The Alba Chronicles
Neville Howarth
www.thehowarths.net
A HOWARTH BOOK: 0 111 22222 3
Copyright (c) Neville Howarth 2013
The right of Neville Howarth to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1998.
Condition of Sale
This book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise be lent, re-sold, hired out or otherwise circulated in any form other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.
Howarth Books are published by Neville Howarth who can be contacted at neville@thehowarths.net
Prologue
We bought “Alba” our Hallberg Rassy 42F in Grenada in April 2011. We’ve only been on board for nine months, but we’ve packed in a fair few miles and have been working on the boat to get her ready for a circumnavigation.
Our previous book chronicles our time in the Windward Islands, Trinidad, Venezuela and the ABC islands.
We’ve had a ball, and are now preparing to go north to visit the USA before heading south towards Panama and the Pacific.
January 2012
1 January 2012 Chatham Bay to Sandy Island, Carriacou
We all had major hangovers, but had to get up and start our journey back to Grenada. We motored around the island to Clifton Harbour where I cleared out. I was charged $115 EC (£30), so it’s cost us £150 for the privilege of visiting St Vincent for a week – very expensive.
We had a fabulous broad reach down to Carriacou – doing seven knots at times. After anchoring off Hillsborough, I went to clear in. I managed to find the Immigration Officer, but the customs were closed so they told me to finish the customs process in Grenada.
Back on the boat, we motored over to Sandy Island where I chilled out, trying to recover from yesterday’s diving and partying, while the others went to the beach and snorkelled.
2 January 2012 Sandy Island to Port Louis Marina, Grenada
It was a very rough night, with rain squalls and big gusts of wind. I didn’t sleep well, having to keep closing the hatch and worrying about being on a mooring. I feel much more secure when we’re anchored. I hate the thought of being attached to a mooring of indeterminate quality by a single rope - if the rope breaks then there’s not much indication that the yacht is adrift.
We left early, sailed off the mooring and had a very bouncy ride down to Ile de Ronde. We had too much main sail up for the 20-25 knot winds but, as we were going downwind, I didn’t bother to reef thinking that, although it made it harder to steer, it would be good fun for a couple of hours. That was okay until we started to hook fish. Brett caught a small tuna and then we hooked a big fish which screamed the line from the reel. Unfortunately, the line snapped because we couldn’t slow down enough.
As we approached Diamond Rock, we hooked two fish at the same time and tried to heave-to, but made a mess of it and ended up lying more beam on than we should have been – the wind was howling, the waves were crashing and we were heading for a cliff. Meanwhile, Brett, Craig and I were dancing about on the aft deck trying to haul in the two fish. Glenys had a sense of humour failure.
After fifteen minutes of chaos, Brett managed to haul in a nice 7lb Dorado on the heavy “birds” line, but Craig lost his fish on the fishing rod when the fish went under the keel.
We called in at the anchorage at Ile de Ronde to regroup and recover for an hour. Brett gutted his tuna and Glenys made tuna mayonnaise sandwiches for lunch. We left at eleven o’clock and (with a deeper reef in the main) had a pleasant sail down to the north east coast of Grenada. I pulled in a small Spanish Mackerel after 10 minutes and Brett caught a very nice 5lb tuna half way down the leeward side of Grenada.
We motored into the marina in St Georges, arriving in time to spend an hour in the pool before happy hour. Glenys prepared Dorado Satay for dinner.
3 January 2012 Port Louis Marina, Grenada
Our visitors went into St Georges to have a look around, while Glenys and I tidied up and relaxed. I spent a couple of hours finishing a short video of the two week holiday complete with Christmas reggae background music.
We met them in the Nutmeg restaurant for a roti lunch and then we all retired to the pool for the remainder of the afternoon drinking rum punches and avoiding the odd rain showers.
Glenys and I were treated to a meal at the marina restaurant which was very nice.
4 January 2012 Port Louis Marina, Grenada
It rained heavily last night, so all the hatches were shut and it was a hot and sweaty night for everyone. Our visitors packed their bags ready for the return flight to the UK. They were finished by ten o’clock, so everyone went to the pool for a couple of hours to chill out.
We had lunch of Dorado sandwiches and last night’s left over pizza, and then sadly walked to the car park and hailed a taxi. It’s been a fantastic two weeks and we’ve packed in a lot of things especially sailing, snorkelling, diving and fishing. We probably won’t see our sons again for nearly a year, so it was a very emotional few minutes while we all hugged each other, before they climbed into the taxi and left us alone. Glenys had a little cry and we stood for a couple of minutes hugging each other in the car park.
Back on the boat, I wrote out a to-do list and started off by replacing the water sensor that had arrived in the Geest-line crate before Christmas. Glenys tidied up and made our bed in the back cabin. We’ve had the battery charger running on shore power for two days, so they were fully charged and in a fit state for testing with my new battery test meter. It indicated that the batteries are all okay and have a capacity of 85-90% of the official rating, which is nice to know.
We filled the water tanks and collapsed, then had a quiet evening and went to bed early.
5 January 2012 Port Louis Marina to Prickly Bay, Grenada
Glenys cleaned cockpit and bathrooms while we had access to a hose pipe with copious amounts of fresh water. There was very little wind when we left St Georges, so we motored around to Prickly Bay without raising a single sail.
I received an email from Graeme Henderson an ex-skydiving friend who is in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean. He’s using a satellite phone to get email – I must sort ours out when we get to the USA. Graeme’s expecting to make his land fall in Prickly Bay – it will be great to see him and his wife.
Reluctantly, I spent a few hours completing my 2010/11 Tax Return – even in paradise there’s no escape from death and taxes. It was fairly easy to sort it all out because I was able to submit the Return on-line. Unfortunately, I found that I owed them over £1,000, but the HMRC are now able to accept instant bank transfers, so I bit the bullet and transferred the money directly to them.
We chilled out for the rest of the afternoon, reading and having a quick nap to recover after two weeks of running about like a charter skipper.
We had a quiet night in.
6 January 2012 Prickly Bay, Grenada
I need to service the engine and generator, so I spent most of the morning reading the various manuals, making a couple of check lists, so that I don’t miss anything, and making sure that I have all of the various parts that I’ll need.
After lunch, we walked down to Ace Hardware and bought a couple of filters and 2 gallons of oil. I also bought a couple of cans of refrigerant. Back on Alba, I dug out my new charging gauge and recharged the freezer with refrigerant – it’s been gurgling for the past week and the pressure was down to 2 psi instead of around 10 psi.
Glenys spent the day chilling out. For a change, we had pork for dinner instead of fish.
7 January 2012 Prickly Bay, Grenada
Back into the routine of living on-board – up at seven o’clock, stretching exercises, breakfast and then jobs. It was the first time I’ve exercised for two weeks, so it was hard work motivating myself. I spent all day servicing the engine and generator. It went quite well until I came to do the oil change.
I’d let some seawater escape when I checked the sea water pump and there were a few litres of seawater in the bilge under the engine. When I changed the oil filter, a load of oil dumped into the bilge and mixed with the seawater giving me about a gallon of oily sludge to clean up using a sponge – very tedious and very messy.
Glenys worked hard at cleaning the stainless steel arch and fittings on deck and then spent two hours in the water, scrubbing the water line. There’s a persistent green slime growing at a prodigious rate. She tells me that I need to go down and scrub the bottom of the boat to get rid of barnacles and other growth. We’ll need to get hauled out and antifoul the bottom in the next six months.
8 January 2012 Prickly Bay, Grenada
I was aching all over from the exercising yesterday, so I gave it a miss today. It’s Sunday so we declared today a rest day. I caught up on our email and sorted out some posts for our website.
My brother, Andy and his family are coming out to see us in Antigua in the middle of February, so I spent some time buying a few things on the Internet that they can bring out with them.
When we lived on Glencora, our previous boat, Glenys had started to write a cookbook. After being asked by Tash and Brett for some recipes, she’s decided that she wants to publish a cookbook on our web site, so I spent three hours sorting out the layout of her web pages and she spent a couple of hours getting started. Watch this space...
9 January 2012 Prickly Bay, Grenada
I was very cold last night with only a single, light sheet to cover me. The temperature in the morning was 26°C, which is very warm in UK terms, so I think that I must be getting old. Glenys has dug out a duvet cover which is heavier and double thickness for me, so I hope that I’ll be warmer tonight.
I checked up on the progress of “Toots” across the Atlantic and found that Graeme won’t be here for another five days. We need to get up to Antigua to meet Andy so we’ve decided that we can’t wait and will leave in two days’ time. It’s a shame that we won’t see Graeme and Chris, but our paths may cross again in the future.
We’ve decided to do three consecutive day sails and head straight to St Lucia only stopping overnight in a couple of places. We’ll rest in Rodney Bay for a couple of days and then sail to Martinique to stock up on food and booze. For the remaining three weeks, we’ll be able to take our time and see the islands that we’ve not seen this time around.
We went to Spiceland Mall to do some shopping, picked up our cooking gas bottle and retired onto Alba for lunch. In the afternoon, I changed the filters on the watermaker and caught up on some administration while we still have an Internet connection.
10 January 2012 Prickly Bay to Hog Island, Grenada
I was much more comfortable last night wrapped up in my duvet cover. Goodness knows what I’m going to be like when we get up to the more temperate climate of the east coast of the USA later this year.
From eight o’clock, I watched the customs building with binoculars until I could see some activity. They’re supposed to be open at eight o’clock, but it wasn’t until quarter to nine that I ventured in. The older customs guy was there, but when I said that I wanted to clear out, he shook his head sadly and told me that the immigration guy was somewhere else and he didn’t know when he would turn up. Perhaps I could come back this afternoon?
Seething, I returned to the boat to wait. I did some mindless stuff and wrote an article for our web site about a hike in Mayreau. At eleven o’clock, I risked going in and found there were now two immigration officers – they obviously go around in packs. I cleared us out to go to Martinique.
We motored around to Mount Hartman Bay and went into the marina to get fuel. The marina staff were excited about the pending arrival of “Hemisphere”, which is apparently the largest catamaran in the world. We decided to have lunch alongside the fuel dock and watch the fun and games when this huge vessel came alongside. Twenty minutes later, I was bored of waiting, so we cast off and started to motor around to Hog Island. On the way, we met “Hemisphere”, who wisely decided to wait for us to come through the narrow channel between two reefs before continuing. Fame at last! I pissed off the skipper of the largest catamaran in the world.
Hog Island was pleasant; we had an early night in preparation for four days of bashing to windward.
11 January 2012 Prickly Bay to Tyrell Bay, Carriacou
The alarm went off at half past six. Funny how an alarm clock affects me – I normally get up at seven o’clock, so you wouldn’t think that waking up 30 minutes earlier would be such a hardship. I groaned and turned over, allowing Glenys to get up first.
As we went past Prickly Bay, I realised that this is the real start of our circumnavigation of the world. If we’re lucky enough to finish our planned voyage, we’ll be back here in five or six years’ time. It’s all about karma – “what will be, will be”. Prickly Bay was our landfall after crossing the Atlantic in 1993; Prickly Bay is where we bought Alba, and we’re now heading for pastures new. I wonder whether we’ll be back here?
There was very little wind, so we motored along the south coast and up the windward side of Grenada. At the north end of the island, we started to sail on a roughly north tack, but the current was pushing us west and the 6-9 foot waves from the north were stopping us dead in the water. I didn’t handle it very well and couldn’t decide how much sail to have out. After an hour of slowly sailing in the wrong direction, I gave up and we motor sailed for the next four hours, finally motoring dead upwind into Tyrell Bay.
We sailed 40 miles today, but we were hoping to get another ten miles further to Chatham Bay, so I’ve decided that I’m rubbish at sailing upwind and need to sort out Alba’s sail plan better. I’ve warned Glenys that I’m going to experiment tomorrow, so she should be prepared to have some exciting moments…
It looks like we’ll stop in Bequia tomorrow night, which is another 40 mile bash to windward. We had another early night.
12 January 2012 Tyrell Bay to Admiralty Bay, Bequia
Another half past six alarm and off at quarter past seven. We motored around the corner past Hillsborough and then sailed over to Union, motoring the last few miles because it‘s dead upwind and current. Then we sailed past Mayreau and on towards Bequia.
I played around with the sails and experimented with the amount of reef and found that I can get over six knots going upwind, but the boat is heeled over quite drastically (30-40°) with the downwind toe rail in the water some of the time. I can slow down to five knots by reefing the main and the jib and the amount of heel is more pleasant, but we’re then more easily stopped when we crash into steep waves.
We spent most of the trip beating along at six knots, which would be very wearing for more than a few hours. Glenys made a sandwich for lunch and said that it would be almost impossible to cook when we’re bashing to windward at that speed, so we’d have to heave-to for dinner if we were unfortunate enough to have to do this on a long passage. I feel much better about sailing upwind now.
We caught a nice barracuda a few miles outside Bequia. Fish for dinner again - I’m starting to crave minced beef. We anchored off Princess Margaret beach at four o’clock making it another eight hours of bashing to windward. Tomorrow should be easier because we’re only planning to go 15 miles to Cumberland Bay.
13 January 2012 Admiralty Bay to Cumberland Bay, St Vincent
Lazy start to the day. I managed to pick up someone’s internet router for free, so I caught up on emails. It’s Brett’s birthday tomorrow, so we transferred some cash into his account – before they flew back to the UK, Glenys gave Tash a birthday card telling him to look in his bank account.
I rang a company in Martinique that provides spare parts for Volvo engines and asked them to get me an exhaust elbow to replace the cracked and leaking one on our engine. It used up all of my remaining £6.00 of credit for a three minute call because I was using a Grenada SIM card in St Vincent – gutted…
We set off at ten o’clock and started to motor-sail out of the bay. I put up the main sail with one reef and foolishly let out the entire jib as we headed out. Suddenly, as we rounded the corner into the channel between Bequia and St Vincent, we had thirty knots of wind and steep breaking seas – will I ever learn? We heeled over dramatically and had to reef the flogging jib. I then had to go and dance the light fandango on the foredeck, getting drenched as I reefed the main. Even with a heavily reefed main and jib, we were crashing along at six knots. To make matters worse, Glenys took a big wave full on as she peeked out around the spray hood – she was dripping wet...
After twenty minutes, it calmed down and an hour later, the wind dropped completely as we entered the lee of St Vincent. We had to motor the rest of the way to Cumberland Bay – it was like we were on a different planet.
Cumberland Bay is a lovely bay with very steep hills surrounding it. The sea bed is also very steep and shallows extremely quickly near the shore. The only way to anchor in this bay is to drop a bow anchor in 10-15 metres of water and then take a stern line ashore and tie it onto something to stop the boat drifting back out to sea. The locals have cottoned onto the fact that taking a line ashore is a bit of a pain, so they row out and for $10EC (£2.50) will row your line ashore and tie you onto something.
Once tied on, there’s a procession of boat boys who come over and sell whatever they can – Mangos? Fish? A Hike up the volcano? Tomatoes? Dinner at a beach bar? They’re very pleasant about it and after 30 minutes, they left us in peace. I like this place.
On the way over from Bequia, our digital voltmeter started to show weird readings. I investigated and found that we have a deck leak, which is dripping sea water into our electrical panel – this is not good news, as there are a huge number of wires, switches and circuit boards in there that won’t like sea water. So instead of relaxing, I ended up disassembling part of the boat to find that the port genoa track is leaking. I did a quick bodge job, squeezing silicone sealant around the bolts, but I’m going to have to remove and reseal both genoa tracks in St Lucia – I’m not looking forward to it.
We had an early fish dinner, ready for an early start tomorrow.
14 January 2012 Cumberland Bay to Rodney Bay, St Lucia
We got up at six o’clock and managed to get away by half past six. Our shore line was tied up to Joseph’s bar and he’d said that he would un-tie it in the morning. I could see him on the beach and shouted over for him to release our rope. Unfortunately he has a very bad leg and moves extremely slowly, so it took him ten minutes to un-tie us, get into his boat and paddle out for his $10EC. I was itching to get away and nearly dived in the water to un-tie the damn rope myself.
The weather looked pretty grim as we motored out of the bay and up the coast of St Vincent - overcast and raining, but we could see sunshine ahead. I pulled up the main with a heavy reef in it and, when we hit the top of the island, we had steep, six to nine foot waves and 25-30 knots of wind. We sailed hard on the wind for 30 minutes, but we were being stopped by the waves and slowing down to 2-3 knots.
As we had to go thirty miles in these conditions, which would take at least six hours, I had a dilemma; I either put up more sail to get more power, but we would heel over more and it would be very unpleasant; or we could motor-sail which would be less unpleasant. I started the engine and we motor sailed across to St Lucia.
It was a tough five hours before we were in the lee of the Pitons. We were getting huge walls of water crashing along the deck, which would occasionally dump gallons of water into the cockpit. Glenys eventually put on her swimming costume and I spent the journey in a pair of swimming shorts. Fortunately, my bodge job on the deck leak seemed to work, but we also have a leak from the front hatch, which I’ll need to sort out now.
We motored up the coast of St Lucia and anchored off Pigeon Island in Rodney Bay at half past four. Steve and Lynn invited us over for cocktails on “Celebration” with “Sheer Tenacity” and Doug & Wendy from “Nahanni River”. It was a good evening, with lots of nibbles and rum punch.
15 January 2012 Rodney Bay, St Lucia
It’s Sunday today, so we had a quiet day. I’ve still not sorted out a regulator for the wind generator and noticed that the voltage on our batteries was up to 15.2 Volts again because it’s very windy. The high voltage is gradually boiling the batteries dry and they will be destroyed soon, so I spent four hours on the Internet deciding the best way to regulate the beast and then ordering some bits.
I received a quote from Martinique for the engine exhaust elbow and they want £500 for it! I managed to locate one in the UK for £250 and ordered it. My brother Andy will bring out with him to Antigua.
Glenys chilled out and did some more work on her cook book. She made Nachos and Fish Tortillas for dinner, so we spent a while taking photographs of her dishes for the web site – it’s not easy to get a good picture of a plate of food.
16 January 2012 Rodney Bay, St Lucia
I woke up wondering about our timetable for going to the States and whether to get hauled out there. I think that it might be cheaper to get some big jobs done there - I suspect that the labour charges might be more, but the materials will be much cheaper. After writing out a list of jobs, I reckon that we’d need to be hauled out for a month – June is probably the best time.
We’re only going to be here for another couple of days, so I prevaricated about whether to bother to clear in to customs. I decided to make the effort because we were going ashore anyway. After clearing in, we called in to see John and Sunny on “Notre Vie”, who are stuck here waiting for a new dinghy after they lost theirs in the big seas while towing it from St Vincent. We then went to the shopping mall for groceries.
Back on the boat, I started to look at boat yards in the Chesapeake. Mauri from “Smidge” has recommended one near Annapolis and I want to get some other quotes.
A Coast Guard boat cruised around the anchorage and chose to inspect us. The officer came on board, filled in a safety questionnaire and inspected our documentation – I’m so glad that I cleared in.
Later in the afternoon, we went to a “raft up” party organised by Helen and Dave from “Jammin”. There were over fifteen dinghies rafted up on a single anchor just off the beach, passing around hors d’oeuvres and drinking copious amounts of alcohol – very strange but enjoyable.
17 January 2012 Rodney Bay, St Lucia
We’re waiting for the wind and waves to drop, so that we can sail to Le Marin in Martinique. Today was a “hanging about” day.
I spent most of the day researching boat yards in the Chesapeake area. I finally whittled it down to four and sent emails off requesting quotations.
Glenys continued working on her cookery book. It’s fun but it’s becoming a little tedious taking food photographs – tonight was Three Layer Salad.
18 January 2012 Rodney Bay, St Lucia
I got up this morning planning to leave for Martinique tomorrow. Over breakfast, Glenys mentioned that we were going to do a repair on the sail. On the way up from St Vincent, we’d noticed that the sacrificial strip on the leech of the jib was starting to come loose. Bugger, I’d forgotten about that!
I lowered the jib to the deck and found that 15-20 feet of the sail needs repairing. I jumped in the dinghy and went into the marina to see the sail maker. He said that he would try to get it done in the next few days. What to do? Should we try to repair it ourselves which would take hours to do it manually with a needle and palm, or stay here for a few more days? I decided that I’d rather get it sorted out properly, so I arranged to drop the sail off tomorrow.
I was really annoyed with myself because I totally forgot about the sail problem and we’ve been sitting here for days just waiting for the weather to clear. As penance for my lack of planning, I decided to remove the leaking genoa track that I temporarily fixed in St Vincent. Glenys wisely decided to keep out of my way and went to a ladies-only afternoon at a local hotel.
It was very cathartic to be doing something. It took an hour to remove the ceiling linings and remove the track from the deck. I then spent four hours cleaning the old, sticky sealant from the deck and the track before I could refit it with new sealant.
I’d just about finished at five o’clock when Glenys came back from her Ladies Afternoon. She tells me that there were thirty ladies there, gossiping and then chilling out by the pool – I was glad to have missed it. Glenys says that’s why it was “Ladies Only”
We had Banana Bread and Quesadillas to be photographed this evening.
19 January 2012 Rodney Bay, St Lucia
I dropped the sail off at the sail maker and he says that he’ll try to get it back to us in four days’ time – I’m deeply depressed.
I spent some time working out how to fit a “pump out” facility to our holding tank. This is very glamorous. Normally our toilets flush our effluent directly out to sea. The American Government is very anal about this and has strict laws stating that you cannot discharge a marine toilet within 3 miles of the coast. I personally think that the billions of fish on the East coast of America produce more effluent than all of the yachts in the world, but who am I to argue with authority.
So anyway, we have a holding tank which will store our effluent. In the States they have pump out facilities that have a big vacuum hose that suck the effluent out of one’s holding tank. We don’t have a deck fitting to allow this, so that was my task today. I’ve figured out a way of doing it, so now all I need to do is get hold of the correct pipe fittings and drill a two inch hole in our deck for the fitting.
I spent the rest of the day mooching about, reading about our proposed sailing route through the Bahamas to the USA and then to Cuba. I received several quotes back from boatyards in the Chesapeake and it looks like a boat yard at a funky place called Deltaville is coming out on top.
We had Pizza for dinner tonight – no photograph session for a change.
20 January 2012 Rodney Bay, St Lucia
I woke up this morning with an urge to plan our future route around the world. I spent the whole morning pouring over a book that Brett and Craig bought me for Christmas called “World Cruising Routes.” I think that we’ll spend Christmas 2012 in Cuba, 2013 in Ecuador, 2014 in Mexico, 2015 in New Zealand, 2016 in the Far East, 2017 in South Africa and Christmas 2018 back in Grenada – subject to whims and waves of course.
After lunch, I went into the marina and the sail maker has now removed the sail from its bag and says that we can pick it up tomorrow at nine o’clock. I went back to the boat all excited and did a few jobs getting ready for leaving in the morning. Our plan is to spend the next four days beating upwind to Les Saintes, where we can chill out in the knowledge that Antigua is only a day’s sail away.
We went out for a meal at the small restaurant on Pigeon Island with “Celebration”, Jammin”, “Panchita” and Hakan and Anna from “Unicorn” – we drank too much rum punch.
21 January 2012 Rodney Bay to St Anne, Martinique
I picked up the sail at nine o’clock. He’s re-stitched the whole length of the sacrificial strip on the foot and leech - amazingly it only cost me £80.
I cleared out and rushed back to Alba. We soon had the sail back on, the outboard lifted on deck and the dinghy stored on the davits, so we were able to leave by half past ten.
It was very lumpy in the tidal race as we rounded the corner of the island, but we powered our way through the steep waves and settled down to another day of beating to windward. It wasn’t too bad with 20-25 knot winds and we sailed fine for a couple of hours. By the time that we’d crossed half way across to Martinique, we’d been pushed down wind/down current by two miles, so we turned the engine on and motor-sailed for the last couple of hours
We went into the anchorage in Le Marin and dinghied ashore to the supermarket to buy provisions ready for the arrival of Andy and family in a couple of weeks’ time. We loaded an impressive stack of drinks into the dinghy – 16 litres of orange juice, 15 litres of beer, and 42 litres of red wine in boxes. I’m not saying that they drink a lot, but…
As soon as we’d loaded the shopping on the boat, we went to around to the anchorage at St Anne and invited Rod and Mary from “Sheer Tenacity” over for drinks. Being in a French island, we had Moules Meunieres, Pain and Vin Rouge for dinner.
22 January 2012 St Anne to St Pierre, Martinique
We left at half past eight and had a terrific sail to Diamond Rock. It was very nice to be going downwind again even if it was only for a couple of hours.
Once around the corner of the island, the wind gradually came more on the nose and we had an exciting close reach across the Fort De France bay with winds gusting up to 25 knots pushing us along at over seven knots for a while. As we came into the lee of the mountains at the north end of Martinique, the wind dropped from 20 knots to zero in 100 metres. We switched on the engine and motored the rest of the way. We had such a fast journey, that we nearly went straight past St Pierre – the autopilot was on; I was reading and Glenys wasn’t paying attention.
We anchored off the town and went ashore to have a look around. St Pierre is an fascinating place. Around 1900, it was the largest city in Martinique and a major port, handling goods bound for St Lucia, Dominica and Guadeloupe. In 1902, the volcano to the north east of the town erupted and a pyroclastic cloud of hot gas and ash rushed down and engulfed the town. Out of the 30,000 inhabitants and the many ships at anchor, only two people survived. One was a prisoner in the poorly ventilated jail and another guy lived on the edge of town and was lucky.
The town has preserved many of the remains of the original buildings including the opera house and the jail next door, so it’s interesting to walk around.
Back on the boat we re-anchored on the other side of the pier because some Finnish guy had anchored ridiculously close to us. Alan and April from “Moody Blue” kindly invited us over for a beer.
23 January 2012 St Pierre to Rupert Bay, Dominica
The alarm went off at half past six – groan! We motored up coast of Martinique and then had a fast, bouncy, close reach doing seven knots across the 30 mile passage to Dominica. Once in the lee of the island the wind became fickle – sometimes no wind and sometimes katabatic winds of over 30 knots. We eventually gave up trying to sail and motor-sailed.
We were aiming to get to the anchorage at Castaways Hotel, but we arrived there at two o’clock, so we continued up to Prince Rupert Bay, which was quite busy. It’s a huge bay, but everyone crowds into one corner to escape the swell that hooks around the headland.
We were very tired after sailing for 60 miles and found it difficult to think never mind trying to anchor among yachts and moorings. It took us twenty minutes consisting of three, bad tempered attempts before we were settled - there’s coral in some places, but we eventually found a nice sandy patch in six metres depth and cracked open a nice cold beer.
The big attraction here is to go hiking inland to waterfalls or being rowed up the nearby Indian River. Fifteen years ago we were inundated by boat boys aggressively selling trips, but it seems very relaxed now with only a couple of boat boys turning up.
Glenys rustled up King Prawns in Garlic for dinner and we collapsed into bed early.
24 January 2012 Rupert Bay to Terre D’En Haut, Iles des Saintes
We dragged ourselves out of bed at eight o’clock and got ready to leave, but a big rain system came over the bay, so we hung around for an hour. There was no rush it’s only 20 miles to the Saintes.
It was a strange sail - a close reach with periods of 10 knots winds and gusts of 25 knots as bands of cloud and rain showers passed by us. At one point, we lost sight of Iles des Saintes completely as a rain shower engulfed the islands. Fortunately, we had blue skies and fluffy white clouds as we negotiated our way past small rocky islands towards the main town of Bourg des Saintes.
The town council has installed a huge number of moorings around the anchorages and it’s illegal to anchor unless there are no moorings available. They’re fairly reasonable though – only costing us 11 Euros per night. We went ashore and found that the customs has moved from the town hall to a cyber café. It’s a self-service computer system like they have in Martinique and there are no checking-in fees. While we were there we paid for two nights mooring.
Bourg des Saintes is a quaint little town with very narrow streets and lots of little souvenir shops and boutiques. We wandered around looking for a boulangerie, but they’d all run out of bread – no nice baguette tonight...
We went back to the boat and chilled out for the remainder of the afternoon – four days of sailing upwind has left us weary.
25 January 2012 Terre D’En Haut, Iles des Saintes
It was a horrible night with the boat pitching up and down because this anchorage is so exposed to the north-east swell.
We went for a walk up to Fort Napoleon. This is a beautifully restored 19th century fort which houses a museum. Most of the exhibits are about the Battle of the Saintes which took place in 1782. The English fleet under Admiral Rodney destroyed the French fleet in a massive sea battle. It’s an interesting place to visit.
We walked down the hill and headed across the island aiming for a beach. On the way, we came across a notice board with a map of a walk in the north part of the island. Not able to ignore a path, we hiked up a steep hill and eventually ended up walking for two hours giving us fantastic view of the northern bays and sea cliffs. We ended up on the beach in the Baye de Marigot where we stopped in a restaurant and had a lovely three course lunch.
Back in town, we called in at the mooring office and paid for another couple of days. Our intention was to go over to the Ilet a Cabrit which should be better protected, but the guy at the mooring office said that the moorings were all taken. The sea state didn’t look too bad when we got back to the boat so we decided to stay put.
Of course the wind dropped in the evening and the bloody swell came rolling in, making us rock and roll again – this anchorage is pants.
26 January 2012 Terre D’En Haut to Ilet a Cabrit, Iles des Saintes
We had another restless night. At nine o’clock, Glenys spotted someone leaving the Islet a Cabrit anchorage, so we quickly started the engine and motored across before someone else nabbed the mooring. In fact there were three moorings available – the other yachts must have sneaked out earlier without us seeing them.
There are only ten moorings in the anchorage and they are obviously highly desired because one catamaran went over to the main town this morning leaving one of their crew in a dinghy tied up to their mooring. They weren’t going to lose their place!
Ilet a Cabrit is a lovely protected anchorage with clear water and an acceptable beach. We went for a snorkel on the west end of the beach. It was pleasant in the clear water. Not a huge number of fish, but I spotted two Nassau Grouper which would have each made a fine meal. Glenys is really getting into snorkelling – she dived down to 13 metres today.
After lunch, we went for a dive further around the north-west headland. The water was very clear, but it was a rubbish dive site – only 12 metres deep and a flat sea bed with few fish. We chilled out for the rest of the afternoon reading. Glenys made Goat Curry for dinner in harmony with the fact that we’re anchored at the Island of Goats.
27 January 2012 Ilet a Cabrit, Iles des Saintes
It was a lovely, quiet peaceful night. After breakfast, we went for a walk on the small island. We first walked up along a disused concrete track to the ruins of Fort Josephine. There’s a fine view of the anchorage on the way up. After wandering around the ruins, we headed back down taking a small detour along another path half way down. This led to more ruined buildings and behind those a faint path headed down to a very rugged, windswept beach covered with big lumps of coral and flotsam.
We spent the rest of the day mooching about - Glenys took the opportunity to defrost her fridge while I mostly read a book.
28 January 2012 Ilet a Cabrit to Pigeon Island, Guadeloupe
We had a fantastic sail across to Guadeloupe. I started off with a full reef in the main and jib, but the wind stayed very light for the first ten minutes. Foolishly, I let out the reefs on both sails and within five minutes had 20 knots of wind. We were on a broad reach, so it wasn’t too much of a problem at first.
As we approached the shore of Guadeloupe, the wind picked up, gusting above 30 knots, so we had too much sail up and I had to hand steer because the autopilot couldn’t cope with the weather helm. It was only five miles across the passage, so we didn’t bother to reef again, but stuck with it. We were doing over eight knots for five minutes with a peak boat speed of 9.5 knots – a record for us. We were totally out of control…
We had a good sail along west side of Guadeloupe, managing to pick up some wind on the leeward side of an island for a change, so we only had to motor for the last hour.
We anchored in the bay opposite Pigeon Island, which is a marine park. There are several dive centres on the beach, which take tourists out to Pigeon Island on diving or snorkelling trips. After lunch, we dinghied over to the island and went snorkelling at a few places around the circumference looking for a good place to go diving tomorrow. The reef doesn’t seem to be as spectacular as the brochures say, but we had a great time swimming with a couple of green turtles for ten minutes.
In the late afternoon, we went ashore, dumped five days’ worth of garbage and walked a mile down the road to a supermarket. We still weren’t able to buy any fresh baguettes, but we did buy some king prawns as a treat for dinner.
