotels set up
wireless access points, or “hotspots”
as they’re often called, as a value
proposition to attract customers.
More recently, the McDonalds
hamburger chain and even many
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refer to the chapter and verse in the
official Wi-Fi standards document)
operates in the SGHz frequency
range. This was super-
seded by the 802.11b, then
802.11g standards, which
are faster and operate in
the 2.4GHz frequency
range. There is an even
snappier mode, to be
dubbed 802.11n in the
works. When you are
looking at the specs
for Wi-Fi gear, the
letters simply refer
to the frequency
band and speed

municipalities
have jumped on
the Wi-Fi band-
wagon. Here

in the States,
companies like
Beacon Wi-Fi
and Broad-
bandXpress

specialize in

setting up wire- }
less access points

for marinas and
waterfront busi-

nesses that serve the

cruising community,
and new locations are

being added almost potential of the
every day. equipment.
Wi-Fi comes built in Wi-Fi is a

to even the least expen-
sive laptop computers
these days. The standard

short-range
solution—as
a general rule

has been adopted interna- of thumb,
tionally, so your equipment outdoors

is capable of working with < 3 the signal is
the hotspots you'll find pretty designed to be good

for about 300 feet from the
access point (under ideal condi-
tions). But because of the radio
frequencies in use, Wi-Fi transmis-

much anywhere you roam.

The original Wi-Fi specifi-
cation, technically referred to as
802.11a, (those numbers and letters
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sions are often subject to interfer-
ence from adjoining Wi-Fi net-
works and other devices. Believe it
or not, some cordless phones, baby
monitors and microwave ovens are
examples of equipment that oper-
ate in the same frequency range as
Wi-Fi. Also, Wi-Fi connect speeds
get slower as the signal weakens,
and may be so slow or intermittent
as to be unusable at the fringe of a
hotspot’s coverage area.

When the hotspot signal is
strong enough, the wireless adapter
built-in to your laptop will likely be
adequate. On those occasions where
the signal is too weak to maintain a
good connection, the easy and obvi-
ous answer is to get closer to the

access point by
relocating, say
to the marina
lounge or an
Internet café up
the street. But
moving may
not be exactly
convenient if

it involves, say,
a wet dinghy
ride in to shore, or if you're trying
to do some online research while
home-schooling the kids at anchor.
For these cases, consider adding an
external adapter to improve signal
quality and raise the odds of main-
taining a good connection from
further away.

For instance, you may get some
modest improvement by taking a
dongle-style USB/Wi-Fi adapter,
such as those made by D-Link,
IOGear, Linksys and others, and
moving it “into the clear” up on
deck with a USB extension cable.
I’ve resorted to this on occasion,
and it works OK as a temporary
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