29 January 2012 Pigeon Island, Guadeloupe
There were big katabatic gusts of wind last night and I had to get up in the middle of the night to take clothes and our bimini side panels from the guard rails because they were making such a racket. It was hard to drag myself out of bed this morning.
I’m starting to get withdrawal symptoms due to having no Internet connection for five days, so we’re planning to go along the coast to Deshaises tomorrow. Then we’re planning to sail across to Antigua a few days later, so that we can meet Julie and Graham when they arrive on the 5th February on their cruise ship.
We went for a scuba dive on the west side of Pigeon Island. The dive was great apart from the other twenty divers milling about, scaring off the fish. We obviously chose a bad time – don’t go diving on Pigeon Island at eleven o’clock on a Sunday morning. I was playing with my £450 underwater camera strobe which I received as a Christmas present – all of the photos came out over exposed because I obviously had all the settings wrong. My photographs were better without it…
We mooched about in the afternoon. Glenys was editing some more of her Galley Slave cookbook and I dug out the clarinet for the first time in a month. It only took two minutes before my lips were aching and five minutes before I couldn’t blow another note – I’ve got to start practising every day to develop my embouchure.
30 January 2012 Pigeon Island to Deshaies, Guadeloupe
We were woken up by the sound of laughter nearby our boat. I opened the curtains and blearily peered out at a group of tourists snorkelling. There are quite a few Green Turtles that feed in this bay and snorkelling with the turtles is a major attraction. But at seven o’clock in the morning – give me a break!
We motored up the coast for eight miles to Deshaies, which is a nice anchorage, but katabatic winds shriek down from the surrounding hills. We paid $50US for an internet connection for a month, which is also valid in Antigua, and settled down for an afternoon of catching up on emails, surfing the Internet and updating our website.
31 January 2012 Deshaies, Guadeloupe
I had a frustrating day, trying to sort out our finances. Before we left the UK, we put our cash into savings accounts which paid interest to us every month, so that we’d have some income. These savings accounts had miserable interest rates of 0.5%, but gave us a 2.2% bonus for twelve months.
The bonuses have now expired and I need to transfer the money into other accounts that will pay better interest rates. All of the “high” interest deals are for new customers, so we have to open new bank accounts. It’s a ridiculous system because all we do is to take our money out of one bank and put it into another bank. What ever happened to banks rewarding loyal customers?
The process of setting up bank accounts is very frustrating because we’re living abroad. There are numerous methods that the banks employ to prevent money laundering, such as requiring us to send them two recent utility bills or them having to send a security code to a UK mobile phone. Neither of these is possible because we don’t have a house or a UK phone. To get around this we can only deal with banks where we already have an account, so we never close accounts and now have five accounts with £10.00 balances, so that we remain customers.
To make matters worse, most of the bank web sites are very hard to use and I wasted two hours of my life trying to open bank accounts and failing. As the final insult, I then spent half an hour waiting on a telephone help line with Santander before giving up. Thank goodness for Skype – at least it only cost £1.00. Goodness knows how much it would have cost on a mobile phone.
We cracked up in the afternoon and went for a walk ashore. Deshaies is a small fishing town that now has several diving shops and lots of restaurants. We managed to get a fresh baguette, so we had Moules Meunieres, Pain and Vin Rouge for dinner. It was raining and very windy, so we ate down below and watched TV for the first time in over six months.
February 2012
1 February 2012 Deshaies, Guadeloupe
I went into town to clear out, ready to leave tomorrow and it absolutely threw it down – fortunately I managed to hide under a shop awning until it died off. We were planning to go for a hike which follows a river upstream, but decided that the river might be a little bit too swollen for a safe walk, so we spent the day doing more admin, cruising the internet and lurking indoors as heavy rain showers with blustery wind came through.
Glenys made dinner using pasta tortellini filled with mushroom, but unusually for her it all went wrong and the meal was dry and tasteless. I made a negative comment about her meal and grabbed a jar of mayonnaise out of the fridge to “make it a bit better”. She had a sense of humour failure – I think (hope) that she was more annoyed with herself than me…
2 February 2012 Deshaies to Jolly Harbour, Antigua
We were up at six o’clock and motored out of the anchorage at half past six. Bizarrely, the wind was very light and we had to motor for an hour until the wind suddenly picked up enough to sail. We then had a cracking sail for six hours on a reach doing six to seven knots arriving at Jolly Harbour at half past two.
On the approaches to Antigua, I finally caught another fish – a nice Dorado. I was starting to despair because we’ve trolled two lines for 250 miles over the past three weeks and haven’t caught anything.
We cleared in at Jolly Harbour Marina where they insist that incoming yachts tie up alongside the customs dock. It was a bit of a faff having to get out the fenders and mooring lines, but in the end it was a fairly painless process and, half an hour later, we were anchored in the lovely blue, but cloudy waters outside the marina.
Glenys has managed to have a text conversation with her friend Julie, who is now on a cruise ship in the Virgin Islands and will be arriving in Antigua on the 5th January. We’ve arranged to meet them somewhere in St John’s at nine o’clock in the morning.
“Hurrah” arrived in the anchorage and invited us to join them at happy hour, which was enjoyable. Glenys then cooked Dorado in Creamy Mushroom Sauce for dinner – I was very complementary about her meal tonight.
3 February 2012 Jolly Harbour, Antigua
We went into St Johns to suss out where we could meet Julie and Graham. The bus that we caught was a typically small minibus and we were the only people on board. The driver decided that he wanted to get something to eat, so he took us off the main route and made us wait for ten minutes while he sauntered off and bought his breakfast. Typical – does this only happen to us?
St Johns is a strange place with the cruise ships dominating the town. There are two huge docks on the sea front which can take up to four of these massive floating cities - each one can unload 3,000 tourists into the town. We found a café on the sea front where we’ll meet Julie and there’s an anchorage just 50 metres away. I was a bit worried about coming into the harbour because there’s a local bye law forbidding other vessels to come within 150 metres of cruise ships, so we asked at customs and they said it would be OK.
We wandered around St Johns and eventually found the Botanical Gardens which were more like a run-down park. However, it was pleasant with hundreds of school kids running around in their brightly coloured uniforms, although I did feel sorry for the boys dressed in garish pink. Back in town, we had a lunch in a local establishment. Glenys had spare ribs and I had “Salt Fish with Provisions”. This turned out to be a ladle full of salt cod in a hot tomato sauce with a range of vegetables including sweet potato, green bananas, cassava, plantains and dasheen. I’m afraid that most of the green bananas and dasheen didn’t get eaten – too alien for my palette.
We called in at the market and caught the bus back to Jolly Harbour, where we picked up our laundry and chilled out for the rest of the afternoon.
4 February 2012 Jolly Harbour to Deep Bay, Antigua
We sailed around to Deep Bay, which is just around the corner from St Johns. We had good wind and managed to tack right into the entrance of Deep Bay, giving up as we passed the wreck which guards the entrance to the bay.
After lunch went snorkelling on the wreck, which is a three-masted iron barque that sank in 1905 after its cargo of pitch caught fire. It’s right in the centre of the bay and one of the masts sticks up about a foot above the water. It’s only in 8 metres of water and would be fantastic to snorkel on, but unfortunately the visibility was only 2 metres today.
Back on the boat, I saw fish jumping so I thought that I’d try my hand at fishing. To my amazement caught and landed a Remora – it must of weighed ten pounds, but I managed to catch it on my light spinning rod. I let it go by lowering it down into the water in the landing net and it swam off.
After that, I caught a nice little Jack, but nothing else – looks like fried fish sandwiches for lunch one day.
5 February 2012 Deep Bay, Antigua
We motored around to St Johns to pick up Julie and Graham. There were four cruise ships in the town and I was very nervous about breaking any Port Authority regulations about navigation near to these massive ships. The anchorage that we’d spotted a couple of days ago was very shallow, so I left Glenys slowly motoring around in deeper water, while I lowered the dinghy and went to pick up our guests from the dock.
Julie said that they had to be back by 1700 at the latest, so we decided that it would be safer to drop them off at the hotel in Deep Bay at three o’clock and they could get a taxi back from there. They didn’t want to miss the boat…
We sailed out of St Johns and south along the coast heading for Cades Reef to go snorkelling. Unfortunately the wind was light, causing us to turn back to anchor off a beach outside Jolly Harbour. I took them to the beach for a quick swim and while Glenys made lunch. We then had a nice sail back to Deep Bay and went for a beer or three with them at the bar before they caught a taxi. They had a nice day.
Glenys and I walked along the beach and up to the small fort on the headland where there is a great view. We staggered back to the boat and had a kip – remind me not to drink before six o’clock…
6 February 2012 Deep Bay to Falmouth Harbour, Antigua
We had a bit of a hangover today after continuing to drink more beer and wine after we had our afternoon nap yesterday.
We were going to spend the day chilling out in Deep Bay, but it became rolly with a large north swell which was hooking into the anchorage. We decided to go down to Jolly Harbour, but on the way, we changed our minds again and continued on to Falmouth. It was a nice sail to the south west corner of the island, but then we had to motor into the wind and the swell for a couple of hours to Falmouth Harbour.
It took us half an hour to find somewhere to anchor – the anchorage off Pigeon Beach looked far too rolly in the northerly swell and the first spot that we tried was poor holding.
We stayed on board and chilled out for the rest of the day. Falmouth is one of the premiere places in the Caribbean to park expensive yachts and power boats. There are loads of very impressive yachts in the marina in front of us with huge masts which they light up with spotlights all night indicating that they are “considerably richer than yow”.
7 February 2012 Falmouth Harbour, Antigua
It was a very grey morning with showers, so I did some administration. I’m still trying to sort out various bank accounts and transfer money about – it’s so frustrating. Glenys sorted through her provisions and decided which meals she’s going to prepare for Andy and his family when they arrive in four days time.
After lunch, we went ashore and booked a scuba dive trip for Andy, Jake and Tyler, a couple of days after they arrive. Tyler’s been doing a PADI Open Water course in a quarry in the UK, but has only managed to do two of her four qualification dives, so she’ll have to finish her course over here. Andy acerbically told me by email that she couldn’t finish the course because the gay-boy instructors refused to let her dive with “only” one inch of snow on the ground…
We had a quick stroll around to Nelsons Dockyard in English Harbour and walked along to the old fort overlooking the entrance to the anchorage. There are only twenty or so boats in the outer harbour, but it looks crowded. We’ve decided that we’re not going to bother trying to anchor in English Harbour – the wind swirls around and the holding is poor. A friend of ours (who shall remain nameless) anchored there a few weeks ago and, while they were out for the day, their boat dragged into an American catamaran. They ended up with a bill of over $2,000 US to pay for a dive company to re-anchor their boat and to repair minor damage to the American’s boat – what happened to cruisers helping each other out?
8 February 2012 Falmouth Harbour, Antigua
It was a jobs day today. We did a bit of admin and then tackled a few small jobs in the morning.
In the afternoon, I tried to get our automatic bilge pump to work. The switch that detects the water level is a clever design with a micro-switch that is actuated by the air pressure in a tube going down into the bilge. When the water level rises, the air pressure increases in the tube pushing out a diaphragm which activates the switch. The air pipe had cracked and wasn’t holding the air pressure. Having repaired the switch, I still couldn’t get the bilge pump to suck the water out of the bilge. I’ll have to finish off tomorrow – another day of stinking bilge water – lovely. Glenys spent the afternoon cleaning and sorting out the boat ready for our guests.
“Notre Vie” arrived from Guadeloupe, so we invited John and Sunny over for sun downers and caught up on what they’ve been doing.
9 February 2012 Falmouth Harbour, Antigua
We feel that we’re in limbo while we’re waiting for Andy to arrive and don’t want to start any big jobs in case it goes wrong. Well, that’s my excuse for not sorting out the bilge pump today. Instead, I wasted the day away reading and sorting out some administration.
Glenys was similarly lethargic and read a book.
10 February 2012 Falmouth Harbour, Antigua
Glenys went off to do some shopping to provision for the arrival of our guests tomorrow. I did a few small jobs while she was out.
We spent the rest of the day tidying up and waiting for our guests to arrive. I’m looking forward to them being on board, but I’m not sure how they are going to cope with our slow lifestyle. Jake is 19 and at university and Tyler is 17 studying for her A-levels, so I hope that I can find enough to keep them occupied.
11 February 2012 Falmouth Harbour, Antigua
We hung about in the morning and then went to pick up Andy and his family. We caught a bus over to St Johns and had a walk around town for an hour before catching another bus out to the airport.
Our timing was about right because the plane was just taxiing into the terminal as we arrived. An hour later, we were all in a cab heading across the island, which took us on a scenic route across the island to drop off another couple at St James Club in Mamora Bay.
Back in Falmouth Harbour, I ferried everyone back to the boat with all their bags and we settled down with rum punches to catch up on the news. Not surprisingly, they were in bed early after their long flight.
12 February 2012 Falmouth Harbour, Antigua
We went for walk to Nelsons Dockyard, called in at the museum and then walked over the hill back to Falmouth Harbour. It was a bit of shock for Andy and Gill to come from snowy England and then go walking in the beating sun, but I think that it was interesting for them. We came across a goat that was balanced precariously up a tree, reaching for some tasty leaves, which gave us five minutes of entertainment.
After calling back at the boat for our swimming things, we went to Pigeon Beach and had lunch from a lady selling barbequed food with rice, plantains, etc. Then we went snorkelling on the reef, but the visibility was poor and there wasn’t not much coral or marine life.
In the evening, as we were chilling out with a beer, we were invaded by flying ants which seemed to be attracted by our cockpit light, so we had to beat a hasty retreat down into the saloon, where we had dinner.
13 February 2012 Falmouth Harbour, Antigua
First thing in the morning, I dropped Andy, Jake and Tyler off at the dive centre. Glenys and Gill then went off to a couple of supermarkets and bought provisions for the next five days because we’ll be in the middle of nowhere.
Andy brought a hard disk drive out with him that contains over 40 DVD films, so I spent the morning setting up my media player and copying 300 GB of films from the hard disk drive. Not that we ever bother to watch a film, but it’s nice to know that we’ve now got over 400 movies that we could watch if we want to.
The scuba divers returned at midday and we had a little bit of excitement when the dive boat came to drop them off on Alba. When they were about 10 metres from us, the driver discovered that he couldn’t put his boat into reverse. There was some frantic shouting, but Glenys and a guy on the dive boat managed to fend them off, preventing a nasty crunch. They anchored while they sorted out the problem and I picked our visitors up in the dinghy.
They had a good time and Tyler completed her Open Water certification so she was pleased. Everyone chilled out after the morning’s exertions and then we went out for happy hour and dinner at Trappas Bar which was very busy – I’m glad that I booked a table.
14 February 2012 Falmouth Harbour to Nonsuch Bay, Antigua
I dragged everyone out of bed at seven o’clock to get ready to go around to Deep Bay on the North West side of the island. Then I looked at the weather forecast and found that we’re going to have a 3 metre swell coming in from NNW. This will make Deep Bay very rolly and maybe untenable, so we changed plans and motored east along the south coast to Nonsuch Bay. On the way, Andy spotted a whale, which surprisingly, was in only 10 metres of water. We think that it was a Humpback whale.
We anchored close to the reef where the colour of the water is spectacular. I was surprised that there are another fifteen yachts in this anchorage – I was hoping to be here in splendid isolation. We all went snorkelling on the reef which surrounds the anchorage. It was okay, but the fine white sand is suspended in the water making for poor visibility. The reef looks to have a lot of storm damage and there aren’t many fish – I was disappointed.
After lunch, Andy and I went through a very narrow cut to the outside of the reef to go snorkelling. Andy’s bought a second hand camera and strobe very similar to mine, so we had a little underwater photography competition. We were both rubbish – I won because Andy’s photos were marginally worse than mine. I still haven’t got the hang of my new strobe and everything is over exposed.
Everyone chilled out for the rest of the afternoon. It’s very noticeable that our guests have finally relaxed into life afloat and are now content to sit & read or just sit & stare. When they first came onto the boat they were hyper-active coming from the fast pace of life in the UK. It’s a blessed relief that they’ve calmed down.
15 February 2012 Nonsuch Bay, Antigua
We had chilled morning. I managed to get an Internet connection, so I took the opportunity to send a letter to the HM Revenue and Customs following an enquiry that they’re doing into my 2009/10 tax return. There’s no escape from the tax-man even anchored on the edge of a reef in a tropical paradise.
I then took Andy and Gill out to the reef next to the Spithead Channel, which was better snorkelling than the two places that we tried yesterday. After lunch, Andy took his family to the beach while Glenys and I chilled out and had a rest from the close proximity of people.
16 February 2012 Nonsuch Bay to Carlisle Bay, Antigua
We managed to get everyone up and fed by eight o’clock. Andy had a go at navigating us to Carlisle Bay and did okay apart from having a tendency to go too close to the rocky coast line. The wind was very light, so we had to motor all the way. Andy managed to catch a small tuna as we passed English Harbour, which was a welcome relief from the rather boring trip.
We poked our noses into Carlisle Bay and found that it was protected from the swell, and then continued out to Cades Reef for lunch. Cades Reef is two parallel reefs with a deeper area between where it is possible to anchor in settled conditions. I was hoping to be able to find a passage through the inner reef, but the sun went behind a huge bank of clouds and without good light, we couldn’t see the location of the coral and shallows, so we had to go the long way around. Just as we were anchoring, the sun decided to come out – typical...
After a lunch of pan-fried tuna, we spent an hour snorkelling. I’m still playing with my underwater camera and had very disappointing results with every photograph being ruined by “backscatter” where the flash gun illuminates the particles in the water – it’s very frustrating.
As we motored back to Carlisle Bay, I spotted a dive boat anchored on the North side of Cades reef, so I made a note of the GPS coordinates. Carlisle Bay is a lovely anchorage with a long white beach and an exclusive hotel.
17 February 2012 Carlisle Bay to Jolly Harbour, Antigua
After breakfast, we headed back to where we saw the dive boat yesterday and managed to find a sandy area with 5 metres depth. Andy and Tyler went for a dive then, after I refilled the tanks, Jake and I did the same dive.
The dive was only 12 metres deep, but there were lots of Southern Stingrays and we all spotted a Lion Fish which is an invader from the Indian Ocean. These are beautiful fish, but voracious hunters that are killing many reef fish and unfortunately have no natural predators in the Caribbean. We’re supposed to kill them on sight or report them, but they have very poisonous spines and I didn’t have anything to kill it with. I’ll have to report it to the Fisheries Agency.
After lunch, everyone chilled out while I refilled the dive tanks and then we motored around to Jolly Harbour, anchoring outside the marina harbour. We dinghied into the marina for happy hour and then went to an Italian restaurant, where we had a great pizza.
18 February 2012 Jolly Harbour to Deep Bay , Antigua
Glenys and Gill shot off in the dinghy to the big supermarket in the marina. We’ve been getting through a prodigious amount of beer, coke and other soft drinks as well as finishing off most of our fresh food.
We had a good sail around to Deep Bay and managed to tack into the mouth of the bay. After lunch, we went snorkelling on the wreck, but again the visibility was very poor. Everyone else soon became bored and swam back to Alba leaving me alone playing with my camera and strobe. I’m starting to get the hang of it now and I concentrated on taking close-up pictures to get the settings correct and try to minimise the backscatter. My subjects were boring bits of coral, but it was good practise.
Andy and family went to the beach and chilled out for an hour, while we ran the watermaker – we’ve had to run it for an hour a day, which means that we’re using 45 gallons every day – a lot more than we normally use. We joined them on the beach and walked up to the small fort on the headland, where we rewarded ourselves with a nice cold beer while watching the sun go down. Deep Bay is a lovely anchorage.
19 February 2012 Deep Bay to Great Bird Island, Antigua
We lounged around until ten o’clock waiting for the sun to get higher in the sky, so that we could have better light to navigate through the reefs on the north east corner of the island.
We motor-sailed up the west coast and then headed east into Boon Channel, which goes between an outer reef and a shallow, rocky coast line. After going through the inner channel past Prickly Pear Island, we headed past Maiden Island and across an area of shoals to Great Bird Island. It’s very similar to Nonsuch Bay, but with a more islands.
Andy, Gill and I went snorkelling to the north of Great Bird Island which had clear water, but not many fish. We then went to the beach for a walk. There were a surprising number of small power boats on the two beaches on the island – not the isolated, idyllic paradise that we expected. Perhaps it’s just busy because it’s a Sunday. The walk on the island is pleasant, following a 50 foot high cliff with Frigate Birds and Tropic Birds flying along in the updraft.
In the evening, I was surprised by the number of lights from the mainland – it’s certainly a more populated area than Nonsuch Bay.
20 February 2012 Great Bird Island to Davis Bay, Antigua
The others went for a walk on Great Bird Island while I ran the water maker and tidied up. When they arrived back, a nasty looking bank of cloud came over and it rained, so we waited until eleven o’clock for it to clear enough to navigate through the shallow waters to Parnham Harbour. I’m glad we waited because there was some pretty shallow water - dropping down to 2.5 metres in some places.
The anchorage in Parnham harbour is surrounded by mangroves. We anchored off a wrecked ship in a depth of three metres. It’s not a very attractive anchorage because there’s a large desalination plant making a lot of noise and a rough looking dock with a few boats which look like they’re slowly rotting away.
After lunch, we went ashore to have a look around Parnham which used to be the second most important town in Antigua - apparently the Governor used to have his residence here. Parnham’s glory days have long gone and now it’s a sleepy little place with a busy fishing dock, but little else. I bought some fish from the fishing dock and we found a couple of small grocery stores where we managed to buy some bread and more soft drinks. We found a large church which looked derelict with broken windows, but on closer investigation was very nice inside with an impressive wooden framed roof. On the way back to the boat, we poked our heads into the mangroves and dinghied down a small inlet. Not much to see apart from a few herons and some mangrove oysters.
We motored over to Davis Bay and anchored off the beach outside the small port. It’s a lovely little bay with a white sand beach and palm trees. Andy and family went to the beach while Glenys and I tidied up and worried about where we were going to take them next. It’s becoming harder and harder to come up with new things for them to do – I can’t find anywhere else to take them diving and the snorkelling is not very good anywhere that we’ve found.
21 February 2012 Davis Bay to Dickenson Bay, Antigua
We decided to go to Dickenson Bay, so that Andy, Jake and Tyler can pay to do a scuba dive tomorrow. On the way, we poked our noses into Jumby Bay which is the main beach for the massive resort on Long Island. It’s a nice looking beach, but the bay is very shallow and we’d have to anchor a long way from the shore – we turned around and left.
The wind was light and behind us, so we had a very nice gentle sail to Dickenson Bay. We anchored at the northern end of the beach in three metres depth. The beach is lovely, but has two massive hotel resorts, so it’s packed with tourists and large numbers of locals touting jet skis, pedallos, tshirts, hobie cats, etc. It’s chaos on the water as well, with people zooming by on hobie cats and jet skis. We were an obvious turning point for the jet skis, which we had to endure all afternoon. Andy tried to book a two tank dive, but the instructor said that the diving that they do is beginner stuff and that Andy and Jake would be bored. He said they would be better off with a dive centre in Jolly Harbour.
As the sun went down, the tourists disappeared inside their holiday complexes. So we went ashore and strolled along the now empty beach to a small bar run by some locals where we had a few beers before going to a small restaurant specialising in Mexican food – very good and very filling.
22 February 2012 Dickenson Bay to Jolly Harbour, Antigua
We escaped just before the jet skis started to whizz by and sailed downwind to Deep Bay. Unfortunately, all of the tourist catamarans from the big hotels seemed to have picked today to visit Deep Bay, so it was chaotic with boats coming past booming out reggae music, with rum-punch sodden people dancing on deck. We tried to keep out of the way.
Andy and I went snorkelling on the wreck which was a little clearer today. I spotted a couple more lionfish and we spent a happy ten minutes photographing them. My technique is improving - I’m still getting some backscatter from the strobe light, but that’s to be expected in these murky waters.
Later in the afternoon, we sailed down to Jolly Harbour and anchored outside the lagoon. Andy rang the dive centre and they said that they had no advanced dives planned, so Andy has given up on the diving which is a shame. We ate on board and had a heavy session - polishing off at least four litres of red wine.
23 February 2012 Jolly Harbour, Antigua
Everyone was a little dull this morning, so we had a late start. We went inside the marina harbour, picked up a mooring and then caught a bus into St John’s. We split up and spent a couple of hours walking around town.
I tried to find the Fisheries Agency to report the sightings of the Lionfish on Cades Reef and in Deep Bay. The tourist information people were hopeless and didn’t know where the Fisheries office would be. They had no idea what I was talking about. In most of the other islands there are notices with a picture of a Lionfish, telling you how to report a sighting, but this doesn’t seem to have been implemented here in Antigua. I wandered down to the customs office and they seemed a bit more switched on and rang the Fisheries Agency for me. The guy I spoke to didn’t seem too interested, but at least I’ve now got an email address to send details of the sightings.
We met up for lunch at a local restaurant, away from the cruise ship area and had a pleasant lunch before wandering slowly back to the bus station. Back at Jolly Harbour, I dropped Andy and family off at the beach, while Glenys went to the supermarket. Glenys and I then spent a couple of hours chilling out on the boat and running the water maker.
Just as we were getting ready to meet Andy at the beach bar, I started to walk down the steps into the saloon, when the opening window on our windshield suddenly shattered with a loud bang, spraying small pieces of toughened glass everywhere. There was glass on the front deck, glass in the cockpit, glass in the galley and glass all over the carpet in the saloon – nightmare. I took the remains of the window out and laid it on the front deck, while Glenys started the laborious process of sweeping up the broken glass. I have no idea why the window suddenly shattered, it must have been getting stressed with heat of the sun and perhaps a small flaw started a crack.
I left Glenys cleaning up the mess while I went to pick Andy and family up from the beach. Glenys gave me instructions to stay away for an hour, so by the time we got back, she’d vacuumed the carpet and we had a semblance of order restored. No doubt we’ll be picking bits of glass up for months. I fixed a bin liner over the window opening with duct tape as a temporary measure until I can sort it all out tomorrow.
24 February 2012 Jolly Harbour, Antigua
I made a paper template of the shape of the broken window and set out with Andy to try to find a replacement. I decided that it will be better to make the window from UV resistant Perspex rather than toughened glass - it will probably become crazed over time, but will not shatter. It would have been a total disaster if the window had burst while we were at sea.
We tried to get some ¼” Perspex at a local sign maker, but they didn’t have anything suitable, so I was forced to buy a 2 foot by 4 foot sheet from Budget Marine which cost £150. It’s so frustrating to pay so much for something that would cost a quarter of the price in the UK. I had a woodworking shop cut the sheet to the correct size and shape for me.
After lunch, we dropped Andy and family off at the beach while I started the repair of the window by sticking the Perspex onto the hinge with 5200 marine adhesive.
Our guests go home tomorrow, so we went to a beach restaurant, where we consumed copious amounts of beer and 31 rum punches between us. It was a karaoke night, so there was lots of dodgy singing and rum-induced dancing on the bar. Somehow we managed to survive the trip home in the dinghy.
25 February 2012 Jolly Harbour, Antigua
We had a very subdued start to the morning, with everyone nursing hangovers. Andy and Gill packed their bags while Glenys and I sat with a book in the cockpit trying to keep out of the way.
We went for lunch in the marina and then saw them into a taxi bound for the airport and home. Glenys and I went back to the boat, motored out to the anchorage and collapsed. It’s been great to have them here, but even though they’re our close family, it’s very tiring looking after four guests confined on a small 42 foot boat. I could never be a charter skipper – I can’t imagine anything worse than doing this with compete strangers and then having the next guests arrive the next day.
Unfortunately, it was very windy in the afternoon and the only place that we could anchor is ¼ mile from the shore in 3 metres depth, so it was a little wild and exposed. To make matters worse, we had a bit of difficulty getting the anchor to hold in the gusty winds, so I was unable to relax for a couple of hours until the wind calmed down in the evening.
We had left-over chilli and rice for dinner and went to bed early.
26 February 2012 Jolly Harbour to Deep Bay, Antigua
We didn’t manage to drag ourselves out of bed until nine o’clock. The weather forecast for the next three or four days is for big swell and 25 to 30 knot winds, so we’re going to hang around Antigua for a few more days before going off to Nevis.
This isn’t a pleasant anchorage in strong winds, so we decided to go around to Deep Bay, which is more sheltered. Glenys zipped into the marina to drop off our laundry and buy some food while I finished off the window.
I spent ages trying to work out where to drill the three holes for the window supports and locking catches. I drilled the holes and then, when I fitted the whole thing together, discovered that the holes were in the wrong place – the locking catches only just lock in place. I’ll have to now make three aluminium plates to make it work better – bummer…
We sailed around to Deep Bay. Unfortunately, we left just as a squall approached. I thought that it would pass us by, but it didn’t... Just as we were approaching a reef outside Five Island Bay, we were hit by over 30 knots of wind. The autopilot couldn’t cope with the weather helm and we rounded up, heading directly for the reef, so I had to stand in the lashing rain and steer us through the squall – nice.
It was a relief to arrive in Deep Bay, which is my favourite anchorage in Antigua - the holding is good, the bay is protected and it’s very pretty.
27 February 2012 Deep Bay, Antigua
It was very blustery last night, but we both slept like logs. The wind picked up in the morning and we had some nasty squalls coming through – one gave us 38 knots of wind. I’m glad that it’s a good anchorage.
I did some administration in the morning, revising my “To Do List” and created a preventative maintenance list of jobs that should be done regularly. Unfortunately, this increased the number of jobs on my current list. Glenys pottered around all day, cleaning up now that Andy and family have gone.
I did a few small jobs in the afternoon and we had another early night.
28 February 2012 Deep Bay to Jolly Harbour, Antigua
It was another blustery night with very strong winds in the morning.
Glenys received a text message from her brother, Gareth, saying that her Mum, Ceris, has had a stroke and has been rushed into hospital. We had a traumatic half an hour trying to get in touch with Gareth. He rang us on Glenys’s mobile which has a UK SIM card and it gobbled up all of her £8 pay-as-you-go credit in two minutes because we’re roaming in Antigua. We then couldn’t get in touch again because we couldn’t top up Glenys’s phone because we didn’t have an Internet connection. Catch 22…
We sailed back to Jolly Harbour where we would be able to get an internet connection and be able to communicate again. It was a bouncy ride for an hour in the 30 knot gusts, but we picked up a mooring in the harbour before lunch. We had a few texts from Gareth saying that Ceris is stable, which allowed us to relax a bit.
I couldn’t concentrate on any jobs, so I spent the rest of the afternoon reading and updating our website.
29 February 2012 Jolly Harbour, Antigua
When we got up this morning, there was an email from Gareth saying that Ceris has been moved into the local Lymington hospital and is stable. She was completely paralysed yesterday, but is now getting back the use of her right side; she’s still on a drip but seems to be getting a bit better. Glenys is so relieved.
We spent most of the day getting ready to sail to Nevis tomorrow. Our first mission was to get fuel. Back in the UK, I used to hate going to a garage because it would add five or ten minutes onto my car journey, but getting fuel for a yacht is much, much worse than that. We put the fenders and mooring ropes in position, started the engine and then I noticed a catamaran drop another mooring close to us. They had all their fenders in place, so I shouted over to them and they confirmed that they were going to get fuel. Bummer! There’s only space for one boat on the fuel dock so we waited.
Forty frustrating minutes later, they came back past us and shouted that the dock was clear. We dropped our mooring and hurried towards the fuel dock, but then saw another yacht shoot out of the marina and start their approach to the fuel dock. Double bummer!! They must have been watching and waiting. We had to spend fifteen minutes hovering around the fuel dock waiting for a space. It then took a further twenty minutes to moor, fill, pay and get back to the mooring. Goodbye to a couple of hours of my life – thank goodness that we only have to do this every two months.
I went to clear out of Antigua, which was relatively quick – go to the Port Authority and fill in a form; Go to Customs and fill in a form; Go to Immigration, wait ten minutes for someone else to be cleared in and then wait another ten minutes while they have an old fridge removed and a new fridge put in position, then fill in a form, lots of rubber stamping; Go to Customs with both forms, lots of rubber stamping; Take a copy of a form back to Immigration, receive clearance document – breathe a sigh of relief.
After lunch, we went to the supermarket and bought enough food to last a week. Then we took the outboard off the dinghy, pulled the dinghy up on the davits, prepared the fishing lures, tidied up the boat, ensured that nothing is going to crash around, checked the engine and collapsed with a cold beer.
March 2012
1 March 2012 Jolly Harbour to Charlestown, Nevis
The alarm went off at six o’clock; we had a quick breakfast, checked the engine again, made sure that everything was secure and left at half past six. On the way out, I put up the main sail with 1½ reefs, expecting 20-25 knots winds. For the first hour, we had very light winds – less than 15 knots, so we continued to motor. Thankfully the wind picked up to the forecast strength as we moved away from the island.
The wind was more or less directly behind us, so I rigged up our spinnaker pole to starboard, rolled out the genoa and let the main out to port with a preventer. We rocked and rolled downwind in the 2-3 metre waves.
Unfortunately the wind direction wasn’t very consistent and kept changing direction by 30 degrees as cloud systems passed overhead. This meant that we couldn’t relax and we had to gybe the mainsail six or seven times in the eight hour trip. At one point, we had an unintentional gybe which was fortunately slowed down by the preventer.
I hooked a very nice big Dorado, which I fought for ten minutes. I managed to get it alongside and had just started to pull it in with my hands when it gave a final big thrash and broke lose – gutted…
The anchorage in Charlestown is now covered with moorings, which are compulsory. These moorings are a long way from the beach, so it feels a bit like we are in a car park. Fifteen years ago, there were hundreds of coconut palm trees stretching as far as the eye could see, but now there are only a few spread about because most have died from some virus. However, it is still a nice place to be, with the volcanic mountain stretching upwards ahead of us.
2 March 2012 Charlestown, Nevis
We were woken up at half past twelve by outrageously loud music coming from beach bar directly opposite where we’re moored – the locals obviously can’t buy speakers any smaller than a wardrobe. We had to close our hatches and turn on our fans to try to get back to sleep.
Bleary-eyed the next morning, we went into town to clear in. It wasn’t too painful until we got to the Port Authority and had to pay £40.00 for various port fees. We walked to the tourist office, picked up some maps & brochures and booked a horse ride for tomorrow morning.
The anchorage is very rolly, so we motored along the coast to see if we could find somewhere closer to the riding stables. We found that the moorings further up the coast are even more exposed, so we picked one up for lunch in Tamarind Bay and went snorkelling on Cades Point which was rubbish.
We sailed back to Charlestown and, in a startling show of seamanship, we picked up mooring under sail – must be fifteen years since we last did that.
We attempted to go to a beach bar for dinner, but there was a big swell breaking on the beach. As I stepped out of the dinghy, a wave caught the back of the dinghy and sent me sprawling full length into the water. We went back to the boat so that I could change into dry clothes where we decided that discretion was the better part of valour and stayed in for the night.
3 March 2012 Charlestown, Nevis
Our horse riding was booked for ten o’clock and we weren’t sure how long it would take to get there, so we dinghied into Charlestown at half past eight. We were in town very early, so we decided to walk to the riding stables thinking that it would loosen up our legs nicely. We didn’t have a map, but I thought that it was only a couple of miles. It turned out to be more like four miles, so the last half an hour was a bit of a route march. We arrived, hot and sweaty with five minutes to spare.
The ride was pleasant - along trails and the beach for the first half. Then the return leg was on quiet roads and through a local village - the guide was very informative about the history and plants of the island. I managed to cope with the thoroughbred horse that I’d been given, but we were both disappointed that there was no cantering. Our horses were ex-race horses and we could feel the pent up energy waiting to be released. It was a big group of seven people and the guide felt that some people wouldn’t be able to control their horses if they took off.
We had lunch in a bar on the beach and caught a bus back into town. Glenys wanted to walk to the old fort on the headland, which was a little difficult to find. There were no signs, but we eventually found it inside a compound hidden behind some derelict apartment buildings. It’s an old British fort that is now in ruins, complete with cannons half buried in the long grass. Not a tourist attraction at all.
We walked back along the beach to the dinghy dock and collapsed onto our boat for a quiet afternoon and evening – a good day out.
4 March 2012 Charlestown, Nevis
The damn beach bar was booming out loud music again after midnight – unfortunately there’s nowhere else to go. We decided to chill out today, go walking tomorrow and leave on Tuesday.
Glenys just mooched about all day, while I was a little more productive, sorting out some admin in the morning. I finally managed to sort out our various bank accounts and get money moved to the correct places – it’s only taken a month.
The bottom of the boat was last anti-fouled just before we bought the Alba nearly a year ago, so the chemicals are wearing off and we’re starting to get a significant amount of growth. I’m hoping to last until we get hauled out in the USA in October, so in the afternoon, I donned my scuba gear and spent an hour or so scraping the barnacles and weed from the bottom of the boat. I only managed to do half the hull – I’m scraping it with a plastic scraper hoping that I don’t remove too much of the soft, ablative anti-fouling. I’m trying to remove the growth and expose new antifouling. It’s a nasty job because I spend most of the time on my back with water trickling down my nose.
5 March 2012 Charlestown, Nevis
We were up early and caught a bus from Charlestown just after eight o’clock, which took us up to Gingerland which is the location of many of the old plantations. We walked up to the Golden Rock hotel where we picked up a hiking map showing the route up to “The Source”.
We had a very pleasant four hour hike taking us through some lovely rain forest to a small waterfall which is the source of water supplied to the Golden Rock Estate. The route follows the centuries-old iron pipe which brings water down the mountain. The first half is a gentle hike along easy paths, but the route then becomes a little more challenging with steep paths, old concrete steps and finally a 120 foot iron ladder up to a small pool under a waterfall.
On the way back down, we spotted a Green Vervet monkey, which looked very guilty as it ran away from a banana tree in someone’s garden. The locals tie big seed bags around the ripening bunches of bananas to try to keep the pesky monkeys at bay. We arrived back at the hotel at lunch time, but we took one look at the very stylish patio restaurant and decided it was too up market for us. Instead we cadged a lift off a taxi to the supermarket at Gingerland and then caught a bus back into Charlestown. We ended up in the Café Des Art which has a very nice shaded courtyard and serves great sandwiches. It seems to be the place where all the local ex-pats congregate, which made the place feel very colonial.
We cleared out of customs and went back to the boat to get ready to sail tomorrow. I tried to run the dive compressor to fill the scuba tank that I emptied yesterday, but the electric motor wouldn’t start. I’ve been having trouble starting it for a few weeks now and after some investigation I think that there’s something wrong with the power being produced by our generator. This is not good news - it’s bad enough not being able to fill dive tanks, but if it gets any worse we’ll not be able to run our watermaker. This is another thing to be sorted out when we get to St Martin.
6 March 2012 Charlestown to Simpson Bay Lagoon, St Maarten
We were up early and left at half past six. We motor-sailed between St Kitts and Nevis, which was hard work in the big, confused seas. Once we had negotiated the rocks and shallows, we set a course for St Barts on a fast reach. The seas settled down a little, but we still had large waves which would occasionally break over the cockpit.
After a few hours, I went to check the fishing lines and noticed that we were trailing a thick, blue polypropylene rope. It appeared to be caught on our stern gear and must have been floating in the water, probably from a fishing boat. My “birds” fishing line had snagged the rope, so I tried to drag the rope on board using the fishing line, but the force was too strong and the 60lb steel trace broke – I lost a lure and broke some of my beloved birds. We hove-to to reduce the boat speed with the intention of trying to snag the rope with a boat hook. Fortunately the act of heaving-to dislodged the rope and it had disappeared without me having to do any messing about.
We carried on towards St Barts and hooked a big fish. I started to increase the friction on the reel clutch, but it broke the fishing line. I’m a bit cross with myself because the fishing line has small nicks and twists and I’ve been meaning to replace it for a month now – I’ve lost another lure because of worn out kit.
At midday, we were only twelve miles from St Barts, so we decided to carry onto St Maarten. We arrived in Simpson Bay at half past four and anchored under sail because we didn’t know whether there was still some rope attached to the propeller. I donned my snorkelling gear and found that the stern gear was free of any rope and there’s no noticeable damage.
The anchorage was very crowded and extremely rolly, so we went through into the lagoon. It’s an interesting process - the bridge opens three times a day and boats jostle for position in a loose queue waiting for the opening. Once the bridge was open, we motored through the narrow channel passing the bar at the Yacht Club where a small crowd watched and waved at the procession.
We anchored next to “Notre Vie” and cracked open a nice cold beer as the sun went down.
7 March 2012 Simpson Bay Lagoon, St Maarten
I was up at seven o’clock on a mission to leave here in seven days’ time. St Maarten is a very dangerous place because it’s easy to get sucked into waiting to get work done on the boat and start to party every night. If we want to get the most from the British Virgin Islands and the Bahamas, we need to leave as soon as possible. On the other side, as we move further west, it’s unlikely that we’ll be able to get anything technical done on the boat without paying an absolute fortune.
We had a day of running around. We listened to the local cruisers net and then I shot off to drop off one of our cooking gas bottles to get it filled. I came back, picked up Glenys and went to clear in. This was fairly painless apart from paying $61US and getting five mosquito bites on my legs while filling in the interminable forms – Why, Oh Why don’t I learn to take mosquito repellent with me when I go ashore?
Once cleared in, we walked around the local area, picked up a package that my mum had sent out by FedEx, took some money out of a cash point and bought a case of beer. We dropped the beer off at the boat and then went to a chandlers, where we spent $300US on parts so that I can make a pump out point for our holding tank and do some other jobs.
We went back to the boat for lunch and I had a look at the generator. I’ve received an email from the Panda Fischer technical support in the UK, which says that there’s a Voltage Control System which is supposed to maintain the voltage at 230V - when there’s more electrical load the generator is supposed to run faster. The system operates a small dc motor that turns a worm gear attached to the generator throttle. I found that the dc motor has been disconnected and the worm gear has been locked off in one position. The generator is producing 237 Volts with no load and 217 Volts when the water maker is running. I connected the dc motor and tried it again, but the worm gear doesn’t move. It’s obviously been like this for nearly a year now.
I scooted around trying to buy other parts and arranging for an engineer to come and look at our generator, which may not be until next week – I can feel myself being sucked into the vortex and not leaving here for three weeks…
I opened the package from the UK and found that I’ve been sent the wrong gasket for the exhaust elbow – bummer. I’ve been waiting for this for over a month now and they’ve sent me the wrong one. I went to the local Volvo mechanic and they haven’t got one so I’ll have to go over to the French side and try to get one there. Again, we will probably have to wait a week to get it shipped in.
We went to the Yacht Club to drown our sorrows with John & Sunny from “Notre Vie” and met Kent and Dawn from “Kristy”.
8 March 2012 Simpson Bay Lagoon, St Maarten
It’s Glenys’s birthday today and I’m ashamed to say that I didn’t get her anything at all – not even a box of chocolates. Surprisingly, she doesn’t seem that bothered.
I started to install the pump out facility for the front toilet holding tank, but the pipe fittings and valve that I’d bought yesterday are very large and wouldn’t fit into the space available. I redesigned what I had to do and scooted off to Budget Marine to change some bits. I called in at Electec and they hope to have someone out to look at our generator tomorrow. When I arrived back, Glenys went to buy a second hand pilot book for the Virgin Islands.
By lunchtime, I’d fitted most of the pipework and, after measuring the position five times, took a deep breath and drilled a two inch hole in the deck for a new deck outlet fitting. Fortunately, it was in the correct place, so I dug out ½” of the foam from the middle of the deck sandwich and squeezed in some thick epoxy to make it watertight in case the deck fitting leaks at some point in the future. I should be able to finish the job tomorrow after the epoxy hardens.
Glenys went off to do some shopping in the afternoon with Sunny from “Notre Vie”, while I ripped the cooker apart and replaced the temperature sensor which has been stopping the oven from working. It wasn’t a particularly easy job as I had to dismantle quite a bit of the cooker to get at everything – very annoying considering that it was an expensive cooker and hasn’t worked properly since it was new.
We went to the Yacht Club for Happy Hour and then went for a Birthday meal with Kent and Dawn from “Kristy”.
9 March 2012 Simpson Bay Lagoon, St Maarten
Glenys went to the French side of the island to find the Volvo dealer and buy a gasket for the exhaust elbow, but unfortunately, they say that there are none available in the Caribbean and that Volvo are not going to manufacture any more. I don’t believe this so I’m going to try to get the UK dealer to send one out to Virgin Gorda.
Communications is a problem for us here in the Lagoon; our UK phone SIM cards don’t allow outgoing calls and we’re not able to pick up any internet access while at anchor. Apparently, there is so much interference from the large power boats that internet wireless signals can’t get through. I’m amazed that no one has got it working in this very busy anchorage.
We’ve not had any email for a few days, so Glenys sneaked into a big hotel and sat in the foyer to get our mail. Unfortunately, she found out that our bank has suspended our Internet banking because I tried to transfer a large sum of money to another savings account – we need to ring their security team. This is a nightmare with no mobile phone access and no internet to Skype.
I finished off the holding tank plumbing in the morning and tried to get the electrician out to look at our generator – maybe tomorrow morning… In the afternoon, I refitted the cooker in place and the oven appears to work correctly now, thank goodness.
I then spent a couple of hours working out how to fit a soft start controller to my dive compressor motor. I’ve had this device on board for nearly a year and haven’t fitted it because the compressor has been working OK. The soft starter is supposed to reduce the starting current on an electric motor, so I’m hoping that I can get the compressor running without doing any major work on the generator and more importantly without having to wait here in St Maarten for spare parts to be flown in.
During the day, I managed to kick one of the shrouds as I was walking past in my bare feet. I’ve ripped the skin from two toes and somehow sprained my little toe which is now bruising up nicely. I spent most of the day limping about and protecting my poor foot. This is an occupational hazard because we spent all of our time on the boat with bare feet and there are lots of sharp, hard things sticking out of the deck. Touch wood and whistle; we’ve been pretty lucky so far.
Glenys tries to find a quiet place to read amongst the chaos
10 March 2012 Simpson Bay Lagoon, St Maarten
Amazingly the electrician turned up at nine o’clock. He ran some tests and found that the Voltage Control System circuit board is not working. He tested the dc motor and the large capacitors which are working fine – the circuit board is simply not sending any signals to the dc motor. He reckons that if they order a new circuit board on Monday we should be up and running by the end of next week – bummer, looks like another week in St Maarten. I’ll go into Electec on Monday morning and get them to give me a quote and confirm the delivery date. I scooted off to buy some electrical bits to fit the soft starter – if I can get my dive compressor running with the generator in its current state, then I might leave the VCS system locked off until we get hauled out in the States in October.
We have an EPIRB, which is an essential safety device. When it’s activated, it alerts the Search & Rescue authorities that we have a problem. It has worldwide coverage and tells the authorities our exact position using a network of satellites. If we sink in the middle of the ocean and have to get into our life-raft then we’ll activate the EPIRB and the Search & Rescue can then send out a helicopter or divert a ship to come and rescue us. I tested our EPIRB a few days ago and it failed it’s self-test. I’ve tried to get someone local to change the battery, but the guy never came back to me. The EPIRB is fourteen years old and it may not be possible to service it, so I bit the bullet and bought a nice shiny new one for $600US – somehow, I now feel a lot safer.
After lunch, Glenys went off to Business Point to pay for access to the Internet. Unfortunately, she was unable to get a good enough connection to talk to our bank using Skype – we’ll try again tomorrow. Meanwhile, I tidied up the mess left by doing jobs for three days and then worked on rewiring the dive compressor motor. I just about finished by sunset, but I’m waiting until tomorrow to try it. I don’t want to blow up my dive compressor…
While gazing across the anchorage as the sun went down, I pondered about the bizarre set up of St Maarten with the small island being split into a Dutch side and a French side. We’re anchored in the Dutch side of the lagoon and have to pay $30US per week to stay here. The French border is only one hundred metres away and they only have to pay $15 to clear in, consequently the French side is very crowded with yachts avoiding paying the additional fees. We should have made the effort to clear into the French side, but when we arrived, we didn’t realise the difference in the cost. Now that we’re settled, I can’t be bothered to go through the hassle of checking out of the Dutch side and into the French side. Hopefully we’ll only be here another week.
11 March 2012 Simpson Bay Lagoon, St Maarten
It’s Sunday, so we declared today a holiday, but I couldn’t resist trying my dive compressor. I was a little nervous after my extensive rewiring yesterday, so I checked everything and amazingly it started. This is good news because we now don’t need to wait for a replacement Voltage Control System circuit board.
We went to the Business Point office to sort out our bank account. Again we couldn’t talk to them using Skype, so we had to use a land line which cost us £8, but at least we have internet banking again. While we had Internet access, we registered our new EPIRB with the US authorities, so that if we have to activate the device they will know who to look for. I also arranged for a new engine exhaust gasket to be sent out from the UK to the BVI - hopefully they’ll provide the correct one this time.
After lunch, we went over to the French side and wandered around a while, walked up to the fort then went to a supermarket to buy some French food. In the evening, we went to Happy Hour at the Yacht Club and carried onto a Mexican restaurant.
12 March 2012 Simpson Bay Lagoon, St Maarten
We’re planning to sail to the British Virgin Islands on the 15th, so we spent the morning running around. I’ve found out that the cost of a new Voltage Control System board on the generator will be about £700, so I told Electec that we’re not going to bother fixing it. We then went to the chandlers and Ace Hardware to buy various bits of kit.
We’ve been told that food and booze prices are very high in the BVIs, so we’ll be stocking up here with enough to last us for a month or so. We started off with the essentials and bought three cases of beer and two cases of wine this morning.
In the afternoon, Glenys went off to another supermarket while I tidied up the wiring for the dive compressor and reinstalled it in the cockpit locker. I then put some marine epoxy onto the leaking part of the engine exhaust elbow as a temporary fix until I get a gasket to fit the new exhaust elbow.
In the evening, we went out to an Indian restaurant with “Notre Vie” – that’s three meals out in the space of a week, we’ll be bankrupt soon.
13 March 2012 Simpson Bay Lagoon, St Maarten
We had a lazy day and went into Phillipsburg. There were five cruise ships in the bay, so it was bedlam on the sea front with Segways and mountain bikes zipping around amongst the thousands of tourists being unloaded from the ships. There is constant chatter from locals wanting to sell you stuff with special deals such as a beach chair and five cold beers for only $20US. I don’t remember a beach all the way along the bay, perhaps it’s all imported sand.
We wandered along the sea front, then down Front Street which is back to back electronics, jewellery and souvenir shops. It’s a good place to do some serious people watching as there are all sorts that pour off the cruise ships. We were very naughty and sneaked into MacDonald’s for lunch – first one for over a year.
Back on the boat, I replaced the kitchen tap, which has been leaking ever since we bought the boat. As expected, it didn’t go smoothly because the pipe fittings were all different on the new tap and I had to hacksaw a bigger hole in the work surface. After a bit of running around, I managed to buy some pipe fittings at Budget Marine, so we now have a drip free tap.
Glenys went to Business Point to sort out email and had a very successful time – she managed to use our internet banking to pay for our yacht hull insurance for next year and the gasket for the exhaust elbow is finally on its way to the British Virgin Islands.
We had a quiet night in for a change.
14 March 2012 Simpson Bay Lagoon, St Maarten
We had another running around sort of day. I went to Ace Hardware and the chandlers to buy some more bits and pieces. We’re expecting that it will be hard or expensive to buy things as we travel through the Virgin Islands, Puerto Rico and the Bahamas. I’m trying to think ahead and buy things that I’ll need over the next two months.
We then went ashore and tried to change our remaining Eastern Caribbean dollars into US dollars, but after queuing for ages in two banks we’ve been told that we’d have to go over to the French side because none of the banks on the Dutch side do currency exchange – very weird… We’ll try in the BVIs or just wait until we get to the States or the UK.
Our next stop was a supermarket, near the marina where we parked our dinghy. We focussed on getting heavy stuff which we could quickly carry to the dinghy - three cases of beer, 12 litres of Coke, 8 litres of orange juice, etc.
We grabbed a quick sandwich for lunch and then went to a huge supermarket where Glenys bought more European things like Kellogg’s breakfast cereal; part baked French baguettes and wasabi paste. You’d think that we’re going to cross the Atlantic with the amount of provisioning that we’re doing.
The rest of the afternoon was spent tidying up and preparing to sail tomorrow evening. I’m starting to get soft – it was 25°C tonight and I had to put on a light jumper. I’m going to suffer when we go further north.
15 March 2012 Simpson Bay Lagoon to Gorda Sound, BVI (Day 1)
We hung about in the morning doing more tidying up and waiting for the bridge opening at eleven o’clock. I replaced the fishing line on my trolling reel and repaired one of my birds with epoxy. Once through the bridge, we anchored in the extremely rolly anchorage. I went ashore to clear out of customs – it cost us another $47US to clear out giving a total cost of $108US for the privilege of anchoring for ten nights in the lagoon. Perhaps we should have gone over to the French side.
After lunch, we went to Business Point and checked our emails – nothing much happening which is good news. Ceris seems to be recovering and is able to talk, but is not able to eat solid food yet. Gareth is talking about her moving back into his house in a few days’ time. Goodness knows how they are going to cope with her additional care requirements.
We spent the rest of the afternoon waiting to leave at sunset. Glenys rustled up a nice, filling Rosti with two fried eggs that should keep us going.
The waiting was too much for us and we cracked up, leaving just after six o’clock. The wind was light at first while we were in the lee of the island, but was coming from our starboard quarter and promised a nice broad reach. After half an hour, we tried to sail, but we were only able to do three knots so, at seven o’clock, Glenys turned the engine on while I went to bed to start our usual three hour watches.
At eight o’clock, Glenys turned off the engine and started to sail, but we were going downwind rather than on a broad reach, so the jib was collapsing and filling as it was blanketed by the main sail. Each time that the jib filled, the genoa car made a horrible banging noise down, below right above my head, so I didn’t get a lot of sleep.
I was a little bit cranky when I got up at ten o’clock and blamed Glenys for letting the sail flog for two hours. I didn’t want to go through the hassle of putting up a pole, so I sheeted the jib in tight and magically the banging and crashing stopped. Most of the drive was coming from the main sail and we were doing about five knots, so we sailed like that all night.
16 March 2012 Simpson Bay Lagoon to Gorda Sound, BVI (Day 2)
It was a very dark night until three o’clock when the moon finally came out. There were quite a few ships wandering about – some big cruise ships were travelling between the BVI and St Maarten all lit up like mini skyscrapers. We also had some commercial ships that crossed our track. I’m guessing that the eighty mile passage between St Maarten and the BVI is a major shipping lane between the USA and the eastern Caribbean. Fortunately they were all keeping a good watch and we had no nasty encounters.
At dawn, we were still thirty miles from the BVI, slowly plodding along at a comfortable five miles per hour. I put out two fishing lines, but didn’t have any bites. We went through the passage between Round Rock and Ginger Island and anchored off Spanish Town, Virgin Gorda at half past ten.
I went ashore to clear in through customs and immigration, which was no problem, but they didn’t issue the permits for the National Park moorings. One of the main reasons that we have come to the BVI is to do plenty of dives, so we need the permit. The customs guy told me that I can get one from the National Park office above The Baths or come back tomorrow at nine o’clock, when someone would be there for a couple of hours.
We decided to get the permit now so that we could relax tomorrow. We motored a mile along to The Baths, but found that all of the moorings were taken, so we had to anchor in Spring Bay which is very rocky and terrible holding. I left Glenys on anchor watch and went off in the dinghy to find the National Park office. The Baths are a major tourist attraction and, to protect the swimmers, it’s no longer permitted to use an outboard to get to the beach. Instead, I had to tie up to a dinghy mooring line, which is twenty five metres from the beach.
I swam ashore in my swimming shorts and Teva sandals while holding my documents and wallet above my head in a water proof bag – not easy with the waves crashing onto the beach. I wandered in to a beach bar and asked where the National Park office was located. The lady gave me a very blank look, but eventually found someone who directed me up a path to the main road.
The guy in the National Park office made me stand outside because I was dripping wet through and told me that the charge is $50US per week. I told him that I wanted ten days starting on the 19th March. This wasn’t possible – I had to buy whole weeks and it would have to start today. I prevaricated because I knew that we weren’t going to use mooring for a few days, but eventually I relented and bought two weeks. I swam back to the dinghy and reported back to Glenys, still seething about the stupid system, and the difficulty of getting a permit.
We motored around to Gorda Sound and anchored behind a reef in Drake’s anchorage in perfect isolation at around three o’clock. We collapsed and had an early night.
17 March 2012 Gorda Sound, BVI
We had a lie-in and then pottered about for most of the day. I managed to get an Internet connection, so I caught up on updating my website. Glenys read a book and made up an itinerary for the next two weeks, so that we make the most of our short two week stay here in the BVI.
In the afternoon, we went snorkelling in a couple of places. The water is lovely and clear and there is plenty of healthy reef. I’m looking forward to going scuba diving.
We were invited over for sun downers on “Melvin” by Terry and Julie. Four beers later, Glenys magically produced a pizza for our dinner which really hit the spot.
18 March 2012 Gorda Sound, BVI
We were up early and keen to go for a dive. We motored over to the Dog Islands aiming to pick up a Marine Park mooring. I was annoyed because, of the five moorings that were on the Marine Park map, three were for commercial Boats only and one was missing. I have a guide to some of the dive sites and it would appear that all the moorings in good dive locations are reserved for dive boats. So why have I paid $100US for a mooring permit? I’m hoping that there are more moorings in the more popular places - otherwise I’ll be really grumpy…
Fortunately, we were able to pick up the only yacht mooring available. It was 50 metres from the dive site that I wanted to do, so we put our gear into the dinghy and tied the dinghy off the commercial mooring – at least a dive boat would still be able to use the mooring.
The dive was called Bronco Billy and was excellent, going through an underwater arch and through canyons cut into the rocky island. The water was nice and clear and there was a lot of fish and reef life.
It was raining when we surfaced, so we sorted out our diving gear and motored over to Great Dog Island to check out the Marine Park moorings there. This is a more popular place and there were four yacht moorings and two commercial moorings. We might come back here for a dive.
We motored back to Gorda Sound and anchored off Prickly Pear Island near to “Notre Vie”. We ran our dive compressor and filled our two tanks ready for tomorrow. We went to Happy Hour at Saba Rock with “Notre Vie” and had two Pussers Painkillers, which are extremely lethal rum cocktails.
As we were leaving the bar, we spotted “Blackthorne Lady” anchoring, so we went over for a quick chat. We’ll come back here tomorrow and have a beer with them.
Glenys made a cracking Beef Vindaloo for dinner.
19 March 2012 Gorda Sound, BVI
We had a late start and then went around to Mountain Point to do a dive. We picked up a yacht mooring which was (again) 100 metres from the best dive site. A tourist snorkelling boat came in and picked up the commercial dive mooring over the dive site, so I went over and they said that it was okay for us to tie our dinghy alongside them on their mooring.
It was a good dive called Mountain Point. We spotted a Nurse Shark lurking in a small cave, went through an underwater canyon through the headland to a deeper reef. The water was clear and there was plenty of sea life to look at. I took some really naff pictures because I didn’t position my strobe very well – I really need to do some more practice.
We had lunch while on the mooring and then motored back to Eustatia Island, which is a little bit off the beaten track - there were only three other boats in the anchorage. We anchored away from everyone else and ran our dive compressor for 40 minutes.
After half an hour of chilling out, we decided to go to the anchorage in Gorda Sound through the coral reefs. The light was pretty good so it was fairly easy, if a little stressful. The minimum depth that we had was 3 metres which is quite deep.
We anchored off Saba Rock and went to Happy Hour with Ian & Jacqui from “Blackthorn Lady”. One beer and two Pussers Painkillers made it a very convivial reunion. It was great to catch up with them again. They were going to go up to the East Coast of the States, so we were hoping to bump into them along the way, but now they’re planning to spend the hurricane season in the Dominican Republic. I hope that we’ll see them again somewhere.
20 March 2012 Gorda Sound to Haulover Bay, Cooper Island, BVI
We set the alarm clock, dragged ourselves out of bed at seven o’clock, pulled up the anchor and had breakfast while we were motoring along the coast of Virgin Gorda. Our aim was to get down to The Baths and pick up a mooring before the hordes of charter boats arrive. The Baths is an area where there are huge granite boulders on the shore creating a series of caves and tunnels. The sea floods in, creating still pools where the sunlight causes interesting lighting effects. It’s a very popular place and the thirty or so moorings are quickly taken.
We arrived at The Baths at half past eight to find that all of the moorings were already taken and there were ten boats in the anchorage further up the coast. The rules for the Marine Park forbid anyone staying on a mooring overnight, but it’s obvious that people picked up the moorings yesterday. It was chaos with dinghies flashing about and people swimming ashore. We decided that it wasn’t worth the effort because the peaceful caves wouldn’t be very peaceful with hundreds of people milling about.
We turned south west, unfurled the jib and gently sailed to Ginger Island where we picked up a Marine Park mooring. Again there are six moorings around the island and five of them are commercial only. I can feel a stroppy email coming on.
We did the same as previous days and took our dinghy to one of the commercial moorings where we did a great dive called Alice in Wonderland. It has lovely coral reef ridges with sandy patches between. I had my camera set up better and took some good photos of a big lobster that I found under a ledge.
After lunch, we motored around to Manchineel Bay on Cooper Island to buy some spare O-rings for our dive tank. The bay is packed with over fifty moorings – there is no place to anchor apart from a very deep patch at the south east end. After getting the O-rings, we went a mile around to Haulover Bay and anchored close to the shore under some big cliffs. There was only one other boat in this lovely place. Why on earth are people paying $25US to moor very close to other boats?
By the time that we had filled our scuba tanks and ran the watermaker, it was four o’clock. More boats had started to arrive in the anchorage and, by sunset, there were another ten anchored. The moorings in Manchineel Bay were obviously all taken. A Hallberg Rassey 41 called “Windfall” anchored close to us, so I went over and invited Per and Leana over for a beer. They’re Swedish and must have different customs to us because they arrived at half past five and didn’t go until nine o’clock by which time we were starving. I guess that they had an early dinner. Glenys rustled up a Spanish Omelette which quickly disappeared.
21 March 2012 Haulover Bay, Cooper Island, BVI
We had a bit of a lie in, chilled out for a couple of hours and then went for a dive on The Marie L which is a wreck of a 90 foot long freighter and three smaller vessels that were sunk specifically as a dive site. The water was clear again and the wrecks were interesting. There was a huge Barracuda inside one of the cabins which looked very threatening as we approached it – we kept our distance, but I managed to get a couple of good photos through a porthole. We saw a lionfish for the first time in the BVI. They’re definitely well-established throughout the Caribbean.
After lunch, we had a nap – the four dives in four days have obviously exhausted us. Then I filled the dive tanks, ran the watermaker and it was time for a beer. We were invited over to “Windfall” for sun downers and managed to escape at half past seven. There were heavy rain showers coming through, so we had dinner down below for a change.
22 March 2012 Haulover Bay to Great Harbour, Peter Island, BVI
It was overcast and raining when we dragged ourselves out of bed. The weather brightened up, so we decided to have a day off diving and go over to Road Town to see if the exhaust elbow gasket has arrived, get a load of laundry done and buy some food – it’s been a week since we’ve been near a grocery shop. However, as we turned the corner out of the anchorage, we could see huge rain clouds sleeping over Tortola, so we changed to Plan B and went to have a look how crowded the moorings were for the wreck of The Rhone.
There are six red, general use moorings and loads of yellow commercial moorings and to our great surprise there were two red moorings free, so we picked one of them up and did a scuba dive on the RMS Rhone. This Royal Mail Steamer was hit by a hurricane in 1867 and while trying to escape to the open sea, was forced onto the rocks on Salt Island. The wreck is split into two main sections – we did our dive on the deeper bow section which is very good. The water is very clear. The wreck is collapsing, but is still in remarkable condition considering that it sank one hundred and fifty years ago. There are thousands of fish that gather beneath the wreckage, in some places hundreds of large snappers in shoals.
A heavy rain squall hit just after we climbed back onto Alba, so we had to wait for an hour for clearer weather before dropping the mooring. We motored over to Peter Island and had a look at Deadman’s Bay, but the swell was hooking around the point of the bay making it rolly. The next bay was Great Harbour, which is not the best anchorage in the world as it is very deep in the middle. We anchored in a depth of ten metres near the north east peninsula. The wind swirls around in the bay and an hour later, we had to re-anchor because we were being pushed very close to the shore.
We filled our dive tanks and ran the watermaker again- we use quite a bit of water when we go diving because we rinse out the diving equipment. We had a quiet night in.
23 March 2012 Great Harbour to Key Bay, Peter Island, BVI
It rained a few times last night and there are stronger winds when the squalls go through. We left Great Harbour in the morning and anchored in Beneures Bay on Norman Island. It’s quite sheltered in the bay, but the wind swirls around. There were only two yachts in the bay when we arrived and both of them were facing in completely opposite directions, so it was difficult to tell where to anchor.
We dropped our anchor in 10 metres of water near a yacht that was in the centre of the bay. The guy on board had definitely gone “tropo” – over sixty years old, shaggy grey beard, a beer belly and naked as a jay bird. Not the most pleasant sight. Initially, we were fifty metres away from him and close to the shore, but we started to pirouette around the anchorage in the light winds and ended up too close to the tropo yacht for my sanity.
So, after lunch, we motored around to The Bight which used to be a fantastic anchorage, but is now covered with the dreaded moorings. There is nowhere to anchor other than in very deep water or very close to the shore near a beach bar which is bound to be noisy. We left in disgust.
We motored over to Key Bay and anchored in the constant wind, off a nice beach next to a small island – ideal. The sky was mostly overcast all day with squalls giving long periods of heavy rain, so we just hunkered down and read our books. There’s an area of low pressure over the Bahamas which is causing this horrible weather – we’re going to have to get used to more variable weather as we head north.
It was miserable in the evening, so we had our Chicken Enchilladas down below.
24 March 2012 Key Bay, Peter Island, BVI
It was a very blustery night with heavy rain squalls coming through, but the morning was much sunnier. This is such a quiet anchorage that we decided to stay another night.
Our generator has been running unevenly recently and it seems to be when it gets hot after running for thirty minutes. The speed of the engine is slowing down every couple of seconds, which sounds like it is starved of fuel. I first bled the injectors of any air, which made no difference. I’ve had a similar problem before and so I cleaned the fuel pump relay socket with WD 40 and replaced the relay. This seemed to sort the problem out – touch wood and whistle. The old relay had diesel on the contacts, but nothing inside - it’s probably a bad connection on the relay pins.
While running the watermaker, I noticed that the sample valve is leaking, which means that some of the water that we are making is coming out of a plastic tube and going straight down the drain. I’ve tried to fix it, but it looks like something is worn inside the plastic valve, so I’ll have to try to get a new one. In the meantime, I’ve come up with a cunning plan – I’ve clamped the end of the plastic tube with a small pair of mole grips, which stops the dribble of water.
After lunch we chilled out for a while, went for a short walk on the island and then went snorkelling for an hour. The weather is still very variable with rain showers coming through, but it stayed dry enough to have dinner in the cockpit. After our meal, we watched a film down below on my laptop.
25 March 2012 Key Bay to Buck Island, Tortola, BVI
We motored east directly into the wind to find a place to go diving. The seas were a bit too high to do the more exposed dives, so we ended up diving on the stern section of the RMS Rhone, which was very good.
We nipped around to Salt Island Bay and anchored for lunch and then had a leisurely sail across to Buck Island on Tortola. This is a lovely isolated anchorage in the lee of a private island. A little bit of swell hooks around the corner, but it just makes a pleasant rocking motion. There was nobody here until just before sunset when a catamaran came in and anchored a long way from us. Goodness knows why people crowd into The Bight and Manchineel Bay when there are lovely anchorages like these.
The other great thing about this anchorage is that I was able to get Internet access for the first time in a week. After filling the dive tanks, I spent the rest of the afternoon catching up on email and working on the new diving section of our web site.
26 March 2012 Buck Island, Tortola, BVI
I woke up feeling pretty grim and with a stomach bug. We motored around to Road Town and anchored just outside the marinas. A three foot swell was coming in from the south making it a very exposed anchorage, so we rushed to get off the boat.
We went into Village Cay Marina, dumped four big bags of rubbish and Glenys dropped off the laundry which will be ready at nine o’clock tomorrow morning. I asked at the marina office if they had received our package with the exhaust gasket, but no sign of it. I was surprised because it was sent on the 13th by airmail. The lady was a little vague about the process, but I eventually deduced that it would probably be held at the post office and a pink slip would be sent to the marina.
We decided to walk to the post office and see if they had any record of it arriving. This turned out to be a long 20 minute walk in the beating sun to discover that they have not received it. Dismayed, we walked back to town and wandered around aimlessly, but couldn’t find any centre to the town – it’s a sprawling mess. Goodness knows what the cruise ship tourists do when then land here.
Glenys dragged me around the supermarket, where I was starting to feel decidedly dodgy after the dehydrating walk to the post office. We went back to the boat and motored back to Buck Island, having lunch on the way. Once anchored, I went to bed for a couple of hours, while Glenys took advantage of the good Internet connection that we’ve picked up. We had a quiet evening and I went to bed early.
27 March 2012 Buck Island to Monkey Point, BVI
I felt much better this morning. We motored back to Road Town to pick up the laundry, but typically it wasn’t ready. Glenys had made the fatal mistake of telling them that she’d pick it up at nine o’clock today instead of five o’clock last night. In their island minds, this means that they didn’t have to start it until today…
The mail still hasn’t arrived, so we spent an hour wandering around town while the laundry was finished off. We found Main Street which is a bit nicer than the rest of the town with old buildings and small shops.
After we picked up the laundry, we motored across to Deadman’s Bay on Peter Island, had lunch and then went for a dive called Painted Walls, which was very good - going into canyons on an exposed headland. It was very calm today, but there was still some surge. We were both excited to see a Reef Shark that cruised past, checking us out.
We motored over to Trellis Bay, which was packed with moorings and nowhere to anchor. We looked at Marina Cay which was the same. We went around to Lee Bay, which had four boats in already – the bottom seemed to be broken coral & rubble and after two attempts, we couldn’t get settled. We went around to White Bay and found that the bottom is all broken coral & rubble, so we gave up and picked up a Marine Park mooring at Monkey Point. We felt like nomads - the cold beer was great.
Glenys started up the water maker and noticed that the amount of water coming out was less than it used to be. I had a quick look and decided that I need to strip down the sample valve. We turned it off and I’ll look at it tomorrow.
28 March 2012 Monkey Point to Manchineel Bay, Jost Van Dyke, BVI
I didn’t sleep well, waking up at four o’clock in the morning wondering how I was going to sort out the water maker. I was up at seven o’clock.
I stripped down the leaking valve and found that a lug on the plastic ballcock has been worn away, so it’s turning too much. I managed to reassemble it in the correct position and hopefully it will last until I can get a replacement. It took me ninety minutes to sort it out and I was very relieved when the watermaker worked. We made water for over an hour - happiness is having a week’s supply of water.
We sailed down to Jost Van Dyke and anchored in Machineel Bay with one other yacht, which was a fifty metres away. Two hundred metres to our south is a lovely sandy island called Sandy Spit which is heaving with charter boats all packed close to each other – it’s obviously a place on the cruising itinerary. We’ve become weary of charter boats and crowded anchorages filled with moorings, so we’re planning to move onto Puerto Rico the day after tomorrow.
We chilled out for the rest of the day. I had a practise on my clarinet which didn’t take long because my lips turned to rubber after ten minutes. I must practise more.
As we sat with our sundowner beers, we formulated a theory that boats travel around at a speed that is inversely proportional to the angle of the sun above the horizon. People are quite happy to drift along at 3 knots in the afternoon, but when the sun gets lower in the sky, it turns into a frenzy of “Gotta Getta Mooring” and yachts come hurtling into the bays at great speed.
29 March 2012 Manchineel Bay to Key Bay, Peter Island, BVI
It was a rock and roll night as the wind picked up to over twenty knots and there was a big swell coming in from the north, which was hooking around the corner into the anchorage. The narrow cut between Little Jost Van Dyke and Sandy Spit, which was 50 metres in front of us, had impressive three foot high breakers this morning.
We sailed downwind to Great Harbour, where we were able to clear out of customs and buy some bread. This bay has the largest settlement on Jost Van dyke, but is a real one horse town. The main road is a sand filled dirt track that runs along the edge of the beach. There are a plethora of bars who pander to the hordes of tourists that arrive on the charter boats and the small power boats coming across from the US Virgin Islands. It’s a quaint little place, but there are a few old Jimmy Buffet wannabes wandering around in flowery shirts with their long, grey hair tied up in pony tails - quite sad really.
We sailed over to Key Bay on Peter Island, so that we’ll be protected from the north swells that are supposed to get bigger tonight. The plan is to sail along the southern coast of St Thomas tomorrow to shelter us from the north swells which could make the 40 mile trip unpleasant.
The afternoon was spent chilling out and getting ready to sail tomorrow. Our beer fridge has been gurgling again, so I topped it up with refrigerant. I must find someone with a Freon detector and find this damn leak.
30 March 2012 Key Bay to Isla Culebra, Puerto Rico
The alarm went off at half past six and we left half an hour later. We sailed past The Bight avoiding the procession of charter boats going out to The Indians to pick up a mooring before they’re all taken – “Gotta Getta Mooring”.
The sail down the south coast of St John and St Thomas was uneventful - sometimes we had enough wind to sail and other times we had to motor-sail. Once clear of St Thomas, we had a pleasant downwind sail to Sail Rock, which sticks up 100 feet out of the sea, half way to Isla Culebra. We caught a 3lb Rainbow Runner before we reached Sail Rock and a 10lb Amberjack between Sail Rock and Isla Culebra.
As we were approaching the tricky, reef strewn approach to the main bay in Isla Culebra, the skies darkened and it didn’t look too good to the south of us. We thought that the rain squalls had passed us, but the winds increased just as we approached the first navigation buoy. I decided to continue sailing up the channel and we did a rubbish gybe, allowing the main boom to slam over from 30 degrees over to starboard to port, which for some reason, sheared the rivets attaching our Rod Kicker to the mast – bummer…
I gybed the jib and rolled it away, while Glenys put on the engine and headed up the channel. I went forward and tied the foot of the Rod Kicker to the mast to stop it gouging holes in our teak deck. As the rain started to fall, we turned into the wind and I danced the light fandango on the foredeck putting the main away. It was lashing it down for the next fifteen minutes as we motored through the approach channel – thank goodness for the navigation buoys, otherwise we would have had to sit out at sea for a couple of hours while the rain squalls went through.
The rain was getting heavier as we entered the bay, so we temporarily anchored just to the west of the entrance in the approach to Ensenada Dakity. While waiting for the rain to pass, we were called on the VHF radio by “PR2” – Robby and Peter know Sergio, the previous owner of Alba, very well. Robby told me that the customs people are really fussy about correct procedure and that I was supposed to ring them as soon as I arrived in their territorial waters.
I rang the Customs and spent ten minutes giving them the details of our boat, passport numbers, etc. - this cost £10 on my UK phone. They then told me that I had to ring another number to arrange to go to see the customs and immigration at the local airport, which made it all seem like a waste of time. However, I rang the local customs and, after a small discussion, they have allowed us to delay our trip to the airport until tomorrow, which saves us rushing around in the rain.
The rain slowed down at four o’clock, so we motored to the anchorage off the main town of Dewey. We put up the rain covers and I then spent thirty minutes filleting the two fish that we had caught, before collapsing with a nice cold beer.
Fortunately, the rain stopped before dark making the place look a little more like the Caribbean rather than northern Europe in the winter. We’ve spotted a couple of boats that we know, so hopefully this will be a good place to stop for a week or so.
Glenys cooked the Rainbow Runner for dinner. We’ve put the Amberjack in the fridge until I can make sure that the species of fish is okay to eat – we don’t want to get poisoned by Ciguatera.
31 March 2012 Isla Culebra, Puerto Rico
We were feeling a little apprehensive as we walked to the Airport to clear in, hoping that our new US visas were all correct and we wouldn’t have any hassle. Memories of getting a deportation order for our children back in 1995 when we were on Glencora were still vivid. The officer for Home Land Security was wearing body armour, had a huge gun in a holster and looked very threatening, but turned out to be a really nice guy. We now have cruising permit for one year which also covers anywhere in the USA, which means that the boat can stay in the states until next March which is great news.
We wandered around the town of Dewey, which didn’t take long. There’s a few restaurants, a supermarket, a post office, a ferry dock and that’s about it apart from a very impressive lifting bridge that isn’t used any more. I went over to a sports fishing boat and showed them a photograph of the Amberjack that we caught and the guy said that it wasn’t good to eat because of Ciguaterra, so it’s going over the side.
We did a few small jobs in the afternoon and then went out to the Dinghy Dock Bar for happy hour with Joe and Mitchell from “Peregrine” and a few other cruisers, who have taken root here. We wandered off by ourselves and ended up in the Zaco Taco restaurant where we had a fantastic meal of tacos and a huge burrito. While we were in there, we invited ourselves over to another table with a large group of cruisers and had a beer with them before all piling out to go to another bar to listen to a drum band. Good night out – I can see how people get stuck here.
April 2012
1 April 2012 Isla Culebra, Puerto Rico
We motored down to the entrance of the bay and anchored inside the reef at Ensenada Dakity. It’s a very calm anchorage and the weather looked good, so I spent all day changing the chain plates for the Series Drogue. My brother, Andy, brought out a new, thicker pair that he calculates will be able to take the potential 6½ ton snatch loads.
It should have been an easy job, but nothing on a boat is ever easy. It took me an hour to remove the first chain plate and clean everything up ready to fit the new one. Unfortunately, four of the holes were not in the same position as the old chain plate. It was only out by two millimetres, but that was enough to stop me dead. I decided to drill out the holes to make them 1.5mm larger – this is easier said than done in 10mm thick stainless steel.
My 230V power drill is knackered, so all I had was a Bosch battery drill. I drilled out the holes slowly, just increasing the diameter by 0.5mm at a time, using plenty of WD40 oil to lubricate it and running at a slow speed. I managed to do the first one without a major problem and fitted it in place just after lunch.
The second one was more of a problem because the drill bits were now blunt and the drill didn’t have enough power. I had to keep charging the drill battery and eventually the charger overheated and gave up. In a mild panic, I dinghied around the anchorage trying to find someone with a variable speed 230V drill. There are a lot of Americans here who only have 110V power, but I eventually found a British guy who lent me his drill. I managed to finish the job at half past four – a long day.
Glenys meanwhile used some very caustic cleaner to get rid of the rust stains in the inside of the dinghy. It’s horrible stuff containing hydrochloric, phosphoric and oxalic acid, so she wore protective gloves and even had rubber wet suit bootees on to protect her feet. It worked well and the dinghy now looks great.
Peter and Robyn came over from “PR2” for sun-downers. They first met Sergio in 2001, when he had just sailed Alba from the Hallberg Rassey boat yard in Sweden to the Canaries.
2 April 2012 Isla Culebra, Puerto Rico
We had a reasonable Internet connection, so I spent all day catching up on maintenance of our web site and trying to help our son, Craig get a job. He graduated from Leicester University last year with a good 2:1 honours degree in Physics, but the job market in the UK is very depressed. The recruitment process is very impersonal, mostly being done on-line. Craig has been filling in on-line application forms and psychometric tests. Each application takes around two hours and the companies never bother to reply, never mind give some feedback. He’s been getting disheartened about it all.
I sent out emails to various business contacts that I had in my past life and they started to come up with some good ideas and contacts. I’m hoping that this will give Craig something to work with.
Glenys had a working day and cleaned the teak deck and the hull. Our anchor chain has now lost all of its galvanising and is starting to rust. I’m planning to get the chain re-galvanised when we haul out in October, but for now the damn rust is staining the deck. I’m not sure what to do about it.
Glenys started to make Picadillo for dinner, which is a Cuban dish made from salted beef, but even after being in the pressure cooker for an hour, the piece of beef that she had bought in St Maarten was incredibly stringy and chewy, so it went overboard and we had Huevos Rancheros instead.
3 April 2012 Isla Culebra to Sun Bay, Vieques, Puerto Rico
It was a lovely sunny day again. The weather forecast is for very light variable winds for the next week, so we upped anchor and headed off to the island of Vieques. There was hardly any wind, so we motored for five hours to get to Sun Bay, where we picked up one of the three free moorings.
We jumped into the dinghy and zipped a mile around to Esperanza, which is a very small town. It is very tourist orientated with at least ten restaurants, bike hire, snorkelling gear hire, kayak hire, etc. We stopped off at the small museum, which doubles as an information centre. They lent us a phone and Glenys arranged for us to go horse riding in a couple of days.
A big tourist attraction here is to visit a bioluminescent bay at night. The bay has lots of phosphorescent plankton and on a dark night, it is supposed to be spectacular especially if you can jump in and swim about. They arrange trips on electric powered boats and also kayaks. Unfortunately, it will be a full moon in three days’ time meaning that the evenings won’t be very dark, so we’re going to give it a miss.
We walked to a small grocery store and then along the Sun Bay beach, which is very pretty with palm trees planted all along the one mile stretch of sand. There are lots of people camping on the edge of the beach; perhaps they’re here for Easter which is this weekend.
Back on the boat, there was a swell hooking around the corner and making us roll, so I put out a stern anchor to keep us bow into the swell. We chilled out for the rest of the afternoon reading. At sundown, we had a minor attack from mosquitos, which were taking advantage of the still air. I received six bites in two minutes, so we went to MOSCON 1, closed all the hatches, put up the mosquito net in the cockpit and “Bopped” our bedroom with fly spray. This is the first time that the mosquito net has been out since our trip up the Manamo River last September.
4 April 2012 Sun Bay, Vieques, Puerto Rico
Our mosquito tactics worked last night and we had a good night’s sleep. The wind seemed to be picking up from the east and having a stern anchor out puts more strain on the mooring, so I lifted the stern anchor.
We took the dinghy over to the beach and spent an hour doing a couple of jobs. I de-rusted the steel bar for the outboard lock while Glenys started making templates for a dinghy cover. We bought the Sunbrella for this in Trinidad over five months ago and have never managed to get around to making it. The tropical sun is quickly degrading the rubberised Hyperlon tubes and we’re getting an increased amount of damage when the inflated tubes rub against dinghy docks. We’re hoping that this cover will help to cut down these problems.
It’s quite a complicated three dimensional problem, but after an hour of messing about, we think that we have some templates made out of old newspaper.
Back on Alba, the wind had dropped and we were rolling a lot, so I reset the stern anchor. It didn’t work quite as well as last night because the wind veered through 180 degrees during the afternoon, but it was better than nothing.
I dug out the Series Drogue from under the front berth and connected it up to the new chain plates to ensure that it all fitted together. This is a piece of safety equipment like the EPIRB which hopefully will never be used. If we are caught out in a major storm, then the biggest danger to our small sailing yacht is surfing down a large breaking wave which can capsize the boat and roll it over. The Series Drogue consists of 200 feet of heavy nylon rope to which there are attached 132 small, 5inch diameter nylon cones. When the weather gets too rough, we’ll deploy the rope out of the back of the boat and the small drogues will slow the boat down to around one knot. This will prevent us surfing down big waves.
I assembled all of the parts and carefully packed it into a holdall bag. It will be stowed away until we are making long passages and then be placed on the aft deck ready for instant deployment should we get caught out in a storm.
Glenys made some neater templates for the dinghy cover – we’ll have a second fitting tomorrow. We’re running out of beer and fresh food now – we need to get to a supermarket and stock up again. We had Baccalau made from salt cod for dinner.
5 April 2012 Sun Bay to Esperanza, Vieques, Puerto Rico
It was another fine, light wind day. I cut my hair with the electric trimmers. I’m becoming quite an expert at doing a number 12, which is ½” all over. I look a bit like a convict, but it’s much cooler than having long hair.
We went to the beach for the second fitting of the dinghy cover, but half way through, a police woman came along and told us that we weren’t allowed to land our dinghy here because it’s a national park. She threatened us with a fine, so we left quickly.
We motored a mile around to the anchorage off Esperanza, so that we will be closer to the dinghy dock while we went horse riding in the afternoon. The sea bed consists of very thick weed and our CQR anchor wouldn’t dig in on the first attempt, so we dropped the anchor a second time and I snorkelled down and physically pushed the point of the anchor in. Once it was started, it ploughed into the weed when Glenys backed the boat up.
At three o’clock, we went into Esperanza to walk to the Horse Riding centre. It’s the day before Easter Friday which is a big national holiday in Puerto Rico. All of the available space along the beach is taken by tents. These aren’t small tents, but huge dwellings with everything including the kitchen sink. The small town was buzzing with people partying and dancing to Spanish music at the various restaurants.
We walked a mile out of town to the horse riding centre and met Elizabeth and her sister. There were eight people in the group with one being a total beginner, so the ride was a little tame, but pleasant. The horse are a paso-fino cross breed. The paso-fino horses are trained to do a running gait (called the “Paso”), which is a very smooth when you get it right. The route was varied – along some beaches and narrow paths through woodland. My horse was terrified of waves, so it was difficult to control along the beaches.
We managed to get back on board Alba before sunset.
6 April 2012 Esperanza to Cayo Obispo, Puerto Rico
It’s Easter Friday today. We still have very light winds, but we’ve decided to move onto Fajardo, where we can restock with food and fuel, ready for going to the Bahamas when the wind returns.
We had a lovely sail down the south coast of Vieques and then north up to Fajardo. The 12 knot winds were from the east and the seas were very calm. We anchored behind Cayo Obispo, which is a small island with a marina and apartments. It lies ½ mile offshore from the town of Fajardo.
We went into the marina, but the office was closed up. However, we managed to get a ticket for the small ferry that runs across to the town of Fajardo – we plan to go shopping tomorrow. We’re able to pick up a wireless Internet connection from Sunbay Marina across on the mainland, but for some reason, I can’t pick up or send email, which is a bit frustrating. Perhaps it will work tomorrow.
We were invited on to “July Indian” for an evening beer or two with Linda and Garry. They’re heading up to the USA like us and are also waiting for the winds to pick up. There’s a big cold front across the northern Bahamas which is producing gale force winds and seems to be sucking all the air away from us. Garry reckons that it will be another week before the trade winds return.
7 April 2012 Cayo Obispo, Puerto Rico
First thing this morning, we spotted a manatee which surfaced very close to our boat. I knew that there are lots of them on the south coast of Puerto Rico, but didn’t expect to see one here with all the boats whizzing about.
We took the marina ferry over to Fajado and walked the mile or so into town. It’s a pretty dodgy area with all of the houses having thick iron bars - obviously burglary is a problem around here. Being a holiday weekend it was a little quiet. We walked up the high street which is just lots of small shops with no real character. There’s a pretty square with a church and a fountain, but not much else.
We walked down to the public transport depot to get a “publico” which are small mini buses. Normally you tell the driver where you want to go and he then waits until the bus is full and then takes everyone to their destination. There were only a few publicos hanging about and not much business, so one guy agreed to take us to West Marine by ourselves for $7US.
West Marine is a big American boat parts chain, but I was disappointed that their prices were higher than Budget Marine who we have been using up the islands. They also didn’t have anything that we wanted – not even the correct size of pop rivets to repair our rod kicker. We met Kathy & John from “Oceana” while we were in West Marine and they kindly gave us a lift to Wal Mart.
Wal Mart was fantastic – it was like being in wonderland after all of the small stores that we’ve seen for the past year. Glenys bought a USA SIM card for her phone, so that we don’t have to pay outrageous roaming charges for local calls. We only bought a few other things, but we spent a happy hour walking around and staring at things. After lunch at Burger King (well we’re in America), we spent a couple of hours in a big supermarket, restocking for our trip through the Bahamas. The plan is to come back on Monday and Tuesday when we have a hire car and get lots more heavy stuff like orange juice, milk, beer, etc.
We rang for a taxi, which dropped us back at the ferry dock for $6US. I made a reservation for a hire car which we can pick up early Monday morning. The plan is to visit the old town of San Juan on one day and go hiking in the rain forest on the other day. We had a quiet night in and treated ourselves to King Prawns in Garlic.
8 April 2012 Cayo Obispo, Puerto Rico
It’s Easter Sunday, so we planned on a quiet day.
We’ve been living on Alba for exactly one year today, so I worked out a few statistics. In the past twelve months, we’ve sailed 3600 miles, but we’re still only 220 miles to the west of Grenada, so we need to start clocking up some miles if we are going to travel 25,000 miles around the world in the next nine years. We’ve not done very well on our motoring to sailing ratio – we’ve put 435 hours on the engine, which is indicative of the type of sailing that we’ve been doing – short hops and often in the lee of islands. Running the engine for four straight days motoring from Curacao to Trinidad last October accounted for 20% of our motoring.
Glenys rang her brother Gareth because she was worried about how her mum was getting on. Gareth said that Ceris has had a few funny turns recently and has been in to hospital a few times over the past two weeks, but the doctors have finally decided that she has an infection of some sort and put her on antibiotics, so hopefully she’ll settle down now.
We spent the day reading, playing on the computer and generally chilling out. Glenys made Moroccan Chicken Tagine for dinner with Couscous.
9 April 2012 Cayo Obispo, Puerto Rico
We picked up a hire car. I was pretty nervous because I hadn’t driven for a year. In the trips in the taxi yesterday, I’d noticed that the Puerto Ricans not only drive on the wrong side of the road, but they also drive like lunatics. However, I donned my Reacto-Fear Sunglasses and we headed off towards San Juan.
We didn’t have a road map and immediately made a navigational error, ending up in the middle of downtown Fajardo in rush hour. I decided to try to go around the High Street and finished up going down what we “think” was a one-way street - the wrong way. I say ”think” because there were no road signs to indicate a one way system, but all the parked cars were facing in the same direction (towards me) and all of the traffic was driving straight at me. In addition, the drivers that I encountered didn’t honk their horns or make dramatic gestures with their fingers, so perhaps it’s a non-official one-way street. After a couple of hundred metres, I decided that discretion is the better part of valour and turned down a side street, back to the high street.
We eventually made it to the freeway, but couldn’t buy a road map for love nor money – we gave up after trying a garage and a Super K-Mart. It wasn’t a huge problem because the road into San Juan was well signposted and we managed to find a multi-story car park right in the centre of the old town.
San Juan is a city built by the Spanish in the 1500’s and is therefore incredibly old by American standards. The Spanish built a big fort at the head of the well-sheltered bay and it became a major stopping place for the Spanish fleet taking gold and silver from the New World to Europe. Over its history, the town has been attacked by the British, the Dutch and even the USA, but no country other than Spain managed to hold it for long. Eventually, Puerto Rico was handed over to the USA at the end of the Spanish American war in 1898. The old town is interesting to walk around, reminding me of some of the great cities in Europe, with lovely cobbled streets and very Spanish architecture.
We had lunch at a small Puerto Rican restaurant where Glenys had a local dish called Mofongo Rellano. It’s made from mashed plantains and is very tasty. I’m sure that Glenys will be trying to reproduce it soon.
We left San Juan and drove back to Farjado to do some more food shopping. We went to another supermarket to get a bit of variety – our biggest problem is the rubbish beer that they sell over here. The choices are a range of insipid, gassy American beers and, what is worse, they are mostly “Lite Beer” – which to me is an oxymoron. The only real choice is Heineken which is very expensive and comes in very small cans, which only serves to create twice as much garbage.
10 April 2012 Cayo Obispo, Puerto Rico
We drove to the El Yunque National Park and went walking on a trail to the top of El Yunque. It’s all in rain forest and (errr), it rained, so we were dripping wet through when we arrived at the top. It was a very nice three hour hike and good to be out walking again. The national park is a popular tourist stop and there were some very ill equipped people in plastic ponchos, struggling up the path in their flip flops.
In the afternoon, we stopped off at Luquillo, where there are lots of small kiosks selling snacks. We had an Empanadilla (Chicken Pasty) and a Piononos , which is a kind of pie made from sweet plantains and minced beef – very nice. We called into Wal Mart on the way back and did boring stuff like buying some new pillows. I’ve been unable to buy any pop rivets for our broken Rod Kicker.
11 April 2012 Cayo Obispo to Isla Culebra, Puerto Rico
I managed to talk to a guy called Dennis who runs a weather net in the morning at 0745 on 4420Khz. He couldn’t hear me, but Ian from “Blackthorn Lady” was on channel and relayed for me for a while. I asked Dennis about a weather window for our five day passage to the Bahamas and he told me that there’s a cold front coming from the north and we need to wait for that to go through so Monday (23rd) is probably the best bet for the start of our five day passage to the Bahamas. Dennis knows Sergio, the previous owner of Alba.
I made a temporary kicking strap from the block and tackle from one of our running backstays, which we hardly ever use. It looks the part and I’m guessing is a strong as the original rod kicker. We went to Sunbay Marina, refuelled and then sailed to Culebra which is 20 miles as the crow flies. The wind was a pleasant 15 knots, but dead on the nose, so we ended up sailing 42 miles as we tacked back and forth – it took us 7½ hours.
We anchored inside the reef at Ensenada Dakity.
12 April 2012 Isla Culebra, Puerto Rico
We motored to the anchorage at Dewey and went to the launderette – I’ve not been to a launderette for over twenty years – it wasn’t as bad as I remember.
We chilled out for the afternoon and then went to the bar for happy hour and onto a pizza bar for dinner.
13 April 2012 Isla Culebra to Isla de Culebrita, Puerto Rico
I chatted with Dennis again this morning and the cold front is still coming down from the north and it will bring strong NE winds with it tomorrow evening and Sunday. It looks like we’ll have to wait until Tuesday (17th) for the large swell caused by this wind to die down.
We took another two loads of washing to the launderette in the morning and then motored around to Isla de Culebrita with “Blackthorn Lady” to have a change of surroundings while we still have pleasant weather. Bahia de Tortuga is a lovely bay with a white sandy beach and is surrounded by reefs and clear water. We went snorkelling which was good and then went to “Blackthorn Lady” for a barbeque with Tony and Rosemary from “English Rose”. It was good to catch up with Ian and Jacqui, but we drank too much red wine.
14 April 2012 Isla de Culebrita to Isla Culebra, Puerto Rico
Glenys and I were feeling a little “dull” this morning. We took the dinghy to the beautiful beach and went for a short walk up to the abandoned lighthouse on the top of the hill. It’s a nice little walk. The island is a protected nature reserve and there’s a well maintained path starting from the middle of the beach. The lighthouse is derelict, but we managed to climb up to the top of the tower on the dodgy, rusty, spiral stairs. We had a great view of the Spanish Virgin Islands from up there.
Back on Alba, we went for a swim to cool down and spotted a nice big Green Turtle and watched a Remora who was lurking around underneath the boat. The cloud was starting to build up by eleven o’clock, so we motored back to Ensenada Honda and anchored off Dewey. Kath and Jim have just arrived on “Flawless D” after a five day passage from Curacao, so we went for a quick chat with them. The rain and wind from the cold front hit us at three o’clock and it poured down for the rest of the afternoon.
We donned our waterproofs and went back to “Flawless D” for a few beers in the evening, while the wind howled and the rain lashed.
15 April 2012 Isla Culebra, Puerto Rico
It was a very blustery night, with 25 knot winds from the north-east, so we had a restless night with the anchor chain snatching in the strong gusts.
It was quite sunny for most of the day but the wind was gusting to 25 knots, so we stayed down below. We sorted out our grab bag, which contains the various things that we want to take with us in the unlikely event that we sink and have to take to our life raft. It’s only a five day passage but anything can happen so we depressed ourselves with this task.
The rest of the day was spent on reading, internet and clarinet practise. Glenys painted a Bahamian courtesy flag because we’ve been unable to buy one in the BVI or here in Puerto Rico.
At the end of the afternoon, dark rain clouds started to head our way, so we had a quiet night in. Glenys made a brave attempt at Piononos for dinner. Unfortunately, the recipe calls for plantain strips to be held together in a kind of ring with cocktail sticks and we didn’t have any, so it collapsed into a heap. It was very tasty, but looked a bit like road kill. I look forward to the next attempt.
16 April 2012 Isla Culebra, Puerto Rico
The weather forecast hasn’t changed much. Today is nice 20 knot winds from the north-east, but horrible big seas. Tomorrow should be perfect, but I’m a little worried that we’re going to run out of wind after a couple of days. We had a quick debate about leaving today, but decided to stick to our original plan and leave early tomorrow.
We went ashore to get some cash and go to the supermarket to buy fresh food for the passage. As the supermarket has its own dinghy dock, it’s very convenient to get heavy stuff, so we invested in six cases of beer – people have told us that beer is $90US a case in some places in the Bahamas - that works out to about £6 per pint…
We dropped off our garbage and then cleared out in the afternoon, which was very quick and easy. In the evening, we went on a mini pub crawl and for a meal at Zaco’s Tacos for our last night out with “Flawless D” and “Blackthorn Lady”. It was very convivial.
17 April 2012 Isla Culebra to Mayaguana, Bahamas (Day 1)
The alarm went off at quarter to seven and we leapt out of bed to do the last minute preparations for sea – outboard and dinghy on deck, check the engine, fishing lures, make sandwiches for lunch, etc
We upped anchor and left at eight o’clock. I put up the main and then realised that we hadn’t fitted the rudder for our Hydrovane wind-vane steering, so I had to don swimming shorts and climb down the swimming ladder to fit it in place. Just after we passed the two entrance buoys, a bottle-nosed dolphin came to say “hello”, which I regard as a good omen.
As we rounded the south-west tip of the island, we picked up a nice 15-20 knot wind from the east, which allowed us to sail past the outlying small islands and reefs, out into the Atlantic Ocean. Once clear of the reef, I put out two fishing lines – the fishing rod and a hand line with my “birds”.
I overheard two boats chatting on the VHF about going to the Bahamas, so I contacted them and had a chat. Jan and Karen on “Bella” and Larry and Beverley on “Chandelle” are both heading to Georgetown and are a few miles behind us. We’ll probably stay in touch with them on the way.
Once out at sea, the waves were a little large at 6-9 feet, but it was fairly comfortable because we were on a reach. The wind settled to around 15 knots, so I unfurled the stay sail and we romped along with all sails out doing 5½ - 6 knots.
After lunch, we must have sailed through a school of Dorado, because I suddenly hooked two fish. I increased the friction of the fishing rod reel and concentrated on the hand line. I managed to get the large fish to the side of the boat when, with a sudden panic attack, it managed to throw the hook as I was about to lift it on board. I played the second fish for a while and was very pleased to land a large 18lb female Dorado.
I filleted the fish and Glenys packed it away in zip-lock bags in the bottom of our drinks fridge, covered by cold beer cans. We’re not very well geared up for catching a lot of fish because we have limited freezing capacity. The galley fridge has a small freezer compartment, but that is usually full of meat. Our other fridge is normally packed full of cold drinks. Perhaps when we do these longer passages, we should turn the drinks fridge into a freezer, so that we can stock up on fish when it is available.
We chilled out for the rest of the afternoon, going along nicely at 6-7 knots. Yesterday, Glenys made a beef stew in the pressure cooker, intending it to be our dinner for the first two evenings, but as we have nice fresh fish, she rustled up Dorado Catalan with mashed potatoes – yummy!
I went to bed at seven o’clock at the start of our three hour watches. The wind had been gusting up to 20 knots and we had been doing over 7 knots in the gusts. However, the wind was forecast to drop, so I left out all of the sails. I didn’t sleep very well – nervous about the passage and we seemed to be crashing along. Sure enough at nine o’clock, Glenys called me up because the wind was gusting 25 knots and we were over pressed. We ended up putting 1½ reefs in the main and a deep reef in the jib.
18 April 2012 Isla Culebra to Mayaguana, Bahamas (Day 2)
It was a dark night with only a sliver of a waning moon appearing an hour before dawn, but at least the clouds cleared away and we had a beautiful starry sky. At usual, it was hard to get into the three hour watches - only the thought of a Dorado sandwich got me out of bed at four o’clock in the morning.
The wind had dropped to 10-15 knots by dawn, so I shook out the reefs and we slopped along at 3½ knots in the four foot swell. It was cold last night and I had to wear long trousers for the first time in a year. However, by seven o’clock, the sun had warmed up and I was back in shorts.
At quarter to seven, I managed to report into Dennis’s weather net. He forecast 8-10 knots for today and 10-15 knots for tomorrow. He also mentioned a trough of low pressure that is forming over Florida, which he’s going to investigate and give more information tomorrow. At eight o’clock, we’d done 150 miles in 24 hours which is an average of 6.25 knots, which isn’t a bad start to the passage.
At nine o’clock, I listened into a conversation between “Bella” and “Chandelle”, but I had difficulty hearing them clearly and they couldn’t hear me because they are a lot further west and ahead of us. They’ve picked up a forecast from Chris Parker’s weather net and it sounded like the low pressure area in Florida is going to turn into a cold front and bring strong south winds to Georgetown on Sunday 22nd which is when we plan to arrive there. This was not good news, so we turned on the engine hoping to catch up and be able to talk to them to confirm what we had overheard.
I spent the rest of the morning looking at charts and pilot books to work out where we can go if the weather turns nasty on Sunday. I also tried various frequencies to try to pick up weather forecasts on the SSB radio with very little luck – I’m getting a lot of background noise. There’s obviously something wrong with my setup – I need to get an expert to look at it.
I’ve become too reliant on getting weather from websites and really struggle whenever I can’t get an internet connection. Ideally, I want to be able to hear SSB radio stations and also be able to request and receive weather information by email. There are two methods of having remote email – either using a satellite phone or a “Pactor” modem on an SSB radio. Either system will involve spending $1,000 to $2,000 US to install new equipment and a monthly fee for connection and email compression, but I need to get it sorted out in the USA before we go any further afield. It’s very frustrating (and potentially dangerous) being unable to get a decent weather forecast.
We motor-sailed all day and, in the afternoon, I finally managed to contact “Bella” who confirmed the cold front arriving in Georgetown on Sunday with 25 knot squalls. Both “Bella” and “Chandelle” have made the decision to go for Georgetown - by motoring hard to maintain seven knots, they are expecting to arrive midday on Saturday 21st. In the evening, the wind picked up to 10-12 knots, which was allowing us to sail at 4 knots, but we’ve decided that we’ll motor-sail all night and re-appraise our position tomorrow.
Sailing in light winds is the bane of our lives. We only have three sails on board – a main, a jib and a stay sail. They’re all heavy duty cruising sails which perform very well in winds over 15 knots, but very poor in light winds. We spent some time this afternoon debating whether we should bite the bullet and buy a cruising chute (which is a kind of spinnaker) which would help to resolve this problem. Unfortunately, it will cost £1,500 and will be very bulky, which will give us a storage problem.
With the weather communications and cruising chute, it looks like we may be spending a lot of money in the USA this summer.
19 April 2012 Isla Culebra to Mayaguana, Bahamas (Day 3)
It was a very quiet night with an 8-10 knot wind from the north-east. We motor-sailed all night with the wind on our starboard beam and, at eight o’clock this morning, we’d managed to do 166 miles in 24 hours, which is an average of 6.9 knots. On the negative side of things, we’ve clocked up 22 hours motoring since we left Culebra.
Ian on “Blackthorn Lady” gave me a relay on the SSB radio to Dennis, who confirms that we’re going to get a cold front coming down into the Bahamas on Sunday 22nd, which could have gale force winds. It was difficult to hear what was being said, but I think that the winds will go southerly and then swing around to the north-west as the front passes over.
I spent most of the morning re-looking at alternative anchorages and revising our route and waypoints. We’ve decided that it’s unlikely that we’ll be able to get to Georgetown in the Exumas before Saturday evening without thrashing the engine for 48 hours. Instead, we’re going to head for Mayaguana, which is supposed to have a good “all weather anchorage”. If we continue to average 6.5 knots then we should arrive tomorrow afternoon (Friday). We can then spend Saturday getting ready for a big blow on Sunday when the front arrives. We can clear into customs in Mayaguana and then take our time going to Georgetown when the front has gone through.
I had a nap before our lunch of Dorado sandwiches and then I cleaned the electrical connection between the antenna cable and the backstay which acts as our SSB antenna. Hopefully, it will improve our reception of the weather forecasts tomorrow. Glenys had a nap in the afternoon while I chilled out reading another book – thank goodness for our eBook readers because we get through a lot of books on passage.
We continued to motor-sail all day to ensure that we keep up our boat speed and make it to Mayaguana as soon as possible tomorrow. The anchorage is inside a very shallow reef, with lots of coral heads, so it will be important that the light is good enough for eyeball navigation.
Just before dinner, I managed to talk to Jan on “Bella” and he tells me that Chris Parker’s forecast for Georgetown is now 30-40 knot squalls from the north-west on Saturday pm and Sunday, but the effect of the cold front in the south-east Bahamas is less with 30 knot squalls on Sunday pm through to Monday. It sounds like we’re making the right decision by stopping at Mayaguana. The wind picked up a little bit, but we need to keep motoring in order to arrive midday.
We saw no sign of land, ships or yachts for the whole of today, just the endless sea with the rolling swell. Dusk came a lot later this evening – it’s 30 minutes later than in Culebra. With the dark, came the loom of lights from the towns on the Turks and Caicos off our port side – our first sign of land for three days.
20 April 2012 Isla Culebra to Mayaguana, Bahamas (Day 4)
At midnight, I went down below to write a position entry into our log book and heard a loud vibration coming from the engine. I looked in the engine compartment and found that we’ve got a nasty, grinding vibration coming from the stern gear. I wasn’t sure whether it was the gearbox, the propeller shaft seal, the cutlass bearing or the propeller, but whatever it was, it didn’t sound good. I went back into the cockpit and put the engine out of gear. To my horror the engine stalled and I couldn’t get it started again.
I was in the pit of despair, we couldn’t continue motoring and the wind was so light that there was no way that we would make it to Mayaguana in daylight – this meant another night at sea. I spent thirty minutes poking around in the engine compartment and finally decided that the bearing surfaces on the propeller shaft seal are breaking down and causing the horrible grinding noise. This would be very bad news because, if we try to use the engine and the bearing surfaces seize up, then it could potentially rip the rubber bellows holding the seal and water would gush into the boat. The only way to replace the shaft seal is to get hauled out and the nearest possible place is Georgetown 150 miles away. I sank deeper into despair.
Glenys took over her watch at one o’clock, by which time we were sailing at 3 knots. I had a restless three hours in bed, dreaming of boats sinking. After breakfast, I had another look at the problems. I was able to start the engine straight away, so I don’t know why it stalled last night – perhaps it was sulking because we’d been running it constantly for 40 hours.
I looked at the grinding vibration and decided that the shaft seal looks okay – it’s leaking slightly and I was intending to change it when we get hauled out in the USA, so I think that it’ll be okay for another few months. I also don’t think that it’s the gearbox, so it has to be the cutlass bearing, the propeller or maybe something wrapped around the propeller. In any case, we decided not to motor unless we really have to.
I had a very faint contact with Ian of “Blackthorn Lady” on the SSB and didn’t learn much new about the weather – the front is still coming through on Sunday.
The wind continued to drop during the day. By lunch time, it was down to 5 knots from behind us giving us a pathetic 1½ knots boat speed. We still had fifty miles to go and I was worried that we could get becalmed and wouldn’t even be able to get into Mayaguana tomorrow. The wind was so light that I decided to go into the water and snorkel down to have a look if there was an obvious problem with the stern gear.
We rolled away the jib, pulled the main in tight and hove to. It’s a little bit disconcerting to jump into water that is 2½ miles deep, in the middle of nowhere. I cautiously climbed down the swimming ladder, checked that there were no pelagic sharks lurking under the boat and then dived down to have a look at the stern gear. The propeller looked OK with nothing wrapped around it and the propeller shaft was tight enough in the cutlass bearing – no problems there. On the second breath, I noticed that the rope stripper is very loose. After a few more dives down, I now think that the rope stripper is causing the vibration. I’m still very reticent to use the engine for very long, but this is a major relief because as I should be able to sort out the problem when we get to the anchorage in Mayaguana.
The wind didn’t pick up, so in the middle of the afternoon, we turned the engine on and motored for an hour at low revs to test it and to get a few miles under our belt. The wind picked up gradually and, by half past six, we had 10-15 knots with only 30 miles to go, so we rolled away the main, reefed the jib and bobbed along at 3 knots.
21 April 2012 Isla Culebra to Mayaguana, Bahamas (Day 5)
At midnight, a red flashing light appeared ahead. I always feel nervous when approaching small islands in the dark – GPS is very accurate, but some of the electronic charts are still based on surveys in the 1800’s and can be out by a mile or so. I used a compass bearing from the light and a radar bearing from the southern headland to verify our position as being three miles off the southern tip of Mayaguana. I was please to get confirmation as it was pitch black and the reef-strewn coastline is very low with no other lights.
At the change of watch at one o’clock, we hove to with just a reefed jib. Without the main, Alba lay at 70°-80° to the wind. This wasn’t ideal, but we didn’t roll too much in the small four foot seas. When I came back on watch at four o’clock, we had drifted 3 miles south, away from the island. The entrance through the reef was still 13 miles away, so with daylight only two hours away, we set off sailing again at 3 knots with just the reefed jib.
We arrived at the western entrance through the reef at nine o’clock. It’s a very large area 4½ miles long by 1 mile wide and is littered with reefs and shallows. We were motoring east into the sun, so the visibility wasn’t really good enough to see the coral heads, but we managed to find a sandy anchorage in four metres depth without an mishaps. I snorkelled down to check the anchor and the water is fantastically clear. From the deck, the water colours are stunning.
We’re in the middle of nowhere - the main settlement of Abraham’s Bay is at least three miles away and we’re quarter of a mile from the outer reef and half a mile from the shore. The holding is excellent in white sand, so I think that we’ll be fine when the front comes through tomorrow night. I think that the only problem is that we may get large waves from the north-west because we’re half a mile from the land in that direction – it may get a little bouncy.
We both collapsed and had a nap before lunch. We managed to get a mobile phone signal and sent out a few texts to let people at home know that we’ve arrived safely. Our son (Brett) rang me back because Tasha and he have just put an offer in for a house and he wants to borrow some money to help him with his deposit. I said that we’ll sort it out in a week when we get to Georgetown. We only chatted for a couple of minutes and, even though he rang me, we gobbled up the remaining £4 of my prepaid credit on my mobile phone.
Glenys spotted what she thought was a sting ray swimming past Alba, which turned out to be three sharks. They swam around our boat for ten minutes and seemed to be attracted by the slapping of the dinghy in the water. I went into the dinghy, donned my mask and put my head underwater to confirm that they were nurse sharks. Two swam off, but one remained stationery on the sea bed, with three Remora on its back. I decided to go and take a photograph of it.
All my previous experience with nurse sharks is that they are very docile and normally swim away when you get too close. I’ve even pulled the tail of one before now. When I dived down to take a close up picture of this one, it quickly swam off the sea bed and shot towards me. I bolted to the surface and started to swim backwards towards the boat with the 6 foot long nurse shark following close behind. I kicked my fins into its face, at which point, it decided that I was too big to eat and swam off. Phew!! We decided to go snorkelling another day - at least I got a good picture of the shark.
We chilled out in the afternoon, had our first cold beer for 5 days, ate a nice big fish dinner and went to bed early.
22 April 2012 Mayaguana, Bahamas
It’s not surprising, but we had a lie in. Later in the morning, I put on my scuba tank and dived down to sort out the rope stripper. I was a little cautious and had a quick look around underwater for sharks before plunging in. There were no sign of the nurse sharks, but there was a large shoal of squid lurking around next to the boat. I swam over to look at them, but when I moved within five metres of them they flashed through a kaleidoscope of colours and kept their distance.
The fixed part of the rope stripper was very loose and I found that the two plastic bearings had disintegrated. I have some spares, but decided that I would remove the whole assembly rather than trying to fix it while the boat is bouncing up and down and swirling around. It took me half an hour to clean off the barnacles and disassemble it – one has to be so careful when working underwater because it’s so easy to drop something.
As soon as I climbed back on board, we had a visit from a nurse shark which swam around the boat coming very close to the stern. I splashed the swimming ladders in the water and the shark came over to investigate – these are unusually active nurse sharks, perhaps other cruisers or the fishermen are feeding them.
After lunch, we motored over to the anchorage just off the small settlement of Abrahams Bay where there are five or six other boats. Our plan is to clear into customs tomorrow. It was an interesting experience motoring for three miles avoiding reefs in depths that slowly decreased to 2.3 metres – we go aground at 2.0 metres. The good news is that the stern gear doesn’t have any vibration now.
It’s a lot shallower over here (we’re in 2.5 metres of water), but it’s good to have some points of reference to check whether or not we’re dragging our anchor at night. I snorkelled down to measure exactly how much water we have between the bottom of our keel and the sea bed and it’s the length of my forearm with outstretched fingers - exactly 0.5 metres, which is not a lot.
The cold front is still expected to bring 25 knot winds from the west tomorrow evening and into Tuesday. We pottered about for the rest of the afternoon doing small jobs. Glenys is trying to work out which anchorages we should visit as we go up through the Exumas because we only have five or six weeks before we need to go to the east coast of the USA.
23 April 2012 Mayaguana, Bahamas
We went into the settlement to clear in. They call the small villages, “settlements”, which is very appropriate as the dwellings are randomly built and there isn’t much there. This particular settlement is a ten minute walk from the run-down concrete pier along a very badly maintained tarmac road. There’s a Batelco (telephone company) antenna under which are two small, mustard coloured buildings and a shed. This is the administration centre for the island – customs, immigration, post office, magistrate’s court, telephone company, etc.
We were in the customs office for about an hour. We filled in the plethora of forms and paid our $300US customs fee – the most expensive country that we’ve visited so far. The fee is supposed to give us a 12 month cruising permit. The actual piece of paper was a photocopy and says that it’s a cruising permit for six months. When I asked the customs lady about this, she just shrugged and said that it was wrong – it was actually for 12 months. We should be able to use the cruising permit again when we come back south in six months’ time.
While we were in the customs office, we were able to get Internet access and picked up our email. It looks like the cold front has dissipated and we’re not going to get any strong winds now. The winds are going to remain from the north for a couple of days, so we’ll have to wait until Wednesday 25th before we can sail north. Our son, Craig, sent an email telling us that he’s finally got a job as a junior software developer, which was fantastic news.
We had a quick wander around the settlement. There’s one “grocery store”, which is actually someone’s dwelling with a sign outside. There was nobody in, but some other cruisers have told us that there’s no bread and no fresh food because the mail boat hasn’t been in for a while, but they have frozen chicken, burgers and fries. There’s also no gasoline left on the island and people are trying to buy it off each other now. We walked as far as a crossroads where there was some kind of shelter with ten or so guys hanging about – obviously there’s not a lot of work here.
Dismayed, we walked back to the dinghy and to the luxury of our yacht – I’m sure that we’re carrying more food and beer than there is in the whole of Mayaguana.
By lunchtime, the wind had veered to the west as forecast. We spent the afternoon reading pilot books for the Bahamas and trying to work out a rough itinerary of the places where we should stop. We’ve only got five or six weeks before we want to get to the USA, so we want to make the most of our $300 cruising permit.
We went to “Shalamar” for drinks with Sebastian and Liz – Mitch and Jessica from “Boomerang” were also there.
24 April 2012 Mayaguana, Bahamas
The wind has veered around to the north as forecast, so we’re going leave tomorrow when it should come around to the north-east. We continued to read pilot books and plan out our next two months cruising. At eleven o’clock, when the sun was higher, we motored three miles towards the west entrance and anchored close to where we were a few days ago. I’m still not comfortable sailing around in such shallow water, dodging all the small reefs. I guess that I’ll get used to it after a couple of weeks.
After lunch, we did a few jobs and then went for a snorkel. A nurse shark came and swam around the boat just before we climbed into the dinghy, but I didn’t tell Glenys in case she refused to go. We looked a few small isolated reefs, which were in very good condition with nice coral, but I guess that the locals fish these regularly because the fish are very shy.
I filled the scuba tank that I’d used the other day and we did a few small jobs, tidying up ready to do a 150 mile passage to Conception Island tomorrow. It will be another overnight trip, but hopefully this is the last one for a month or so.
25 April 2012 Mayaguana to Georgetown, Great Exuma, Bahamas (Day 1)
The wind was from the NNE at 10-15 knots as forecast, so we left at half past eight. We had a cracking reach along the south-west coast of Mayaguana and then had to steer NNW towards Plana Cays, which meant that we were hard on the wind. However, it was pretty pleasant as the winds were light and the seas were only 3-4 feet high.
We cleared the north-east tip of the Plana Cays at around two o’clock in the afternoon and were able to ease the sheets and head off north-west. As evening approached, the wind started to veer to the north-east and picked up to 20 knots, so we had a romping reach in growing, confused seas.
There was nothing to do apart from read our books and clear weed from the fishing lines. There seems to be an incredible amount of the Sargassum weed around here and it very soon catches hold of the fishing lines or the lures. Dragging weed along is no way to catch fish – we didn’t have a single bite.
I reefed the sails before dark, which was fortunate because the wind picked up to 25 knots by midnight.
26 April 2012 Mayaguana to Georgetown, Great Exuma, Bahamas (Day 2)
We didn’t sleep well because the confused seas made the boat bounce around like it was in a washing machine. It’s hard to drift into blissful slumber when the waves are booming against the hull and you’re being thrown around in bed.
The wind abated and veered a little bit more overnight, so by dawn, we had 15 knots from the east putting us on a broad reach. We passed three miles off Rum Cay at day break and headed towards Conception Island where we were expecting to spend a couple of days.
I listened to Chris Parker’s weather net and discovered that there’s a low pressure trough coming up from the south and will bring unsettled weather to the Exumas. The winds are expected to pick up on Saturday night to 25 knots. Sunday and Monday are forecast to be horrible with squalls passing through bringing winds up to 35 knots. This weather sucks – why the hell are we going north?
We decided to go past Conception Island, which is very isolated and exposed. Instead we carried on towards Georgetown. The sail was uneventful until we arrived off the channel through the reef.
To the east of the Exumas islands is a very deep trench called the Exuma Sound. This goes down to 2000 metres in places. About a mile east of the islands, the sea bed comes up very rapidly from 1000 metres to 30 metres in a kind of underwater cliff. To get to the leeward side of the islands, one has to find a gap between the small islands (generally called a “channel” or a “cut”) and then navigate through coral reefs to the anchorage. The islands are all very low, with few distinguishing landmarks, so it is confusing and GPS is very, very helpful.
Our approach was downwind in six foot seas and it was very nerve wracking as we surfed towards the reefs. To make things a little bit more exciting, our small GPS chart plotter was playing up and kept zooming in and out by itself, making it difficult to know exactly where we were. We managed to get through the entrance and turn 90° to starboard before we hit the rocks in front of us, then we motored for 5 miles in 3-5 metres of water, through isolated reefs until we arrived at the anchorage off Stocking Island.
We were a little shell-shocked when we arrived - we just cracked open a beer and sat and stared at the hundred or so boats in the anchorage. Not surprisingly, we had an early dinner and crashed out.
27 April 2012 Georgetown, Great Exuma, Bahamas
It was a miserable, grey, overcast day with drizzle - reminiscent of April in the UK. We dinghied over to Georgetown, which is a mile across the harbour and very bouncy. The Family Islands Regatta is taking place this week, which is a fiercely contested series of races in traditional Bahamian sloops. It’s a very big event to the islands and Georgetown was buzzing.
We wandered around, looking for the necessities – supermarket, liquor store, bank, launderette, petrol station, etc. The town has everything that we need at the moment, but I wouldn’t like to do any major jobs on the boat – there’s a small hardware store that has some boat parts, but not a lot.
We found where the Regatta was being run from. There were loads of food/drink stalls set up on the way to the government dock where the ferries come in. It was pretty mad with a couple of places booming out loud music. As usual, the speakers were as large as a VW camper van, so the noise of the two competing DJs was intense. While watching the people strolling by, we bought some conch fritters at a small stall which were very nice, but contained a week’s allowance of saturated fats.
We called in at the supermarket and bought a few things. As expected the prices of food and beer is almost twice the cost in St Maarten and Puerto Rico. We bounced back to the boat, had a quick sandwich and went for a look at Stockling Island which we’re anchored off. There are three very sheltered lagoons – one is too shallow for yachts and the other two are covered with moorings. It looks nice and protected in there.
Georgetown is the sort of place that cruisers arrive and never leave – it’s called “Chicken Harbour” by some people because Americans have an easy sail down from Florida aiming for the Caribbean, but never manage to get any further south because it would involve real sailing in the Atlantic Ocean. The cruisers have set up footpaths which wander around Stockling Island, we walked across to the windward beach which is lovely.
We went to the small marina and bought a couple of prepaid tickets to get Internet access – a bargain at $2US for 80 minutes. Glenys cooked Goat Curry for dinner and then, because it was raining, we watched a film.
28 April 2012 Georgetown, Great Exuma, Bahamas
The weather was even more miserable today. We received an email from Gareth and it sounds like Glenys’s mum, Ceris, is not getting any better, so we’ve decided to have the boat hauled out in June in the Chesapeake, so that we can go home to the UK and see Ceris and the rest of our families.
I spent the morning planning out all of the jobs that we want to do on the boat – it has turned into quite a list and will be a major refurbishment operation. The main job is to replace the standing rigging which will cost approximately £7,000, but it needs to be done as the rig is now over 12 years old and the insurance company are requiring us to do the work. I’ve got some more rigging work to be done to improve the running back stays and add a couple of new winches. Plus work on the generator, engine, antifouling the bottom, replace parts on the stern gear, new chart plotter, etc, etc. I reckon that we’ll be lucky if it’s less than £15,000.
The weather didn’t improve any and it was raining on and off during the afternoon, so I continued doing admin and sorting out our finances, while Glenys chilled out reading and watching the regatta races through binoculars. We had a little bit of excitement in the evening when a twin otter sea plane came in and landed through the anchorage. It tied up to the beach, the passengers went to the beach bar for a drink and then they zoomed off again - obviously an uber pub crawl. The plane took off about 30 metres in front of our bow – crazy pilot.
29 April 2012 Georgetown, Great Exuma, Bahamas
It was yet another miserable day – very overcast and raining. The forecast is to get worse for the next two days. I continued plan the projects for our haul-out.
At lunchtime, we donned our waterproof jackets and ventured off the boat. We went to the bar at Volleyball Beach, where we had a Barbequed Roast Pork lunch and a few beers. While there we met Jim and Patricia from “Passage Maker” who are heading towards Nova Scotia.
We braved the driving rain back to Alba and spent the rest of the day drinking more beer and watching films on my laptop. So decadent, but there was sod all else to do.
Glenys made a nice pizza to go with our third film before we sloped off to bed.
30 April 2012 Georgetown, Great Exuma, Bahamas
It was an absolutely awful day – heavy rain and strong gusting wind over 30 knots at times. Now that the wind has veered a bit more south, we’re not anchored in the best place. There’s a good mile of fetch in front of us, so the waves have built up to a couple of feet. We’re pitching, but I suppose that the motion is not too bad – I’m looking forward to getting to a nice, peaceful, calm anchorage.
I spent the day on electronics jobs. I first took our small chart plotter to bits and tried to find out why it keeps crashing and doing strange things. I found a small section on the circuit board that had some salt crystals, so I cleaned them away with some alcohol. Hopefully, that will fix the problems.
The various piece of electronic equipment on board can share information using a standard protocol called NMEA. It’s a simple four wire network that sends messages out on two wires and receives messages in on the other two wires. I spent a couple of hours tracing the wiring and documenting it. The setup on Alba is not too bad – the GPS talks to the autopilot, the radar and the VHF radio. There’s also couple of leads that I can connect into the PC to pick up these signals.
I spent a couple of hours trying to configure my laptop so that we can use it as a chart plotter if our small one finally goes down. It’s not easy, because Windows 7 has a mind of its own when it comes to RS232 ports and keeps changing the port number when the wiring is unplugged. I finally routed everything through a USB hub and that seems to have worked.
We watched a film in the evening, as the wind howled and the boat pitched and rolled.
May 2012
1 May 2012 Georgetown, Great Exuma, Bahamas
It was blue skies when we woke up. It’s still a bit windy, but it’s nice to have the warm sunshine again. The weather forecast looks good for the next week, so we’re going to start moving again – April has now disappeared and we need to get moving.
I spent some time wiring up a new power circuit for the computer that will tidy up the chart table and allow me to switch off the various power supplies with a single switch. After that, we went into Georgetown, did the laundry, had lunch and went to the supermarket to do a final fresh food shop.
In the afternoon, Glenys dragged me out to go walking on Stocking Island which was rather nice. Cruisers have cut out a network of paths through the bushes, which led us across several white sand beaches and up to a monument on a small hill. When we arrived back at the dinghy, we went for a snorkel in an underwater cave in one of the lagoons. There were lots of fish in the cave including large Dog Snappers and Atlantic Spadefish – I which that I’d had my camera with me.
We stopped off at “Passage Maker” for a quick chat with Jim and Patricia – they forced us to have a cold beer and the day degenerated from there.
2 May 2012 Georgetown to Black Cay, Bahamas
We tidied up, upped anchor at half past nine and motored out of Georgetown – we were pleased to be on the move again. The route out of Conch Cay Cut involved negotiating various shallows and reefs, but it wasn’t too bad. Once out of the cut, the seas were very steep and we had to bash our way to windward before the depth increased and we were able to turn north west and ease the sheets.
It was a pleasant broad reach along the outside of the reef. I put out two fishing lines, but no luck today. We arrived at Glass Cay Cut after a couple of hours and went through without any problems, but we still find it nerve wracking to go through the small passages between reefs in the big waves.
We anchored off Black Cay in 2.5 metres of water. It was reasonably calm at first, but as the tide started to rise, a swell hooked around the corner and we started to roll. By sunset, we were rolling unpleasantly. Will we ever be able to find a nice, settled anchorage in the Bahamas?
We attempted to go snorkelling, but the waves were crashing at either side of Black Cay, so we gave up, went to the small beach and back to the boat. I’m really starting to wonder what everyone loves about the Exumas. The sea is pretty with lovely colours and there’s white sand beaches, but there’s got to be more to life than that – hasn’t there?
To cheer me up, Glenys made Portuguese Frango for dinner, which we had with a nice bottle of red wine.
3 May 2012 Black Cay to Emerald Bay Marina, Bahamas
We had sad news this morning. Glenys received a text from her brother Gareth saying that her mother, Ceris passed away overnight. Glenys rang Gareth, who told her that Ceris died peacefully in her sleep. We decided that we should fly home to the UK as soon as possible so that Glenys can help Gareth with the funeral arrangements.
We motored six miles to Emerald Bay Marina, which has a very scary entrance, but appears to be a very secure marina. There are only a few boats in here, which is surprising because it only costs $1US per foot for a berth.
We booked airline tickets and car hire to fly back to the UK tomorrow, then spent the rest of the day packing and doing a few jobs to prepare the boat to be locked up for a couple of weeks. I “pickled” the watermaker membranes with a biocide which prevents bacteria growing when it isn’t being used, flushed the toilets thoroughly and closed the sea cocks.
We had a quiet, reflective meal in the evening.
4 – 20 May 2012 Bahamas to UK to Bahamas
The flight back to the UK was relatively painless. The flight from Georgetown to Miami was the most spectacular view that I’ve ever had from an aircraft. The shallow, light blue waters of the Bahaman Banks are stunning - dotted with islands and coral reefs. Unfortunately, I didn’t have my camera with me.
We arrived back in the UK in the early morning and were greeted by a cold, overcast day forcing me to quickly don my woolly hat and gloves. After picking up a hire car, we drove to our son Brett’s house where our other son Craig and his girlfriend Kristen soon joined us. It was great to see them again. Glenys and I insisted that we have an Indian curry (which is difficult to find in the Caribbean) and we sat up drinking red wine and chatting until two in the morning.
The next day, we pulled down our storage boxes from Brett’s loft and rummaged through them, picking out my suit and some smart clothes that Glenys had stored away for weddings and funerals. We spent the rest of the day with Brett and Craig, going to the cinema and chatting.
We dropped Craig off in Reading and continued onto Gareth’s house in Lymington, where we stayed for a few days. Glenys ran around with Gareth sorting out arrangements for their mother Ceris’s funeral - visiting the funeral director, church, organising flowers, catering, etc. She also started the sad process of sorting through her mother’s possessions.
I kept out of the way and upgraded my website. It didn’t go smoothly and, while sorting it out, I noticed that there were a lot of strange webpages hidden on my website server, which redirected to pornography sites. Further investigation revealed that my website has been hacked into in March. It was a pretty benign attack and I think that the purpose was to trick search engines into increasing the ratings for various pornography web sites. However, it took me a couple of days to investigate and then clean up my web server – very irritating.
One of the things that worried me about the hacking of my web site was that they had somehow obtained my administrator user name and password. I think that this was by using a security flaw in Joomla, which I’ve now fixed, but it got me thinking about the strength of my passwords. I tend to use a set of usernames and passwords that I can easily remember which are based on a combination of nouns and numbers. These are used on all my internet accounts including banks, pensions, investments, etc – this is not good. I investigated how to make it all more secure and I’m now using a Password Manager that creates very strong random passwords for each of my Internet accounts. The password manager is encrypted and I’ve also encrypted all of the personal data that I hold on my laptop. Hopefully this will stop anyone getting access to my accounts - I’ll sleep better now.
At the end of the first week, we went up to Accrington to visit my mother and brothers. We had a great time catching up on the past year. I insisted on having “steak pudding, chips and peas with gravy” from the local chippy – not very healthy but very, very tasty and impossible to get anywhere other than the North West of England.
On the way back down to Lymington, we stopped off at Bebbington in the Wirral where Glenys spent her childhood. We visited the cemetery and the Garden of Remembrance where Glenys’s father’s ashes were scattered. Frank died twenty five years ago and Ceris’s ashes will be scattered in the same place.
Ceris’s funeral was on Thursday 17 May at a charming 11th Century church in the village of Pilley. It was a lovely, if sad service attended by all of Glenys’s eight cousins and her four aunts and uncles. We had a reception back at Gareth’s house with over forty people attending – it was very nice to catch up with Glenys’s relatives, many of whom we hadn’t seen for a number of years.
We stayed at Brett’s house for a couple of days, packed our funeral/wedding clothes back into our storage boxes and got ready to go back to the Bahamas.
21 May 2012 London to Miami
We were up at six o’clock and dragged Brett and Tash out of bed to say goodbye. We drove to Heathrow, dropped the car off and managed to get to the check in desk with over two hours to spare.
We were carrying two new hatches back to the boat to replace our existing ones, which have become crazed over the years. Sergio, the previous owner of Alba, had complained to Lewmar, who had surprisingly supplied him with three new hatches under warranty. Sergio had already taken one out to Alba - it’s sitting in the forepeak locker waiting to be fitted. He’d given us the other two hatches and they’ve been in Brett’s loft for the past year. I was expecting trouble because the boxes are large and heavy, but having taped the two boxes together, we escaped with only an additional charge of £40 for one extra bag.
The flight was long and tedious, giving me time to worry about the weather and our passage to the east coast of the states. Yesterday, I’d looked at a weather forecast for the first time in two weeks and discovered to my horror that Tropical Storm Alberto has formed to the east of Florida and to the North of the Bahamas. It looks like there’s very unsettled weather stretching across the Bahamas, which may delay our passage north. It’s really early to get a Tropical Storm system and I’m hoping that it will disappear soon and return to settled weather for our six or seven day passage to Chesapeake.
We arrived in Miami in the late afternoon and stayed in a hotel overnight, which was very pleasant.
22 May 2012 Miami to Emerald Bay Marina, Bahamas
We were up at six o’clock again and caught the courtesy bus to the airport.
We had problems with the hatches because they were overweight. They made us split them apart, so it cost us $80 in additional charges. I hadn’t taken our boat papers with us, so I had no proof that we were going onto a yacht, so the check-in clerk warned us that we may not be granted entry when we arrived in the Bahamas – a bit worrying…
The weather was overcast and the view of the Bahaman Banks was not as impressive as the flight out making me wish that I’d taken photos two weeks ago.
We had no problem with the immigration officer. However, I was expecting that the customs would try to make me pay import duty on the hatches, which are worth £1,200, so I had forged an invoice showing that the hatches were a repair under warranty with zero value. To my surprise, it worked and, even without boat papers, the customs officer let us through without having to pay any import duty.
We arrived back at Alba just after midday. She was still floating - which was a relief. We spent the afternoon unpacking our luggage and testing that the boat’s essential systems still worked - engine, generator and watermaker. We made a small amount of water to check the watermaker and then filled up the tanks with mains water.
I looked at the weather forecast and it seemed to indicate strong south-east winds, but we decided to go around to Georgetown tomorrow. It’s only twelve miles and it will be much nicer to be at anchor. Then Glenys went to the laundry and met June from Windflower who told her that there would be big thunderstorms tonight and tomorrow. I had a chat to her husband (Hyde) who showed me some forecasts and told me that they’d been caught out a few days ago, so perhaps we’ll stay another day…
23 May 2012 Emerald Bay Marina, Bahamas
What a miserable night. There were huge thunderstorms, strong winds and lashing rain for most of the night. Glenys got out of bed in the middle of the night and found that, because we’re not facing into the wind, we had rain coming into the cockpit and down the companionway into saloon. She’d also left a small hatch over the galley open, so the kitchen area was wet through as well. We’ve got out of the habit of living on a boat…
The morning brought more of the same, with lashing rain coming from all directions, so we put up our foul weather “tent” which total encloses the cockpit and keeps out the rain – this is only the second time that we’ve had to get it out.
I spent an hour or so trying to understand the long range weather forecasts which now indicate that there is another low pressure system to the south west of Cuba. It’s forecast to track to the west and north of us and may develop into another Tropical Storm off Florida over the weekend.
This strange weather is unsettling – it looks like the Abacos, which are 200 miles north of us, are going to get clobbered with 30+ knot winds in the next few days. We were planning to sail 900 miles (6 days) directly to Norfolk, but I’m now very nervous about trying to get a clear six day weather window. I don’t want to be caught out by a Tropical storm.
I spent the rest of the day researching ports on the Georgia and Carolina coast, so that we have alternative routes planned depending on what the weather brings.
Thankfully, the rain stopped in the afternoon and we were able to have dinner in the cockpit.
24 May 2012 Emerald Bay Marina, Bahamas
I was up early checking out the weather forecasts. It’s looking very likely that Tropical Storm Beryl will form to the east of Florida during the weekend. If this happens, it will be the first time that there have been two named tropical storms before June 1st since 1887. It’s just our bad luck to be around for this “historical event”. On the bright side, it looks like the storm will turn towards the Georgia coast and dissipate by Tuesday. So, if we’re lucky, we’ll have a good weather window in the middle of next week.
It was a grey overcast morning with more thunderstorms forecast, so we decided to stay another day in the marina rather than bashing into the wind and waves for two hours in the rain. Hopefully, it will be better tomorrow and we can escape from here – we both feel very trapped.
By the afternoon, it was brightening up but still overcast. We went for a walk along the beach to stretch our legs and then Glenys disappeared with her netbook to take advantage of the air-conditioned lounge. I stayed on board, looked up more information about ports along the Georgia and Carolina coasts and read a novel.
25 May 2012 Emerald Bay Marina to Georgetown, Great Exuma, Bahamas
It was a very calm night. We woke up to nicer weather with some blue skies and our first sighting of the sun for a few days.
We filled up with fuel and paid the bill - £670 for marina fees, £250 for fuel and an outrageous £40 for water. I’m pretty mad about the cost of the water, especially because it tastes absolutely foul – we should have made our own.
We motored around to Georgetown. I hooked a big fish on the way, but it threw the hook before I got to the rod. We anchored as close to the town as we dared get. It’s so shallow in the anchorage that we ended up about ½ mile away from the shore. We went into town, bought some food and tried to chill out for the rest of the afternoon - we’re both finding it difficult to adjust to the slower pace of life on a yacht after the manic couple of weeks zooming around in the UK.
26 May 2012 Georgetown to Stocking Island, Great Exuma, Bahamas
I listened to the weather on the SSB radio, then connected to the Internet and downloaded a GRIB file which shows that Sub-Tropical Storm Beryl is well established off the east coast of Florida and is expected to move west and hit Florida tomorrow. The forecast is that it will reform and head out to sea again towards Bermuda, so we’ll have to keep a sharp eye on it before we sail to the east coast of the States.
We motored across to Stocking Island and anchored off Sand Dollar Beach. After lunch, we went for a snorkel and discovered wreckage on the sea bed directly beneath Alba – our anchor was nearly wrapped around it, so after trying (unsuccessfully) to spear some fish, we moved further away from the shore.
The wind was very light and variable this afternoon and the no-see-ums were murder– I had to put on a t-shirt even though it was boiling hot. Then in the evening, the mosquitos arrived and forced us down below.
27 May 2012 Stocking Island, Great Exuma, Bahamas
It was a lovely morning with blue skies and 10-15 knot winds. I decided to take some pictures of the boat with the beautiful beach in the back ground, but the damn outboard wouldn’t start.
We motored along the island and anchored off Volleyball Beach, so that we could indulge ourselves with a Sunday lunch at the beach bar.
I had a look at the outboard and eventually deduced that it was fuel starvation, so I bit the bullet and removed the carburettor. I disassembled it and cleaned the various parts. Once back together, miraculously, it started OK. I think that it was either a small piece of dirt in the jets or the float valve has gummed up. It took me a few hours to work it all out, but I now feel more confident about my ability to sort out problems on the outboard.
Later in the afternoon, we went to beach bar, had a few beers and a pork barbeque, which was very tasty.
28 May 2012 Stocking Island to Marsh Harbour, Abacos, Bahamas (Day 1)
The weather forecast shows that there are going to be squalls coming over the Exumas in a few days’ time. Tropical Storm Beryl is just hitting the coast of Florida today with 50 knot winds and will then move north east along the Georgia coast and then off into the North Atlantic.
Then it looks like there’s a gap in the weather before the winds on the east coast of the States turn northerly, which is just what we don’t want. We decided to clear out and leave this afternoon, sailing towards Charleston in Georgia, which should take five days.
Unfortunately, when we went into town, we discovered that it’s another bloody bank holiday and the customs and immigration is closed. Undeterred, we changed our plan and will now sail up to the Abacos and clear out there. It’s a two day sail and will split the journey nicely - it will probably cost us an extra day’s delay, but at least we’ll be able to get an Internet connection and download an accurate forecast before we sail the remaining three days to Charleston in Georgia.
We headed north-east out of Conch Cay Cut towards the southern tip of Cat Island which was 40 miles away. The wind was 5 knots from the east instead of 15 knots from the south-east which meant that we had to motor – not a great start.
After a couple of hours, the wind picked up and veered a little allowing us to sail. The wind continued to increase during the evening, but was backing and forcing us more to the west meaning that we couldn’t quite make it around the headland. At nine o’clock, we reefed the sails and motored for a couple of hours to gain enough easting to clear the south end of Cat Island. The motion was very unpleasant below and I didn’t sleep well on Glenys’s 7-10 watch especially as I had to get up at nine o’clock to help her reef the sails as the wind picked up.
When I got up for my 10-1 watch, I was feeling distinctly nauseous - this is the first time that I’ve felt seasick for a long time. However, by eleven o’clock, we’d rounded the point and I was able to ease the sails and run more down wind, giving us a much better motion.
29 May 2012 Stocking Island to Marsh Harbour, Abacos, Bahamas (Day 2)
We had a pleasant broad reach for most of the night.
I wasn’t able to shake the nauseous feeling for most of the day, which made me very lethargic – I didn’t even put out a fishing line because I couldn’t be bothered with dealing with a fish if I caught one.
The wind veered more southerly as the day went on and we had intermittent rain, but no strong squalls thankfully. I rigged up the spinnaker pole so that we could run “wing on wing”, straight downwind.
Our insurance company wants us to be above 35° North from the 1st June because there’s less danger of “Named Storms” above that latitude – their term for tropical storms and hurricanes. We’re only at 24° North and with over 900 miles to get to Cape Hatteras, we’ve no chance of being there by 1st June. We thought that our insurance policy had a £15,000 excess on any damage caused by Named Storms if we were south of 35° North, but when I read the fine print, I found out that we aren’t covered for ANY damage to Alba for Named Storms if we’re caught south of 35° North. If the boat sinks in a Named Storm then we’ll lose everything. Worrying, but there’s not a lot we can do about it today.
Glenys started the engine at eight o’clock because the wind had dropped. When I got up at ten, we had enough wind to sail again, but it was slowly veering and I had a restless couple of hours, keeping close watch that the main sail didn’t gybe.
30 May 2012 Stocking Island to Marsh Harbour, Abacos, Bahamas (Day 3)
On Glenys’s 1-4 watch, she had to keep changing our course to starboard to keep running downwind, which was taking us off the rhomb line. At five o’clock, the wind dropped, so I started the engine, altered our course back towards the Abacos and gybed the main. At night and singlehanded, it takes ten times as long to do anything – it must have taken me 40 minutes to disassemble the spinnaker pole, un-rig the preventer, gybe the main and re-rig the preventer.
As we approached the narrow Man-O-War Channel going through the reefs, a large cargo freighter came powering up fast behind us. Under “The International Regulations for Preventing of Collisions at Sea”, he was the overtaking vessel, I had right of way and he would have to slow down and follow me in. However, for the sake of matrimonial harmony, I got out of the way – “pig-headed” I think she called me...
We motored five miles in 3-4 metres of water across to Marsh Harbour. The approach to the anchorage in the harbour was very nerve wracking because it’s very shallow and there are no buoys to indicate the fairway. We were going in two hours after low tide, and ended up anchoring in 2.3 metres of water, which will give us a mere 10cm below the keel at low water – I don’t think that I’ll ever get used to such shallow water. Once settled, Glenys rustled up Bacon & Eggs for our lunch to celebrate another successful passage.
I managed to get a free 10 minute trial from a wireless internet provider and downloaded the weather. As forecast, Tropical Storm Beryl is now heading north east along the Georgia coast and will be out of the way in two days. We’re thinking of staying here for a couple of nights and then leaving on Friday 1st June. There doesn’t seem to be any hint of a Named Storm around for the next week, but I sent an email off to our insurance company asking them what our options are about the endorsement to be above 35° North.
We walked to the customs and cleared out. I told them that we’re leaving tomorrow – they didn’t seem bothered at all, but I wanted to get some clearance papers to make sure that our entry into the states is as smooth as possible. While chatting to them, I found out that our 12 month cruising permit for the Bahamas (which cost $300US) expires if we’re out of the Bahamas for more than 3 months. The customs guy thought that it was amusing that I’d paid $300US for a five week stay in his country – bastard.
We found the supermarket and bought enough food to last us for a week at sea, then collapsed exhausted.
The weather forecast looks very settled for the seven days, so we’re planning to head for Beaufort, North Carolina which will take four days and then possibly continue another two days up to Norfolk in the Chesapeake.
31 May 2012 Marsh Harbour, Abacos, Bahamas
The weather forecast didn’t look too good this morning. There’s a low forming over the Chesapeake on Tuesday 5th that is going to give 30+ knot winds and squalls. However, there’s a three day window that looks OK if we leave on Saturday 2nd, so we’ve decided to head for Charleston in South Carolina which is 400 miles away and we should be able to do it in three days. This weather sucks.
We may be motoring a fair bit, so I topped up the diesel tanks from our jerry can. I tried to set up a wind break, but a gust of wind still caught the first glug of diesel and sprayed it all over our beautiful teak decks. I was not pleased.
I went ashore and bought a 24 hour ticket for Internet access for the princely sum of $15US, so we spent the rest of the day on the Internet, sharing the laptop. I updated our website and Glenys wrote a few emails and browsed horse riding web sites – we’re thinking of going on a riding holiday in the middle of our haul-out in Deltaville.
We received an email from our insurance brokers, who have kindly given us an endorsement which gives us a £15,000 excess on any damage caused by Named Storms if we are south of 35° North up to the end of June. It’s a great relief that we don’t have to rush north. They didn’t charge us anything for it either - www.admiralyacht.com – they’re very responsive, reasonable cost and cruiser friendly.
On the trip from Georgetown to here, the autopilot control panel by the steering wheel was playing up badly. It kept going into “response adjustment” mode and beeping constantly. I reckoned that the fault was like the response button was being permanently pressed, so I took it all apart. I found a very small amount of corrosion on the circuit board that looked like salt deposits, so I cleaned it off with alcohol and a bit of WD40. After putting it back together, it seemed to be working, so fingers crossed it will be OK on the trip up to Charleston.
June 2012
1 June 2012 Marsh Harbour, Abacos, Bahamas
I woke up at quarter past six and dragged myself out of bed to listen to the weather forecast on the SSB radio. There’s a cold front coming down through Florida which will give strong winds and squalls to the north of us tonight and then we should still have a three day weather window before the next low forms on Tuesday 5th. We’re planning to leave for Charleston tomorrow.
I did a couple of runs to the fuel dock to fill the jerry can and top up the diesel tanks. We then pottered around for the rest of the day, reading and getting ready to sail tomorrow. I’ve managed to catch a cold, have a sore throat and I’m feeling a little low – “man flu” I guess.
The weather was squally in the afternoon, but cleared up later. We had an early night and plan to leave first thing in the morning.
2 June 2012 Marsh Harbour to Cocoa, Florida (Day 1)
We had a massive thunderstorm come over us last night at three o’clock. Lashing rain, 35 knot winds and spectacular lightning – I even disconnected my laptop in case we had a lightning strike on Alba.
We climbed out of bed at six o’clock. I downloaded the latest grib file and found that the low that was going to form on Tuesday is now forecast for Monday night and will be giving us gale force winds as we approach Charleston. Glenys and I had another weather routing discussion and changed our plans again, aiming to leave in the afternoon and head for Cape Canaveral in Florida which is only 220 miles, which should get us in on Monday before the low forms. We’ll still have 600 miles to travel north to get to Chesapeake, but at least we’ll be able to do it in smaller one or two day hops up the US coast to avoid this awful weather.
We decided to leave after lunch, to make sure that all the current squally weather had passed us, which gave me time to do a few little jobs.
We’re going to have to use our holding tank to “store” our toilet effluent when we’re in the States. We have a 35 litre stainless steel tank in a cupboard in the front heads. There’s no gauge on the tank, and if it gets full, it will overflow - dumping effluent out of a hull fitting in the side of our hull above the waterline. It will be a little bit embarrassing to be pumping “stuff” out of the side of the boat.
I did an experiment by flushing clean water through the toilet into the holding tank and found that 200 pumps of the toilet will fill the tank. At an average of 15-20 pumps per flush that means that we can use the toilet 10-14 times before we need to empty the tank. I’ve sellotaped a piece of paper onto the cupboard above the toilet so that we can record how many pumps we’ve done since the last time it was emptied - life is wonderful on a luxury yacht.
When we arrive in Cape Canaveral, we’ll have to go into the Intracoastal Waterway (ICW). This is a channel through coastal wetlands that goes from Florida to Virginia. It’s supposed to be dredged to 4 metres, but is shoaling in some places and may be a challenge to our 2 metre draft. In addition, there are a large number of fixed bridges and power cables that stretch across the ICW at a height of 65 feet. The specification for Alba says that the mast height without instruments is 61.5 feet.
I went up the mast to see how much our instruments stick up above the mast and found that our VHF aerial is four feet long meaning that our total mast height above the water is 65.5 feet. This means that we won’t be able to get under bridges at high tide which will severely cramp our movements. Perhaps we’ll not spend much time in the ICW.
We hung around reading and waiting for the rest of the morning. After lunch, we got ready for sea and I started to pull up the anchor, then Glenys noticed that the depth gauge was flickering between 1.9 and 2 metres – we were aground because we were at low tide. We were so excited about leaving the Bahamas that we hadn’t even bothered to look at the tides. We had to wait another two hours for the tide to come in…
We negotiated our way out of the shallow harbour and set off across the lagoon towards Man-O-War channel five miles away. The wind was blowing W 20-25 knots from the west and there were some dark looking rain showers to windward of us. After ten minutes, I noticed that the wind direction instrument wasn’t working, so thinking that I’d damaged something when I went up the mast, we anchored and I went up the mast again. Everything looked OK and there didn’t seem to be anything that I could easily fix, so we upped anchor and carried on.
Meanwhile, two squalls had passed either side of us with heavy rain. Then at the channel through the reef, there were over-falls caused by the strong westerly winds encountering the strong tidal current heading east. Our Karma was very low at this point, but we persevered and soon popped out in to the open ocean, which was calmer than inside the reef.
We had a great sail for four or five hours, but by eight o’clock in the evening, the wind had dropped and Glenys had to turn on the engine. We had a 1½ knot current against us which was very annoying, dropping our speed over the ground down to 3-4 knots.
3 June 2012 Marsh Harbour to Cocoa, Florida (Day 2)
The wind picked up enough for us to sail at four o’clock in the morning - I unfurled the genoa and shook out the reefs in the main. We were getting 5-6 knots of boat speed, but we still have a one knot current against us.
By six o’clock, I had to turn the engine on again because the wind dropped and veered to be coming straight at us. We motored all day with blue skies, 5 knot winds and a 3 foot swell, but at least the counter current had disappeared.
We just read books or slept for most of the day. The highlight of the day was giving myself a No.12 haircut, which didn’t turn out too well, but at least there’s no one else to look at me.
4 June 2012 Marsh Harbour to Cocoa, Florida (Day 3)
We continued motoring for most of the night, but at least we had a fantastic full moon which illuminated the gently rolling, three foot seas. At four o’clock, the wind finally picked up enough so that we could sail.
As we approached Cape Canaveral, we had three big vessels pass close to us, heading towards the same port. It’s much, much busier than the Caribbean and keeping check on the ships made my 4-7 watch fly by.
We arrived just outside the port entrance at eight o’clock and hove-to, while I tried to sort out the customs clearance procedure. I rang the Canaveral Port Authority who told me that I had to call an 800 number to talk to the Small Craft Division of Homeland Security to clear in because they only deal with cruise ships and large vessels. When I called the Small Craft Division number, they told me that I could only clear in when I was tied up somewhere, so we continued into the port looking for a dock.
The port is very busy and is mostly geared up for large shipping – there’s also a military base with naval security boats wandering around to protect it. I took a picture of a submarine anyway – it’s amazing how difficult they are to see. We couldn’t find any public docks – just a couple of marinas which looked busy, so we continued towards Cocoa to anchor there before clearing in.
There’s a lifting “Bascule” bridge and a lock leading from the Port to the Intracoastal Waterway (ICW). It was quite scary calling the bridge operator on the VHF radio and asking for it to be opened. All traffic was immediately halted on a major, three-lane highway for little old us. Once through the bridge we called the lock keeper, who again opens on demand. The lock is massive; about 400 metres long and 25 metres wide and we were the only ones in there – seems a waste of resources, but who am I to complain.
The waterway from Canaveral Port to the Indian River passes through a nature reserve and there’s a wide variety of wild life. We saw bottle nosed dolphins in the port and Glenys had to steer us around three manatees to get into the lock. Along the waterway, we saw ospreys, scarlet ibis, herons, cormorants and there were fish jumping out of the water all of the time - amazing.
We passed through another lifting bridge and came to the main ICW where we encountered our first “fixed” bridge, which has a nominal clearance of 65 feet. There are tidal gauges which show the exact clearance under the bridges and this one was showing 64 feet – there was no way that we would get underneath without destroying our 4 foot VHF antenna. I checked the tide times for Cape Canaveral which showed that we were on a rapidly falling tide, so we waited for the tide to drop.
While we were waiting, Glenys rang Boat US and subscribed to their towing service for the princely sum of $165 US. We’re going to be spending a lot of time in the USA navigating in very shallow waters and the risk of going aground is pretty high especially with our relatively deep, 2 metre draft. The Boat US towing service gives us unlimited tows to get us off “soft groundings”, i.e. they’ll come and rescue us when we hit the bottom.
After twenty minutes, the tide gauge still showed 64 feet, so I got the hump and decided to remove the bloody VHF antenna. We anchored at the edge of the ICW and I climbed up the mast again for the third time in a week. It was a bit of a struggle (aren’t all little jobs on a yacht?), but I safely removed the aerial and we now have a mast height of 62½ feet. We’ll have to use our handheld VHF radio for a while.
After sneaking under the bridge, we motored for a mile and anchored off Cocoa in an exposed, isolated position. I rang the Small Craft Division of Home Land Security to clear in. They took all of our details and then told me that all of the crew have to report to the Cape Canaveral office within 24 hours. I said OK, disconnected and then nearly screamed. So we have to go back to Canaveral Port where we’ve just been told that they only handle large vessels – God give me strength…
We had lunch to boost my blood sugar level and reduce my temper. We then motored under the next bridge and anchored in 3 metres off Cocoa Village, which is a very nice anchorage. I put the dinghy into the water and lowered our 15hp outboard in place, but it wouldn’t start. Could anything else go wrong today? I took the carburettor off, cleaned it and managed to get the outboard started, but I don’t know what’s causing these problems.
By now it was three o’clock and our day was in tatters, so we decided to sort out the customs crap today. We went into Cocoa Village and took a taxi back to Cape Canaveral. The Homeland Security guy was very pleasant and I asked if we could have more than the normal six months’ immigration entry. He said that he might be able to do it, but we’d have to come back tomorrow when his supervisor will be there. At $60US for a taxi, I don’t think so. In fact, he ended up making a mistake and giving us seven months, which means that we can stay until the beginning of January which will be helpful.
When got back to Cocoa, we went straight into a bar for a nice cold beer. It was like being on a different planet, sitting in an air-conditioned American bar, watching American TV and gazing out at the people wandering by. Cocoa is a very quaint tourist town with narrow streets, lots of trendy cafes and antique shops. Everything is very clean and orderly. We became convinced that we were in The Truman Show. Surely that car’s been past this corner before? Is the TV repeating itself? Haven’t we seen that guy on the bike before?
We staggered back to the boat, Glenys rustled up egg and chips and we collapsed into bed - what a day!
5 June 2012 Cocoa, Florida
It was my 56th Birthday today. Glenys hasn’t bought me any presents, but I’m not that bothered. Is that what happens when you get older?
I spent the morning looking at routes to get us further north. We need either a four or five day window to get us to Beaufort or a three day window to get us to Charleston.
I dropped the dinghy into the water to go into town, but the outboard wouldn’t start again. I reckon that I’ve got dirty fuel or water in the fuel tank. I couldn’t be bothered to take the outboard to bits to clean the carburettor, so I fitted our small 2.5hp outboard and we slowly chugged to the dinghy dock. We went to a café for lunch and I was able to use their wireless internet connection to pick up the weather. There’s another front giving unsettled weather in the area for the next three days, but it looks good from Saturday 9th onwards.
We went into the tourist office to get some local information and found out that there’s no supermarket or even a grocery shop within walking distance. Also there’s no Laundromat anywhere near here - it’s just a pretty little tourist town, so we’re going to go up the ICW to Titusville tomorrow for a couple of nights and then come back down here on Friday. Hopefully they will have better boating facilities there.
On the way back to Alba, we had a chat with Bill on “Gaia” and he confirmed that there’s no tide in this part of the ICW. I guess that’s why there’s a lock at Cape Canaveral – duh! It’s a good job that I removed the VHF antenna from the top of the mast yesterday because we’d have never got under that first fixed bridge – we’d have been waiting forever for the tide to drop…
After a couple of hours back on the boat, we went out for a Mexican meal for my birthday treat. It was OK, but too much cheese, not enough cilantro and far, far too large. We’re going to start ordering one meal between the two of us – kind of like old age pensioners do…
We went for a walk to help digest the huge meal and came across a garden that had a cactus plants climbing up the trees. The cacti had hundreds of huge white flowers which looked spectacular. A local lady told us that they’re called Night Blooming Cereus which only flower once a year and each flower only lasts a night – it’s nice that they did it on my birthday.
6 June 2012 Cocoa to Titusville, Florida
After breakfast, we motored for fifteen miles along the ICW to Titusville. There’s a huge mooring field outside the Municipal Marina which forced us to anchor ½ mile from the marina entrance in the middle of nowhere. We dragged on our first attempt to anchor, but it seemed to hold OK in a slightly different place.
We went into the marina, and then had a walk around. In 1996, we spent over a month here on Glencora before we sailed back across the Atlantic to the UK. There are quite a few changes, a huge shopping mall across the road had been demolished and our favourite sea food restaurant closed down eight years ago. Titusville is a sleepy, spread out place with not much going for it apart from a good marina and nice marina staff. To make matters worse, when NASA finished the space shuttle program, over 30,000 jobs were lost in the local area.
We only just made it back to Alba before a huge thunderstorm came over and gave us 30 knot winds and driving rain – at least it tested the holding of the anchor before it went dark.
7 June 2012 Titusville to Cocoa, Florida
A huge thunderstorm came through in the middle of the night again with high winds – we were glad that we’re tucked up in bed rather than being at sea. It soon passed and the wind dropped off to nothing which meant that the mosquitos arrived. Goodness knows how they found us because the nearest land is ½ mile away. Anyway, I was up at four o’clock dancing around with the mosquito zapper.
In the morning, Glenys chugged off to the launderette while I started to sort out the dirty fuel and our 15hp outboard. Ten minutes after she left, another big thunderstorm rolled in - she only just made it into the marina before the heavy rain started. I had a cup of tea and waited until the rain had stopped – funny how I wanted the comfort of a nice cuppa in the miserable weather.
I poured most of the fuel from the outboard tank into a jerry can to re-use and then emptied the remaining couple of litres into some plastic bottles to throw away. There was definitely water in the bottom of the tank. I removed the carburettor and found traces of water in the float chamber as well, so I ‘m fairly convinced that the problem is water in the fuel. I’ll buy some gasoline additive to put in the fuel that I have in jerry cans.
There was nothing else for us to do in Titusville, so we upped anchor and motored back to Cocoa, arriving mid-afternoon. We chilled out for the rest of the afternoon, before another huge thunderstorm came over giving us 35+ knot winds again. These storms are short-lived, but very powerful. The visibility drops to around 25 metres in the driving rain, the boat veers around in the gale force gusts, and the crack of thunder as lightning strikes nearby is deafening, making us duck our heads. Hopefully there won’t be any tomorrow.
8 June 2012 Cocoa, Florida
We spent the morning doing a few little jobs. Glenys applied seam-seal to the bimini and spray hood in an attempt to block off the various leaks that have developed. I went up the mast again, this time to see if I could get the wind direction indicator to work, but no luck I’m afraid.
I managed to get an internet connection and the weather looks very settled for the next five or so days, so we’ve decided that we’ll now head directly to the Chesapeake, which is 700 miles away. I spent the rest of the morning planning our course to Deltaville, where we’re going to be hauled out.
In the afternoon, I worked on producing a project plan and gathering information to get firm quotes when we arrive in Deltaville. It’s quite a complex set of jobs that we want to do, which will take some coordinating. I reckon that it’s all going to be pretty expensive – the replacement of the standing rigging is going to cost us at least £6,000. They say that owning a boat is like standing in a shower and ripping up £10 notes…
We went ashore in the late afternoon to go to a barbeque cook-out which was being held in the town park. There were lots of barbeque stalls, who compete against each other to produce the best food. There are cash prizes and it’s apparently a big thing over here. Unfortunately, it started to rain heavily, so we ended up visiting a couple of bars before going to a Brazilian restaurant for dinner.
9 June 2012 Cocoa to Hampton Roads, Chesapeake (Day 1)
The alarm went off at quarter to six and a glance out of the window showed overcast skies and light rain – bummer. I put on my waterproof jacket and lifted the outboard and dinghy on deck. By half past seven, we were on our way motoring up the ICW. We anchored just past the last fixed bridge so that I could scurry up the mast for the fifth time in as many days, to replace the VHF antenna.
Our passage through the lock and the two lifting bridges was uneventful. We pulled into a marina in Canaveral Port to fill up with fuel and met Larry & Catherine on “No Boundaries” , who are going up to Chesapeake as well – looks like we’ve got a convoy.
We had very light winds and sunny skies until three o’clock when a huge bank of black clouds appeared in front of us. It was difficult to see which way it was moving, but we eventually changed course to go to the west of it. By four o’clock the skies had darkened and we were beating into 25 knot winds from the east. We listened to the weather channel on the VHF radio and heard that they were giving storm warnings for localised thunder storms with lightning and winds up to 45 knots – gulp!
The strong winds continued into the evening and we couldn’t seem to break out of the dark stormy looking skies, but at least we weren’t clobbered by anything really nasty. We picked up the Gulf Stream before dinner and were managing a speed of 8 -9 knots over the ground thanks to the 2-3 knot current. As the weather was so unsettled, we swapped watches and I did an 8-11 watch so that I could set up the sails and try to clear this horrible weather.
At eleven o’clock, the wind dropped and we were being bounced about in very confused seas, so I put on the engine. Glenys continued to motor for a couple of hours until the winds picked up again at half past one.
10 June 2012 Cocoa to Hampton Roads, Chesapeake (Day 2)
It was very pleasant for a couple of hours, but by five o’clock we had thunderstorms building up in front of us. I put two reefs into the main and left Glenys to dodge the potential squalls. She woke me at eight o’clock and we did a forty degree turn to port to avoid a large squall before carrying on towards our next way point off Charleston.
Our 24 hour run at eleven o’clock was a satisfying 165 miles - we’ll be there a day early if we can keep this up. The rest of the day stayed overcast with 15-20 knot winds putting us on a fast reach, which combined with the Gulf Stream current, had us zipping along at 8-9 knots over the ground.
As evening approached, we couldn’t see any thunderstorms anywhere, which was encouraging. The first part of the night continued with the nice 15-20 knot southeast wind and we romped along in a reach. Unfortunately, we lost the favourable gulf stream current and picked up a slight current against us of ½ - 1 knot.
11 June 2012 Cocoa to Hampton Roads, Chesapeake (Day 3)
The wind slowly dropped off overnight and Glenys had to put the engine on at the end of her 1-4 watch. It picked up again for a couple of hours on my 4-7 watch and I headed more westerly to try to find the elusive Gulf Stream, but had no luck.
By eight o’clock, we were back motoring and finally found a favourable ½ - 1 knot current from the Gulf Stream. Our 24 hour run was slightly better than yesterday at 170 miles. If we can keep this up, we’ll be going around Cape Hatteras tomorrow afternoon which would be great.
We’re just able to pick up the weather channels on VHF. Unfortunately, because we are 80 miles offshore, the transmission keeps fading in and out, so it is difficult to get an accurate picture, particularly because we don’t know what the forecast areas are. Glenys managed to extract some sense from the broadcasts and it sounds like we’re going to have south 10-20 knot winds tomorrow, which will good as we’re heading north-east until we get to Cape Hatteras.
Our course will then turn north-west as we sail the 100 miles up to the entrance the Chesapeake. The forecast on Wednesday 13th is not so good with the possibility of North 10-15 knot winds in the afternoon. One of the problems with Cape Hatteras is that once we’ve passed Beaufort, there’s nowhere to stop for 200 miles until we get into the Chesapeake. We plan to go for it and hope that the weather won’t be too bad on Wednesday. If we can keep up our average speed, I’m hoping that we’ll be anchored somewhere before dark on Wednesday.
The wind was fluky in the afternoon. We managed to sail for some of the time, but had to keep turning on the engine when the wind dropped below 10 knots. At least it was a lovely day with fluffy white clouds and only a small three foot swell – much better that the grey, unsettled weather that we’ve had for the past two days.
We’ve slotted into a rhythm again - we have our three hours watches over night, then I have a couple of hours’ kip in the morning and Glenys has a nap in the afternoon. As it was so calm, we had a shower for the first time in a couple of days – dirty buggers…
12 June 2012 Cocoa to Hampton Roads, Chesapeake (Day 4)
The wind stayed light for most of the night - we had a couple of hours where we were able to sail, but the engine was soon back on.
Just after dawn, I reassessed our intended route and, because the weather was so settled, I decided to cut the corner and round Cape Hatteras very close to Diamond Shoals. I plotted waypoints to keep us five or so miles offshore and then head straight towards Deltaville. We still had 185 miles to go to Deltaville, but if we could maintain over five knots we should be there late tomorrow afternoon. It will mean that we’ll be passing through the Chesapeake Channel sometime after dawn tomorrow which will be fine by me. Having completed the planning, I turned north, with some excitement, towards the Chesapeake on the final leg of the passage.
By mid-morning, the wind had picked up from the south with 10 knots, so I poled out the genoa and we were able to sail again. We had a minor celebration when we finally passed 35° North latitude - our insurance company will be happier.
By lunchtime, the skies had become grey and overcast with nasty looking dark patches on the horizon – so much for the blues skies of yesterday. We had one small squall which gave us 25 knots winds and then it settled down to south-west 15 knots, which put us on a pleasant reach going along at 6 knots, albeit with drizzly rain.
I managed to hook a Dorado, but it got off just as I was trying to lift it on board. These fish have quite soft mouths and I reckon that the hook is just tearing out – I’ll have to get a longer gaff instead of trying to lift them on board with the line. Fortunately, an hour later, I hooked and landed a nice 10lb tuna. I dropped the lure back into the water just to get it out of the way while I was cleaning the fish, leaving it trailing 3 metres behind the boat. To my amazement, I hooked another tuna, but I let it go – we’ve enough tuna to last us for the next three or four days.
Norfolk is a huge port and naval base located at the south end of Chesapeake Bay and there’s a massive amount of radio traffic with warships going out on manoeuvres, not to mention the commercial ships wandering in and out. We will need to sail across the busy shipping lanes, so I spent an hour looking at the charts and working out where we should go when we get there.
We had Tuna with Creamy Sauce and mashed potatoes for dinner – yummy!
13 June 2012 Cocoa to Hampton Roads, Chesapeake (Day 5)
The winds were from south at midnight and then veered to south-west. On my 10-1 watch, I put in a heavy reef in to slow us down – I didn’t want to get to the Norfolk shipping lanes before dawn.
Our timing was pretty perfect, but we had a two knot current against us as we approached Cape Henry, which made it very slow going. Then, as we were crossing the shipping lanes, the bloody wind veered and picked up from the north. There’s a huge road bridge that spans the mouth of the Chesapeake Bay, with two gaps where there are tunnels to allow shipping though. There’s one passage to the west of Cape Henry going to Norfolk and the other one is to the North going up Chesapeake Bay – straight into the wind.
Glenys went to bed and I spent a frustrating three hours trying to motor 10 miles into five foot seas with 20-25 knots of wind and a two knot current against me. I persevered and finally made it through the gap by ten o’clock.
It was obvious that we weren’t going to be able to get to Deltaville before dark, so we set off hard on the wind trying to get to York River on the west side of the bay, which has a nice looking place called Sarah Creek. After an hour of teeth-jarring bashing, with no sign of the counter tidal current easing off, we decided it was pointless, so we turned downwind and headed south west for Norfolk – what a difference, the boat accelerated downwind and life was suddenly very pleasant.
As we approached the Norfolk shipping lane, a coast guard cutter put out a warning on the VHF radio that it was approaching Norfolk with Operation Bravo and that no vessel should approach within 500 yards - any violations would be a “federal offence enforced by deadly force if necessary”. We could see that the cutter was escorting a huge submarine – we kept well away…
We listened to the weather forecast - the strong, northerly winds are going to be here for at least another four days, so we plan to go into Norfolk and do some sightseeing. We rang Steve on “Celebration”, who we knew was the area and arranged to meet them in Norfolk tomorrow. This suits us fine because we’re feeling pretty shell shocked after 5 days at sea. We want to anchor somewhere quiet and sleep rather than trying to navigate the busy waters of Norfolk today.
We went up the Hampton River, where the cruising guide said there was an anchorage by the town, but it was very tight, so we ran away and anchored in Hampton Roads, which is not very pretty, having a busy highway running along the side of it, but we’re all by ourselves in a huge anchorage.
We collapsed, had lunch and went to bed for a few hours. Our first cold beer was consumed at five o’clock precisely and, after a splendid dinner of Sweet and Sour Tuna, we sloped off to bed early.
In retrospect, it was a very good trip. We managed to read the weather correctly and did 700 miles in four days which is pretty good going – to put it in perspective, that’s the same distance as sailing from Plymouth to Lisbon.
14 June 2012 Hampton Roads to Norfolk, Chesapeake
It was relatively cold last night – the single sheets that we normally use weren’t adequate, so I had to get out of bed and get a light duvet. When I got up in the morning, it was overcast, windy and cold. I had to put on a fleece, which the first time I’ve had to do this since we moved onto Alba. We had a cup of tea after breakfast – nice and comforting and I even tested our cabin heater in case it gets any colder. We’re at 37° North now, which is level with the Algarve in Portugal, so I’m hoping that this is just unusual weather.
We lurked around in the morning, tidying up and doing a few jobs. I put the dinghy into the water and the outboard wouldn’t start again, which is a bit irritating because this is a new batch of fuel that bought in the Abacos about three weeks ago. I stripped down the carburettor again and magically it all works. I’m now wondering if the float valve is getting stuck – is it gummed up on the seat? I’ve put some fuel conditioner into all of the fuel that I have on board, so maybe that will help sort this problem out.
After lunch, we upped anchor and sailed to Norfolk town anchorage. It’s a very impressive route because we went right past the US Navy dockyards where there are at least twenty warships including several aircraft carriers. The wind was 20-25 knots from the north east and it was perfect sailing conditions for us – we managed to sail all the way into the town anchorage with just the genoa.
We’re anchored right in the middle of the town with Norfolk on one side of the river and Portsmouth on the other side. Hopefully, there will be a supermarket nearby because we’ve run out of essentials – milk, eggs, orange juice, bread, etc.
Steve and Lynn from “Celebration” came for sun-downers. We last saw them in St Lucia last January and it was great to catch up with their travels. Glenys prepared some Seared Tuna which she cut into thin slices as an appetiser with Wasabi sauce – lovely…
15 June 2012 Norfolk, Chesapeake
Another chilly night, but we were snug under the duvet – I think that I like these cool mornings. I love this anchorage, there’s so much going on. First thing this morning, I poked my head out of the cockpit to find a huge warship slowly cruising by the anchorage just 50 metres in front of us.
With no eggs, milk or bread, breakfast was a challenge, but Glenys managed to rustle up fried potatoes, bacon, tomatoes, and baked beans – luxury. We went into Norfolk city centre. The dinghy dock is right in front of the Wisconsin, which is a huge Second World War battleship that is now a major visitor attraction. It’s a very impressive ship - we might play tourist and have a look at it in a couple of days’ time.
Norfolk is a big commercial centre with skyscraper office buildings; housing banks, solicitors and insurance companies. As well as looking around, we were on a mission to buy some food. We discovered a huge, glittering shopping mall, but no sign of any grocery stores. After asking quite a few people, we found out that there was a convenience store about half a mile out of the city centre. We eventually found it in a residential area, but it was very expensive, so we only bought some milk and orange juice – at least we can have a normal breakfast and a cup of tea tomorrow.
We cut our losses and went across the river to Portsmouth. The town quay was heaving with sailing boats because there’s a yacht race taking place tomorrow. We found a space to moor our dinghy and walked up the high street. It’s a much quainter town than Norfolk and we found a Dollar store that sold basic groceries. We also discovered a 7-11 store where we bought some beer and wine.
Glenys cooked the last of the Tuna and we had a quiet night in.
16 June 2012 Norfolk, Chesapeake
We went into Portsmouth, visited the farmers market to buy a few vegetables, walked around the town and had a nice lunch in a small café. In the afternoon, we pottered around below decks because the wind is so cold.
I rang the boat yard at Deltaville and told them that we’ll be there on Tuesday 19th. I revised my project plan and printed out a new set of information for all the jobs that we’re going to do when we haul-out.
I had a chat with Steve from “Celebration” about security on the boat i.e. stopping someone robbing us when we’re asleep at night at anchor. He has some good ideas about what to do, which basically involves stopping the thief sneaking down into the boat, incapacitating him and then tying him up. I’ve been planning to add some metal bars to the rear hatch and the entrance into the saloon, which will sort out preventing access. I’d like to buy a Taser gun to incapacitate the thieves. However, I’ve been told that even though American citizens can easily buy one, it’s illegal to export a Taser, so I might have to rely on a couple of pepper spray guns that can shoot a stream of gel up to 12 feet. A small baseball bat will then allow me to make sure that the thief remains down while I tie him up with pre-looped cable ties. I’ll be tooling up soon.
We went over to “Celebration” in the evening and met Pat & Judy from “Thalia” and Bentley & Jim from “Salty Paws”. We had pizza – Lynn cooked the pizza bases and everyone brought their favourite toppings to complete the pizzas. It worked out well, apart from when I chipped a big lump off one of my molars on a particularly hard crust. Jim and Bentley brought their guitar and banjo, Steve dragged out his guitar and we had an entertaining evening with them playing various folk, blues and sea songs.
Glenys is now motivated to learn the concertina and I’ve decided to abandon playing the clarinet and learn to play a guitar – it’s much more sociable than having a two foot long plastic tube shoved in my mouth...
17 June 2012 Norfolk to Hampton Roads, Chesapeake
We went around to “Celebration” to ask Lynn if she could put a temporary filling into my broken tooth – fortunately she’s a dental technician, which is a fine display of synchronicity because it was her pizza crust that broke my tooth. I’m probably going to have to get it fixed properly when we’re in Deltaville, Lynn tells me that there’s another fracture line in the tooth. Goodness knows how much it will cost to get dental treatment in the States.
We called in at “Salty Paws” to drop off a Proclaimers album – last night I told them that it was brilliant, urban, angry, folk music. I hope that they like it - it’s always worrying to recommend music to people that you don’t know very well.
Putting on our tourist hats, we went over to Norfolk and spent a pleasant three hours looking at the battleship Wisconsin and the attached museum. The Wisconsin was launched two years after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbour and has seen service in World War Two, Korea and the Gulf War. The hull is a beautiful shape and the guns are impressive. The ship’s profile is what I remember from the John Wayne type war films that I watched as a kid.….
We arrived back on Alba at three o’clock and then motor sailed back to Hampton Roads to get a good start for the forty mile trip up to Deltaville tomorrow.
18 June 2012 Hampton Roads to Deltaville, Chesapeake
We set off at half past seven with absolutely no wind, so it was a very boring, six hour motoring trip up to Deltaville. The only interesting part was the narrow winding channel into Jackson Creek, which is supposed to be dredged to three metres – we went gently went aground just next to a green marker, but I soon backed us off and found a deeper patch further away from the marker.
We anchored just outside Deltaville boat yard where we’ll be spending the next four to five weeks. Jackson Creek is a lovely little spot with nice houses with their own docks and green lawns sweeping down to the waterside.
We went ashore, met Chuck who is the project manager assigned to us and then walked into Deltaville town. Typical of American towns it is very spread out along a single road. There’s not a lot here apart from a very large West Marine chandlers and basic shops. We’ll have to get a car to get us to any big supermarkets or Walmart.
It warmed up in the afternoon – we were wearing fleeces on the trip up, but it was warm and sunny ashore.
19 June 2012 Deltaville, Chesapeake
I picked up Chuck from the dinghy dock and we went through the various jobs that I have planned. He took lots of notes and then went back to the office to plan resources and work out some costs.
Glenys paid $140US to the marina, so that we can use their facilities for a month. They’re pretty well set up with a small pool, showers, laundry, wireless internet, barbeque area, courtesy car for local trips, bicycles and, best of all, an air-conditioned lounge with a TV and comfy chairs.
I popped into the office to see Chuck and he told me that the yard might not be able to provide the resources to do the rigging – I was not very happy. I spent the rest of the afternoon working out a Plan B where we would only spend two weeks here to do some jobs and then return in September to get the standing rigging done.
20 June 2012 Deltaville, Chesapeake
I rang Chuck to see when he wanted to have a chat and he said that he’d not had a chance to work on my projects and could see me after lunch. I told him that I was feeling pretty cross that I’m being told that they don’t have enough resources to do the main work - I’d kept them informed about our arrival day and the work that I wanted doing, but now they can’t meet their commitments? He agreed to see me half an hour later...
I met his boss Sean and we went through everything. Sean said that they do have the resources to do all of the work that I want to do and they should be able to get it all done in my five week schedule. Only time will tell.
We went alongside the service dock ready to be hauled tomorrow. It was incredibly hot today – what a change from a couple of days ago. We spent the afternoon in the air-conditioned lounge; I spent my time re-planning the various jobs that I want to do.
21 June 2012 Deltaville, Chesapeake
It remained very hot all night – we didn’t sleep well.
Mac, one of the engineers came on board and we went out for a sea trial. He checked the revs and the temperature of the engine while I bumbled about at various speeds. He didn’t find much wrong with the actual engine, but thinks that the engine mounts are worn, causing excessive vibration, which is probably causing our problems with the leaking propeller shaft seal.
We then hung around waiting to he hauled out, it was so hot that we hid in the lounge again. They finally hauled us out at three o’clock, which was exciting and nerve wracking.
Once out of the water, they pressure washed the hull, so we retired to the swimming pool and chilled out. An hour later, I wandered up the boat yard to look for my boat – very odd.
To celebrate being on the hard, we went out for a meal and had sea food seeing as how we’re in a world-famous seafood area – I had a sea food medley with prawns, scallops and snow crab legs, which was brilliant.
22 June 2012 Deltaville, Chesapeake
It was very hot last night, but we had three fans going, so it was just about bearable.
This was our first day of work on the hard. Glenys started on the tedious job of scraping barnacles off the hull, while I researched which type of antifouling paint to put on. There’s only a few things that are more emotive to sailors than which antifoul to use - there’s so many different options; hard or ablative; copper or copper free; additional biocides; manufacturer; colour; etc.
I’ve decided that I want an ablative antifoul, which slowly leaches from the hull releasing the biocides – something similar to Interlux Micron Extra. There are some cheaper brands which allegedly do the same job. They will reduce the cost of the paint from $600US to $450US, but if I get it wrong, we’ll have lots of growth on the hull in 12 months’ time and we’ll have to haul out again, which could cost another $500 US - decisions, decisions.
I tackled our windlass, which has been making very ominous rumbling sounds and leaking seawater into the front cupboard when we are bashing to windward. My previous attempt in Curacao last September was a complete failure. I couldn’t even separate the two halves – the capstan is above deck and the motor and gearbox are below deck. Since then I’ve bought some spare bearings and seals, which is a good job because after struggling for a couple of hours, I managed to get it all apart and found that practically all the seals have collapsed. To make matters worse the main bearing just at deck level is completely rusted up and disintegrating. I’m not sure that I’ll be able to remove the old bearing from the deck base plate. If I have to get a new one, it will cost $450US.
Glenys borrowed one of the marina bikes and went into town to do some shopping. She came back with essentials like bread & coke and found out that the local hardware store (True Value) sell air-conditioner units for only $120.
We had to wait for an hour to use the marinas courtesy car and rushed into town to buy the air conditioner and a 100 foot extension cable. It only took me twenty minutes to set it up and what a difference – we sat indoors, had Garlic Prawns for dinner and luxuriated in the cold.
23 June 2012 Deltaville, Chesapeake
We slept like logs because it was so pleasantly cool.
I went to hardware store to get some more scrapers and chisels while Glenys went to Farmers Market at the nearby Maritime Museum - she found out that there’ll be a jazz band playing there tonight.
We spent the rest of the day scraping the hull. There’s over 400 square feet of hull surface and we have 50 barnacles per square foot – that’s 10,000 barnacles each. Each barnacle takes 4 scrapes with a 1” wide scraper, so that’s a total of 40,000 scrapes. It’s brutal work and we only completed half of the hull today.
Glenys nipped off early and went down to a local seafood store to buy some dinner before we went to the Maritime Museum. The event was really nice, with a good jazz band and lots of locals chilling out. We ate our crab balls and salad, then Chuck come over with some Blue crabs that he’d cooked in beer and vinegar in a portable steamer. We had no idea how to eat them, so he patiently showed us how to pull them apart and eat the sweet white meat. It’s very messy, but tasty – I wonder if it takes more energy to peel them than we get from the crabs.
24 June 2012 Deltaville, Chesapeake
We put the air conditioning on high all night, making it so cold that I had to get up and pull a duvet over me – brilliant!
We spent all day scraping the goddamn hull. It was slow going especially because people kept coming up and chatting to us. Steve and Lynn from “Celebration” even turned up. They’ve been hauled out in a boatyard in Urbana, which is only ten miles away. They’ve hired a car and are planning to visit family before coming back to their boat in September. Hopefully we’ll see them again before we head south.
In the evening, we went to a local restaurant called The Galley, where I was very brave and had soft shell crabs. These are blue crabs that have recently moulted their exoskeleton and are still soft. The whole crab is dipped in flour, pan fried then eaten whole – soft shell and all. They were OK, but I reckon that they were deep fried in chip fat as they were very, very greasy – fat just oozed out as I bit into them.
25 June 2012 Deltaville, Chesapeake
It was another nice cold night. It was very difficult to climb out of bed at quarter to seven because I ache all over from scraping. Mac, the engineer, turned up at half past seven and started to disconnect the generator ready to lift it out.
I went to see Chuck and tried to get some estimates from him for how much my jobs are going to cost. He’s not willing to commit to a fixed price and I don’t blame him because jobs on boats have a tendency to escalate as problems occur. However, to make a long story short, I reckon that it’s going to cost us about $20,000 including replacing the standing rigging, a couple of new winches, new running backstays, new engine mounts, new propeller shaft seal and miscellaneous work on the generator & engine.
Glenys got on with a few jobs on the hull - scraping and sanding, while I tried to get the rusted bearing out of the windlass base. I’ve soaked it in some strong penetrating oil for 24 hours and used an oxyacetylene torch to heat it up to try to loosed the corroded bearing. Unfortunately, I failed to move it at all, so I’ll have to buy a new base plate which I think will cost $500.
The travel lift turned up later in the morning and moved us further up the yard because there wasn’t enough room to get the crane in to lift our mast out. As soon as we were chocked up, the rigger (Clifton) appeared and inspected the rig, loosening the bottle screws ready to lift the mast off the boat. I talked him through the various jobs that I want doing and he seems pretty switched on which is encouraging.
After lunch, the crane arrived and we had a couple of hours of frenzied activity while the mast was lifted out – it all seemed to go well.
Mac then commandeered the crane to lift out the generator which didn’t go quite as smoothly. I gave him a hand because there was nobody else around to help him – the riggers all disappeared even though Mac helped them take off the mast. There’s an opening in the floor of our cockpit hatch which is directly above the generator and obviously intended to allow the generator to be removed. The generator is installed in a sound proof tray and it soon became apparent that the hatch isn’t big enough for the generator and the tray.
After an hour of sweating and cursing, we just managed to squeeze the damn thing out of the hole. Poor old Mac was sweating and cursing as he struggled to disconnect hoses and other bits down in the hole, while I stood in the cockpit telling the crane driver when to lift and lower the crane hook. At least I learned the hand signals to control a crane.
Meanwhile, Glenys did a load of washing and organised a hire car for a couple of weeks starting at the end of this week. We’re hoping that I’ll have agreed the scope of all the jobs with the yard by the end of the week, and we can disappear for a couple of weeks while they do the work. Glenys has arranged for us to go horse riding for four days while we’re away.
Rather than cook dinner, Glenys cycled into town and returned with a huge pizza that we devoured before collapsing into bed.
26 June 2012 Deltaville, Chesapeake
It was a beautiful morning, blue skies and a lovely chilly feel to it. We went shopping first thing. I dropped Glenys off at the supermarket and then went to the hardware store to buy antifoul paint, brushes and a few other things. I’ve finally decided to go with the cheaper stuff – hopefully it will be good and I won’t be cursing in a few months’ time.
Back on boat, Glenys continued to prepare the hull. When we were going to Curacao last September, we were caught out in a 40 knot gale, which resulted in some large patches of antifouling falling off the front of the hull. Rather than paying over $3,000 to have the antifouling sand blasted off, we’re just going to scrape off any loose stuff, sand the edges and hope that more paint doesn’t fall off.
I rang the USA distributor for the windlass and found to my horror that the lead time for the windlass base plate is six weeks. They seem very knowledgeable about it all and even told me that I would have to buy some other bits because Lofrans changed the design in 2002 a year after ours was installed. I told them that I wanted the part. I then went to the marina office to do some admin and emailed another distributor in the UK who might have a windlass base plate - I hope so, otherwise we’ll be stuck here for a couple of weeks more than we want.
Glenys washed the hull topsides ready to polish it, while I retreated down below to clean up the mess left when the generator was taken out - at least I had the air conditioning running while I was working in the stuffy engine room.
We painted the patches on the bottom – the idea is to give these areas a couple of extra coats of paint to build them up a bit before we put on the main two coats of paint. We had barbequed steak for dinner in the boatyard’s barbeque area – it was a good evening meeting Matt from “Troubadour” and Stan from “Green Eyes”.
27 June 2012 Deltaville, Chesapeake
Glenys spent all day polishing the topsides with a lovely little buffing machine that we bought for the princely sum of $28. After three hours she’d only done an eighth of the hull, so she changed strategy and concentrated on the waterline, so that we can put the masking tape on and paint the bottom tomorrow.
I had another project meeting with Chuck, they’ve not had time to do anything with the generator and I’m keen to find out if there is any more work to do on the components under the generator that probably haven’t seen the light of day for 12 years. Typical of boat yards, they are trying to make the job bigger than it should be. I made it quite clear to Chuck that I don’t want a major overhaul of the generator, I just want it cleaned up, the new engine mounts put on and refitted back in the boat.
I painted the steel frame that acts as a base for the generator, repaired a small section of fibreglass which covers the rudder bearing assembly and cleaned up the windlass shaft. The supplier in the UK doesn’t have the part in stock and will probably be quoting six weeks delivery as well. I helped Glenys with the topsides in the afternoon and we painted the knocked out areas on the bottom again – the first coat of antifoul should go on tomorrow.
We arranged a pot luck barbeque with some of the other boats in the yard. It was well attended and everyone was pretty jolly by the end of the evening. We met Mark & Julie from “Rachael”, Tom from “No Limits”, John from “Hope Floats” and Walter & Gwen from “Salt Shaker”
28 June 2012 Deltaville, Chesapeake
I helped Glenys with the topsides in the morning. She carried on buffing the water line with rubbing compound and I focused on cleaning the hull with some stuff called “On & Off” which contains three different types of acid. It might be nasty stuff, but it’s very effective, removing all sorts of stains from the gel coat.
After lunch, I borrowed the marina’s courtesy car again and nipped into town to buy a few things. I also arranged for someone to give us a quote for steam cleaning our carpets and the upholstery.
It was very warm today with temperatures approaching 100°F in the afternoon. We packed up at four o’clock because it was so damn hot. We’ve got the hull masked off and ready to be painted in the morning when it will be cooler.
We had soft shell crabs for dinner. I bought them this afternoon from the fish store. They cleaned them for me, which I believe consists of cutting off the crab’s face to kill them and then pulling out the lungs – nice. Glenys dipped them in spiced corn flour and sautéed them in butter – much, much better than the ones from the restaurant a few days ago. I found this description of soft shell crabs:
“Starting in May and throughout the summer, the blue crab abandons its shell and starts to form a new one, making its sweet, briny, delicious meat — usually incredibly tough to get at — immediately accessible. When the crab is moulting, in fact, practically the whole thing is edible, and the new shell is among the best parts. The combination of tenderness and crunch makes it one of the great delights of eating.
The shell remains soft for only a few hours after the crab has moulted, making timing just about everything for this industry, located mostly on the central Atlantic coast and most famously in Chesapeake Bay.” I love them.
29 June 2012 Deltaville, Chesapeake
Glenys painted the hull with antifouling this morning – it looks good but there are a couple of small areas that have bubbled where there is obviously some loose paint. I guess that the thinners in the new paint has worked its way underneath the old stuff. We’ll just have to scrape these off tomorrow.
I slackened off the coupling to the gearbox and slide the prop shaft backwards to inspect it. Fortunately, it looks okay – there’s as few small spots of corrosion, but the shaft isn’t scored where it sits in the cutlass bearing. I’m quite relieved because Chuck said that a new prop shaft would cost about $2000!
I then removed the exhaust elbow from the engine. It was a major struggle removing the 3½” hose from the exhaust muffler – I had to hack it to bits with a Stanley knife and screwdriver to get it off. I cleaned up the face of the turbo – the last engineer to work on the engine said that the face was badly corroded, but it looks OK to me. I painted the new exhaust elbow and bought a new piece of 3½” exhaust hose, so I should be able to put it all back together tomorrow when the paint dries.
A guy came and collected us from Hertz Car Rental and took us back to Gloucester to sign all the paperwork. We then called in at Wal Mart and bought a cheap tent for $40. It’s Independence Day next Wednesday and there will be a lot of people on holiday next week. We’re planning to go walking in Shenandoah National Park and bought the tent in case we can’t find any other accommodation.
We bought some spare ribs and cooked them in the Marina’s barbeque area - this was a bit of a mistake because it was incredibly hot in there.
30 June 2012 Deltaville, Chesapeake
There was a big thunderstorm and heavy rain last night, so it was lovely and cool in the morning.
Glenys got on with painting the bottom, while I put the exhaust elbow back in and tidied up the engine room. My new guitar arrived in the morning, but I didn’t have time to play around with it very much.
It was blisteringly hot, so we packed up at lunch time and went into Deltaville to watch the Heritage Day/4th July celebrations. They had a small craft fair with some food stalls, so we had crab cakes for lunch and then waited in the shade for the parade. It was very disappointing, basically being a parade of vintage cars, a few sad looking floats put together by the local businesses and fire engines sounding their sirens – they are proud of their fire engines. There was no marching band, just two lonely teenage girls with cheerleader batons - it’s a small town thing that they put on for the kids, throwing out sweets and trinkets as the parade goes past.
We wandered back to the boat and Glenys went to the lounge to get internet access while I amused myself with my guitar. I’ve bought a video based teaching course which seems very good. I stupidly spent three hours trying to play the instrument, so my left hand finger tips are now very sore.
July 2012
1 July 2012 Deltaville, Chesapeake
Start of another month. We’re going away tomorrow for two weeks, so we did a few small jobs to finish off the work that we’ve started. I tidied up the engine room, so that it’s ready for the generator to go back in. Glenys pulled the masking tape off the hull and tidied up underneath the boat. Alba looks good now, but we still need to do some more polishing of the topsides and the blue stripe just above the water line will need painting the next time that we haul out.
I prepared instructions for the boat yard, so that they don’t get carried away while we’re on our travels. After lunch, we jumped into our hire car and drove over to Home Depot, where we bought some tools and parts. We then loaded the anchor and chain into the boot of the car ready to drop it off at the galvanisers tomorrow.
I tried to practise the guitar, but my fingertips are too sore to do any more than five minutes - idiot...
2 July 2012 Charlottesville, Virginia
I ran around in the morning, organising the yard – Chuck is on holiday this week so I had to run through everything with his colleague, Sean. We then dropped off the cupboard doors for the heads to a woodwork shop to get a quote for some new ones, dropped off a gas bottle to get it filled and then drove to Richmond to drop off our anchor and chain at the galvanisers.
We arrived in the historic town of Charlottesville in the middle of the afternoon and wandered around the University of Virginia which was designed by Thomas Jefferson, the third president of the United States and the man how wrote the Declaration of Independence. In my opinion, it’s okay - being designed like a UK university with cloisters and grand buildings with plenty of columns, but it looks a little bit clunky to me.
We walked into the main town of Charleston but it was just a shopping centre, so we weren’t impressed. However, we did have a great Mexican meal.
3 July 2012 Luray, Virginia
We drove up to Shenandoah National Park along the Skyline Way. We went to the Visitors Centre to pick up a couple of maps and then went for a hike to two waterfalls. It was a very pleasant walk through woods; only 4 miles, but nice and cool in the shade. It warmed up our legs ready for a longer hike tomorrow - we’ve not been hiking for a couple of months.
We drove to a cheap motel in Luray passing an area of forest fires. Western Virginia has had its fair share of problems in the past week with big thunderstorms that have brought trees down, damaged power lines and to top it off they have a heat wave and widespread forest fires. There are two million homes that haven’t had any electricity for several days, which is causing chaos especially in this heat wave – imagine an American without air-conditioning.
4 July 2012 Front Royal, Virginia
We were up at quarter to six and ate a bowl of cereal in the motel room, before rushing off to the trailhead car park for Old Rag Mountain. We arrived at seven o’clock and there were already ten or so cars parked there – it’s a very popular route.
It was a very nice hike up though woods and finished off with a long scramble up a ridge. The scramble is not very exposed, but a few tricky moves where I had to help Glenys up. The view from the top is very nice – you can see why the mountains are called the Blue Ridge Mountains with the hills getting bluer in the haze the further away they are.
We walked down the other side of the hill, which is a good trail for a mile or so, but then turns into a fire road for 2½ miles which, although it’s in a nice, shaded forest, becomes a bit boring. We arrived back at the car at half past eleven – knackered.
We drove to a hotel in Front Royal and collapsed in the wonderfully cool, air-conditioned room, only venturing outside into the 100°F heat to buy a six pack of cold beer from a nearby garage.
5 July 2012 Warrenton, Virginia
We had a chilled out morning and lounged around in the air-conditioned hotel room until eleven o’clock, then went to a couple of equestrian stores. The first one was very up-market with expensive stuff - I needed to buy some short riding boots and half chaps ready for our four days of riding, but they would have cost $250. The second store was called Saddlery Liquidators and had a huge variety of horsy stuff ranging from expensive to very cheap. The store name implies that it was all bankruptcy stock. I managed to buy a pair of leather boots and half chaps for $65, which was brilliant value.
We drove to the cottage that we had rented for five nights and after a ¾ hour wait in the beating sun, a fourteen year old girl eventually turned up to show us around. After going to a supermarket, we chilled out and watched TV for the rest of the evening. Glenys left several messages for Debbie who runs the riding school, but had no response – we have no idea what we’re doing tomorrow.
6 July 2012 Warrenton, Virginia
We were up at quarter to seven, but there were no messages from Debbie, so we had no idea what was going on. Debbie arrived after we had breakfast as we were walking out of the door to go to the barn to look for her – she’d forgotten her phone. She’d another lesson organised at half past eight and so she wanted us to arrive an hour later – it all seemed a little chaotic.
We watched her finishing off her lesson and then we helped her to get my mare (Hobana) tacked up. Glenys was to ride “Kookabora” who was already tacked up. I’m not used to working with horses, but Habanero seemed to tolerate my inept handling.
We had a 1½ hour lesson, which was all about reining and Western-style riding. The lesson was mostly walking and trotting around in circles. By the end of it, Glenys and I were both confused about the various aids that we should be using to control the horses – too much information too quickly.
After lunch and chilling out for a couple of hours, we went back to barn and went out for a 2 hour hack. This was great fun - cantering up and down a field and then trotting through some woods. We were both absolutely knackered when we arrived back at the barn and my knees were killing me. It was half past six by the time we’d removed the saddles and showered the horses - it’s not easy this horse riding stuff.
We collapsed back in the cottage with a nice cold beer. Glenys cooked some stuffed clams that we’d bought at the local supermarket and we stayed up until half past eleven watching a video on cantering made by some mad Australian horse trainer guru.
7 July 2012 Warrenton, Virginia
We both had very sore seat bones this morning, my knees seemed fine – the Ibuprofen that I took last night seems to have worked.
We had a lesson in the morning and the focus was on cantering on a lunge line. I really struggled with holding a sitting trot – I just kept losing my stirrups. After lunch we went for a one hour hack to the training field by the lake again. I was absolutely rubbish – I was trying to get the horse to walk and control her with my legs, but couldn’t get it right – after twenty minutes both the horse and I were completely confused. I had a go at the sitting trot, but again couldn’t sort that out. Glenys meanwhile was trotting and cantering around like a professional.
Totally despondent, in the evening I turned to alcohol for comfort. After dinner, Glenys and I tried to work out how to control a horse using our legs and resorted to sitting on each other’s backs to try to feel what the horse feels – I think that this worked because (despite the alcohol) I felt less confused as I went to bed.
8 July 2012 Warrenton, Virginia
We were up early again for a morning lesson. We told Debbie that we wanted to practice controlling the horse with our legs and doing the sitting trot. It was a very good lesson and we both managed to do good, slow, sitting trots turning the horses in various diameter circles. We decided to have the afternoon off to rest our aching muscles.
Over lunch, we watched Andrew Murray play in the finals of the Wimbledon tennis championship – the first time that a British man has made it since 1938. Unfortunately, his opponent, Federer, was a machine and won the match. Later in the afternoon, we went out for a look at Warrenton, which was very sleepy and incredibly hot. We took some respite from the heat by visiting a small museum based in the old jail house, which was interesting, focusing on the town’s involvement in the Civil War.
9 July 2012 Warrenton, Virginia
It was a bit of a drizzly start to the day. The insides of my thighs are really stiff and hurting now. I spent an hour stretching and going for a run before riding at ten o’clock.
I realised that I’ve not heard anything from the boat yard for a few days and became very frustrated trying to contact them to find out what is going on. Chuck eventually rang me after my third message and told me that they have done exactly nothing in the past week. The generator is lying untouched on the workshop floor; they haven’t ordered all of the parts for the standing rigging, so basically we’ve wasted a week. I told Chuck that I wasn’t happy and told him that I was going to end my vacation early to get back to the boatyard tomorrow as it was apparent that things weren’t getting done without me being there
I also explained the good old British saying of “Spitting out my Dummy” - for our American friends this translates to “Spitting out my Pacifier.” He hopes that he’ll be able to get things moving this week, so that I’ll not have to do this. I sent him a snotty email anyway and copied it to his boss. Hopefully, they’ll get off their arses and have things moving by the time I get there on Wednesday 11th.
We had a good trail ride for a couple of hours. Debbie was thrown off the pony that she was riding when it was spooked as we approached some woods - she’s training it to do trail rides, but it obviously needs more work. We carried on to a large meadow where Glenys and I did our own thing – trotting and cantering around while Debbie gave her pony some intensive corrective training on a lunge line. My inner thighs were burning for most of this time, but we had a few good canters. Habana, the horse that I’ve been riding for the past four days is a ¾ thoroughbred horse and was very excited & twitchy as hell as we came back to the barn. I ended up in the lead and had to keep circling to slow down to wait for the others – hard work.
We’ve had a brilliant four days of riding and I would thoroughly recommend going to Debbie if you want to go horse riding in mid Virginia. (www.Lanternlanefarm.com). We spent the rest of the day chilling out and getting ready to leave tomorrow to kick arse back at the boatyard.
10 July 2012 Deltaville, Chesapeake
We had a lazy start to the day with a lie-in and then drove back to Deltaville, stopping off in Culpepper for a short walk around. We arrived back at boat yard at four o’clock, which just gave me enough time to go and hassle Chuck.
He was a bit crinkly because I’d given him a hard time, but it appears things that are now starting to move – the rigging parts are on their way, the parts for the engine mounts and stern gear have been ordered, the generator’s been cleaned up and they’re getting prices for spare parts for it. The plan is to be finished by the end of next week – I’ll believe it when I see it.
I picked up a few parcels that had been delivered while we were away – I love Amazon. We’ve received a new depth instrument panel, zincs anodes for hull fittings, a music stand, etc. I’ve made a mistake with the music stand because it’s huge – that’s the problem with buying things without seeing them physically. It only cost $30 and it will probably cost me that to send it back, so it’s destined for a charity shop.
We went out for meal at Toby’s – a very rough and ready place, but the food was very good.
11 July 2012 Deltaville, Chesapeake
I caught up on a few things with Chuck. He’s finally managed to get a quote for two security frames made out of stainless steel. They’re fairly simple pieces designed to act as bars for the aft hatch and companion way, so that we can stop intruders getting down below when we’re asleep at night. Unfortunately, the quote was $1,500 for the two items – I told him not to bother. It really annoys me that people quote outrageous prices just because it’s for a yacht – I’ll find a small fabricator somewhere else to do the job.
On the positive side, I’ve received some pepper gel spray and a 6 million volt stun gun. My security plan is firstly to have the hatch bars to prevent the robbers getting into the boat. I can then put on all the deck lights, scream abuse at them and call for help on the VHF radio. If they don’t go away then we escalate. I have a 2 million candle power search light that I’ll shine in their eyes to blind them, and then I can spray pepper gel into their eyes. If I manage to disable them all, then I’ll be rushing up on deck with my new 6 million volt stun gun and zapping them (preferably in the groin). This should paralyse them long enough for me to tie them up with some long cable ties.
We drove over to Richmond and picked up the anchor and chain from the galvanisers – it’s all very nice and shiny now.
While we still had the car, we drove around and did a few errands for the rest of the day. Glenys talked to our son, Craig, on Skype – now that he’s got a steady job, he’s thinking of buying a house in the UK, which is great news. I fixed up a wall mounting for my guitar, so that it’s out of the way, but easily accessible when I want to practice. I spent half an hour practising – my left hand finger tips hurt now.
12 July 2012 Deltaville, Chesapeake
We had a slow start to the day, easing ourselves back into work. I spent most of the morning organising various jobs and buying things on the internet.
Clifton, the rigger is getting on with building the standing rigging, but not much else is happening because we’re waiting for parts to arrive – engine mounts, cutless bearing, generator parts, etc. The winches are being picked up tomorrow and should be fitted on Monday. I’m guessing that next week will be chaos as everything happens at once. I’m hoping that everything will be sorted out by next weekend.
I still have a problem with the windlass base. The Lofran’s distributor has told me that Lofran’s parent company, Navimo are in receivership and he’s having great difficulty in getting anything out of Italy – perhaps the couriers haven’t been paid. I mentioned my problem to Chuck who said that one of his engineers is very good at sorting things out and may be able to machine the seized bearing out of the base. I gave him the base and the parts that need to fit into it – hopefully he can do something with it, so I cancelled the order for a new base.
Glenys did the laundry and then cleaned up some of the stainless steel on deck. While the mast is removed, she can get at some parts that aren’t normally accessible. I painted the anchor locker with bilge paint to get rid of the rust stains from the anchor chain. It was a bit of a mission hanging upside down, in the blazing sun, reaching down 5 foot into the bottom of the locker.
13 July 2012 Deltaville, Chesapeake
Friday the 13th today, but a lucky one for me – Chuck dropped off our windlass base with the bearing and seal all fitted. It’s a miracle. I ran a few errands while we’ve still got a hire car and then started to put the windlass back together.
Chuck moved the stands that are holding up our boat allowing Glenys to paint the remaining hidden patches with antifouling. She then moved back onto polishing the topsides.
I was told that a new heat exchanger for the generator is $1,200 – what a rip off, but I’ve lost the will to argue now and told them to order it.
In the afternoon, we took the hire car back to Gloucester and they drove us back to Deltaville. We went to the barbeque area in the evening. We’d planned to have a shared meal of lamb with Stan from “Green Eyes” – lamb is a scarce luxury in Virginia. There was another group of people who had prepared a steamed, seafood meal with a huge pile of crabs, prawns, clams, sweet corn, onions & potatoes, all boiled up in huge pots. We helped them eat the sea food before having a second course of lamb – we were stuffed.
14 July 2012 Deltaville, Chesapeake
Glenys spent the morning polishing the hull, which is turning into a marathon effort. I worked on getting the windlass put back together and managed to install it just before lunch - I was so relieved to get it working again because without a windlass, it would be difficult to go cruising again. The only slight damper on my joy is that there appeared to be a slight oil leak through a seal on the top of the gearbox. I had a quick go at opening the gearbox, but it didn’t seem to be easy job, so I’m going to leave it and see what happens.
It rained most of the afternoon, so Glenys tried to clean up the dinghy while I installed the new depth instrument panel and pulled down the head linings in the back cabin, so that the new winches can be installed on Monday.
We had a quiet night in.
15 July 2012 Deltaville, Chesapeake
We laid out the anchor chain and put markers on it every ten metres, then I used my lovely windlass to haul the chain and anchor into our nice, freshly painted anchor locker. Glenys then went back to polishing the topsides, while I fitted a new hatch to the back cabin.
The old hatch came off easily enough and I cleaned up the fibreglass. Unfortunately, when I dry-fitted the new one, the damn holes are in a different position – sods’ law… I had to fill the old holes with epoxy and drill new holes. It was a bit of a mission in the beating sun and I annoyed Glenys by not covering our bed which is directly under the hatch - there’s nothing like a bit of fibreglass dust to make you itch all night.
I managed to get the hatch finished by mid-afternoon – only two more to go. Glenys took a break from the hull and cleaned the bottom of the dinghy which looks great – we now need to find the small pinhole leaks in a couple of the tubes and make a cover to protect it from the sun and docks.
16 July 2012 Deltaville, Chesapeake
It’s the start of our fifth week in Deltaville. I wandered over to see Chuck first thing in the morning - someone should be installing the new winches this afternoon. We’re still waiting for the engine mounts which should be here soon. I was a bit surprised and annoyed that they haven’t ordered the parts for the generator or picked up the winches yet – they won’t order any parts over $1,000 unless I pay for them up-front. They’ve sent me a couple of invoices, but I wasn’t aware that I had to pay immediately. I paid out another $7,000, so that work could proceed.
Mack finally came to remove the cutless bearing. He tried to remove the prop-shaft, but it won’t come out because the rudder is in the way. He had a discussion with me and said that we might need to remove the rudder. This is a very major undertaking and I didn’t want to do that. The cutless bearing is in a bronze housing on the outside of the boat and I suggested that there must be some way to remove the housing. I rang the Hallberg Rassey dealer in Annapolis and he said that it’s threaded onto the end of the stern tube. Ten minutes later, with the help of a huge wrench, we had the housing removed – what a relief.
Glenys continued polishing the topsides and she only has a small section at the stern to do now – she should be finished tomorrow morning. She took a break in the afternoon because it was so damn hot and wire-brushed our 35lb and 45lb anchors – I’m a slave driver... I fitted the new front hatch in the morning and then worked down below in the afternoon, fitting a new high pressure gauge and a valve onto the watermaker.
17 July 2012 Deltaville, Chesapeake
I went to the dentist – I chipped a corner off a molar five weeks ago in Norfolk. The dentist was going to patch it up, but there’s another crack, the tooth is almost all filling and they said that it would need a crown at some point. It’s going to cost $1200, but I told them to get on with it. They ground away the top of the tooth and fitted a temporary crown. I’ve got to go back on the 26th to get the crown fitted properly – I’ll bet $100 that I’ll have my tooth fixed before we get back into the water.
Glenys finished polishing the topsides and spent the afternoon cleaning and patching the dinghy. I went to see Sean who is trying to buy a cutless bearing and can’t find one of the correct size. It’s a metric bore and the only source he can find is Hallberg Rassey in Sweden – that could take a week to deliver. I gave him the contact details of the Hallberg Rassey dealer in Annapolis; perhaps they might have one in stock.
It was very, very hot in the afternoon, so I stayed indoors with the air-conditioning, did some admin and checked our bank statements depressing myself with how much we’ve spent. We had a quiet night in with a nice grilled steak, which was a bit of a challenge with my temporary crown, so I’ve requested softer food for the next week.
18 July 2012 Deltaville, Chesapeake
It was a hot, sweaty night even with the air-conditioner going full blast – I didn’t sleep well, waking up thinking of engine mounts and cutless bearings.
Glenys started to make a cover for the dinghy. It’s a major, three dimensional problem that she’s been putting off for months, but by the end of the day it was looking pretty good – hopefully another day will sort it out.
While it was still cool in the morning, I removed the middle hatch and had to fill a lot of holes which were very close to the new screw positions. It will take 24 hours for the MarineTex to harden , so I put the old hatch back in position and sealed it with duct tape – what would we do without duct tape?
I chased Chuck to find out that the cutless bearing hasn’t been ordered yet – I emphasised that this was now on our critical path and he said that he’d sort it out. I saw Clifton who is making progress with the standing rigging, but we still haven’t had the new winches fitted and we’re waiting for parts for the engineering jobs. It’s so depressing. Dismayed, I went back to the boat and wrote out a list of things that need to be done and went back to re-iterate to Chuck what he should be doing.
After lunch, I borrowed the marina’s courtesy car, ran some errands and picked up the new cupboard doors from the carpenter -$390 for the three doors, but they looked very good – the hinges are a bit tight and I’ll have to pack them out after we’ve painted them tomorrow.
It was 105 degrees today and quite humid – very oppressive.
19 July 2012 Deltaville, Chesapeake
I was up before six o’clock because I couldn’t sleep thinking about the sequential nature of the jobs being done on our boat. I produced a detailed project plan listing out the various tasks that still need to be done and the sent a strongly worded email to Chuck saying that I wanted to have a meeting about the projects. After breakfast, I went to see him, but he told me that he couldn’t see me until the afternoon – a bit pissed off, I arranged to meet him at one o’clock.
Frustrated, I went back to the boat and finished off installing the third (and last) hatch. The sun was blistering, but I persevered and finished a few other jobs on deck including the tedious job of scraping the sealant off the front hatch, which took over an hour. Glenys carried on with making the dinghy cover (and wisely) kept out of my way.
After lunch, I had the meeting with Chuck – the guy didn’t help himself because he kept me waiting until quarter past one while he was on the phone and doing other stuff. To cut a long story short, there are quite a few parts still on order waiting delivery. He’s chased some of the orders (because I’ve hassled him) and discovered that some parts are not available, so he’s reordered alternatives. The cutless bearing is now on order from Sweden (at great expense), but the most worrying is that the heat exchanger for the generator is still not ordered and Chuck is trying to contact Panda Fischer in Florida and also trying to find an alternative in the USA (which I asked him to do three weeks ago.)
It would appear that most parts will not be delivered until the end of next week, so we’re looking at another two weeks until we’re back in the water. I was not impressed with his excuses and had a bit of a spat, resorting to the vernacular a couple of times. All he did was to agree with me that it could be better and admitted that they had organisational problems. That’s all very well, but doesn’t get me launched any faster.
I spent the afternoon doing errands on a bike burning up the anger that I feel about our situation. We’re trapped on the hard without a generator and a mast and there’s nothing I can do about it, but hassle the boat yard staff. I’m now going to be visiting Chuck twice a day asking the same damn questions until I get a satisfactory answer. Neither of us wants this aggravation, but if the yard can’t deliver their promises, what else can I do?
I wandered into the Marina lounge in the late afternoon and chatted to Robert and Heidi from “Nuwam” who’ve had a similar experience with the yard. They’ve been waiting three weeks to get their autopilot fixed and have similar stories about delays and unfulfilled promises. Stan from “Green Eyes” was listening in and offered to go and get Keith Ruse (the owner of the boat yard), who was on his boat in the marina – we sent Stan off to get him.
Keith suffered a ten minute rant from me and another one from Robert and Heidi. He listened politely and seemed genuinely concerned, and his response was that (obviously) he was sorry that we were unhappy, and that they had difficulties with resources and planning. Reading between the lines, it would appear that they have been trying to attract big powerboats, which pay hundreds of thousands of dollars and this has stretched their resources. Keith tried to placate us, but only results will really appease us.
After a few beers to calm me down, Glenys and I cycled a mile to Cocomo’s and had a fantastic seafood meal.
20 July 2012 Deltaville, Chesapeake
What a surprise – a technician turned up first thing in the morning to fit the winches. I had to make sure that he put them in the correct place, and help him but they look good now. I hassled Chuck and they’ve not managed to order the heat exchanger yet – apparently they’re on it?
I stomped back to the boat, cut away some damaged teak on front deck and filled it with caulking. I then cleaned up the sealant from the centre hatch. Glenys continued with dinghy cover – she’s struggling with getting it to stay in place.
After a nice refreshing shower, I did some more practice on the guitar for over an hour – I’m really enjoying learning a new instrument.
We went to barbeque with Robert & Heidi from “Nuwam” and Stan from “Green Eyes” – we had a little too much to drink thanks to Stan’s liberal use of a wine box. It absolutely threw it down at the end of the evening, but we just walked back to the boat and enjoyed the free cold shower.
21 July 2012 Deltaville, Chesapeake
I was feeling a little bit dull this morning, but not as bad as I expected. It rained for most of the day, so we spent the morning getting on with indoor jobs, but I had a quick talk to Chuck who still hasn’t managed to order the heat exchanger. He’s waiting for an email back from Fischer Panda in Germany – we’ll be lucky to get away from here by the middle of August.
I fitted the new doors for the heads. I’ve had to pack out the hinges by 2mm, but we can get on and paint them now. Not able to avoid it any more, I replaced the Joker valve on the front toilet – a lovely job with the “residual” water pouring out of the 2 inch pipe over my hands as I undid the toilet fitting – yuk! Glenys disappeared off in the afternoon on a bike and went for some therapeutic shopping – mostly to get out of my way, I think.
The bilge pump hasn’t been priming properly and isn’t pumping out any water, so I removed it to service the valves. Unfortunately, while disassembling it, a bolt snapped off in the motor. Try as I may, I can’t even get the motor off the pump assembly now, so I’ll have to buy a new pump – that’s another $150…
I had a quick look at the windlass and unfortunately the gearbox is leaking oil. I’m not sure what to do now – do I go through the trauma of removing it and possibly breaking it, or do we live with a slight leak of oil in one of our cupboards?
22 July 2012 Deltaville, Chesapeake
It was still overcast with light rain this morning. I woke up with an urge to remove the windlass and sort out the faulty seal in the gearbox. Glenys disappeared off to do the laundry with her laptop for the morning, while I cleared the front cabin (again) and pulled the windlass apart. Unfortunately, I can’t figure out how to separate the gearbox from the motor, never mind disassemble the gearbox. I sent an email off to the Lofrans Distributor to see if they have any instructions on how to replace the seals.
In the afternoon, I pulled the Series Drogue out the front cabin locker and then designed a deployment bag for it. The idea is that it will be a long thin bag that will stow on the aft deck below the backstay and ensure that the ropes don’t tangle giving us a smooth deployment. I’ve based it on the same principals as a parachute container with flaps and I’ll stow the line in a figure of eight to prevent tangles. If we have to use this drogue, it will be a horrible storm and I want it to be as easy to deploy as possible – the nightmare scenario is getting it all tangled up.
A few more little jobs, an hour’s guitar practise and the day was gone.
23 July 2012 Deltaville, Chesapeake
Another week starts in glorious Deltaville – our sixth in this blessed place. First thing in the morning, the travel lift came and moved us further up the yard so that the crane could get access. Glenys started polishing stainless fittings on deck and when they brought the mast over, she moved onto polishing stainless steel fittings on the mast before they lifted it into place. Clifton and the crane soon arrived and they hoisted the mast in place – we look like a proper sailing yacht again.
I showed Mack the exploded drawing of the windlass parts and he agreed with me that it needed a bit of brute force and ignorance to get the motor off the gearbox. Back at the boat, I used a lump hammer and screwdriver to get it off. Satisfied that I was progressing with the windlass, I moved onto the new winches. The yard technician had left the bolts too long, so that they protruded down below the headlining. I removed the bolts and cut them to the correct length. This took me a couple of hours, which would have cost me $150 if the yard had done it.
Later in the evening, while browsing on the Internet, I discovered that Panda Fischer have an SOS 24/7 helpline. I sent them an email hoping that they’ll be able to sort out a new heat exchanger for me - the Panda Fischer distributor in the USA is useless.
24 July 2012 Deltaville, Chesapeake
I spent all morning in the marina lounge waiting for emails from Germany. I spent the time ordering new bits and pieces from an online marine store. Panda Fisher eventually responded and gave me a quote – it looks like they can ship the heat exchanger by FedEx and it could be here on the 27th. Unfortunately by the time that I’d responded back, it was after five o’clock in Germany and they’d finished work.
Back at the boat, it was so bloody hot that it was difficult to do anything. I received two new blocks for the running backstays, so I fitted them and the new Dynema running backstays. Then I went to the chandlers to get some ¼” rope and small blocks for the tie down lines to pull the runners into the shrouds.
Glenys lurked down below and started painting the cupboard doors for the heads.
25 July 2012 Deltaville, Chesapeake
I was up at 0400, so that I could communicate with Fisher Panda in Germany – it was ten o’clock over there. They sent me a quote for the part and FedEx delivery, so I paid it immediately. Hopefully it will be here by the 27th. The cost of the part was 50% of the price quoted by the US distributor - I’ll never deal with them again.
Now that I had all the parts on order with delivery dates, I stayed in the lounge and worked out another project plan to ensure that I’ve not missed tasks. As I walked into the car park at ten past six, I met Chuck coming into work. I told him the good news and said that I’d be back later to run through another project plan – for some reason, I don’t think that he was pleased to see me at that time of morning.
Glenys was still in bed when I got back to the boat, so I quietly started to pull the windlass gear box to bits. I had some success, but wasn’t able to separate the main helical gear from the top section. It’s a bugger that the seal that I want to replace is right inside the whole assembly, so I have to pull the whole gearbox apart – very scary. I took the gearbox across to the workshop and asked Chuck to get someone to pull it apart for me.
Mack had lifted the generator up on a hoist for me, so I grabbed a load of tools & cleaning stuff and spent three hours cleaning up the generator – I found a few more small things to be fixed in the process and gave a list to Mack. Hopefully he’ll be working on the generator tomorrow.
In the afternoon, I routed the wires from the mast back into the goose neck ready to connect tomorrow. Glenys painted the doors again and cleaned up some removable woodwork such as towel holders, cup holders, etc. that need varnishing.
The other parts for the generator arrived yesterday, so I was hoping that Mack would be working on it this afternoon, but that didn’t happen. When I asked Chuck if it would be done tomorrow he said he didn’t know, but hoped that it would be. I told him that I would be “spitting out my pacifier” if there was no work done tomorrow. Later in the afternoon, I bumped into Keith in the car park and asked him how I could get someone working on my boat tomorrow. He said that he’d talk to Chuck. I’ll not hold my breath.
26 July 2012 Deltaville, Chesapeake
Magically, I had people working on my projects today - funny how moaning to the boss always works. Mack was busy finishing off the generator and getting the engine mounts & cutless bearing ready to fit.
I had to go to the dentist and have my new crown fitted - $1,200 - thank you very much. Once back at the boat yard, I found that one of the engineers had separated the helical gear from the windlass gearbox, but unfortunately there’s a bearing that is badly corroded which needs replacing. I managed to get hold of Jim Thomas at Imtra and ordered a replacement – it should arrive tomorrow.
The courtesy car was available, so I took our old hatches, 35lb anchor, EPIRB and a 20A solar panel regulator down to the marine consignment store. This is a great system where you leave your things to be sold, typically getting half the value of new items. The consigner gets 25% of the selling price. I told them to hold the cash for me and I’ll pick it up when we come back past here in the autumn – hopefully I might get $1,000 for the lot if it sells.
Glenys meanwhile, was sanding down various pieces of woodwork that need varnishing and finished off the cupboard doors by fitting the hinges and latches. In the afternoon, I did a few more small jobs and went shopping again for more parts – rope for the outhaul, fittings to adjust the bimini, etc.
As it was our 32nd wedding anniversary, we went out for a meal with Robert and Heidi from “Nuwam” which was very nice – steamed seafood all round.
27 July 2012 Deltaville, Chesapeake
Mack turned up first thing this morning, installed the cutless bearing and then spent most of the morning replacing the engine mounts. Unfortunately, the boat yard has ordered the wrong propeller shaft seal, so that will have to wait until a replacement arrives on Monday – I despair!
We had a bumper day for deliveries, receiving five packages from Defender – Sunbrella for the storm drogue bag, a 2 million candle power search light, SSB antenna cable, etc, etc. I also received the windlass bearing from Imtra which was good news. The heat exchanger also arrived from Germany and Mack fitted it to the generator in the afternoon.
The fabricator finally graced us with his presence and took away the aft bimini frame to make some modifications to it. Unfortunately, he doesn’t have the equipment to bend stainless tubing, so I had run around trying to organise someone to put an additional 15 degree bend in the tubing - I was severely hampered by not being able to take the courtesy car outside Deltaville town limits. Finally, I managed to get Chuck to sort it out for me and it should be bent by Monday morning, when I’ll have to deliver it back to the fabricator to finish the job off.
Glenys spent the morning sanding and varnishing again, replaced some of the completed items and then went shopping on her bike in the afternoon. It was absolutely blistering in the afternoon, so I did a few small jobs and then retired down below to tidy up and re-build the windlass, which went together well – we’ll do the final fitting tomorrow.
The generator is now ready to go back into the boat, so the grand plan is to use the crane to install it on Monday morning and then try to launch us on Tuesday – it’ll be a miracle.
28 July 2012 Deltaville, Chesapeake
Glenys went to the local farmers market first thing in the morning, while I prepared the front cabin to install the windlass. It’s a right palaver – remove all of the junk that has been stored in there, then remove the mattresses, then clear the cupboard and get a pile of books ready. Why books? Well, the windlass is very heavy and needs to be lifted up to four screws in the underside of the deck fitting and the best way of gradually lifting it up is to slide thick books under it. When Glenys came back we fitted the windlass which now works perfectly – tick another job off the list...
Glenys carried on with sanding and varnishing, while I pottered around doing small jobs and running into town to buy bits and pieces. It was so hot in the afternoon that it was impossible to work outside, so Glenys retired to the lounge to use the internet. She had a long chat with our son Craig who is planning to put in an offer on a small house in Reading.
In the evening, we went out to the Deltaville Marine Museum to watch a live band. We went to one of these events a month ago – it proves that we’ve been here too long.
29 July 2012 Deltaville, Chesapeake
It was Sunday today, so we had a late start - getting up at half past eight. Once up, I set to work, moving the fittings for the back bimini frame and sealing up the old holes. Glenys did some more varnishing; did some more work on the dinghy cover and helped me.
I then moved onto fitting the various blocks and cam cleats for the “tidy line” for the running backstays. It was a bit of a mission because I had to drill quite a few holes in the topsides and I had to pull down headliners and check where the drill holes were going to come through – the last thing that I want now is to drill through some wiring or pipework.
It was so hot in the afternoon (again) that I was becoming incoherent with dehydration even though I was trying to drink lots of water. Glenys gave up and hid down below with the air conditioner.
We had a quiet night in.
30 July 2012 Deltaville, Chesapeake
Start of our seventh remorseless week here in Deltaville. The plan was for the yard to install the generator today, but Mack didn’t get started on it until mid-morning because he was being pulled onto other jobs. I was getting frustrated hanging about until Mack finally arrived with the crane and I was able to help out. Glenys continued with her varnishing and is still trying to sort out the dinghy cover which is proving to be a challenge (so she keeps avoiding the job.)
Mack managed to get the generator lowered into the engine room within half an hour, but then took ages while he laboriously connected the base tray, the mounting struts and numerous cables and pipes. The generator was hanging in the crane for about three hours, while he tried to get everything fitted, before it was finally lowered down onto the mounting frame. In my humble opinion, he’s tried to assemble the mounting components in the wrong order and, by the end of the afternoon, he still had eight bolts to fit in the flexible mounts - it’s going to be a struggle to line it all up.
I’m a little depressed by the situation, Mack is a very good mechanic, but is seriously overloaded with work and doesn’t have time to think through and plan a job properly. The result is that the job is taking longer than it should and potentially I’ll end up paying more for his time. I sent a warning email to Chuck saying that the time for this job will have to be adjusted. God, I want to get out of here.
On the bright side, our son Craig has had his offer accepted to buy a house – he and Kristen are so excited.
31 July 2012 Deltaville, Chesapeake
Mack turned up at half past seven and said that he’d been given a bollocking by the management because of my email – I apologised to him, but he seemed pretty cool about it all. He was convinced that he’d be able to get the generator installed and proved it by having the mounting studs all fitted an hour later – he’s a really good engineer.
I left him to it and pottered about doing a few small jobs including fitting a sealing plate to the front dorado vent that has been leaking every time that we encounter heavy seas. Glenys finished off her varnishing and reworked the dinghy cover – it’s nearly there now. Chuck dropped off the new aft frame for the bimini which has been bent to fit exactly between both of the main winches, so that we can use the winch handles effectively. Glenys and I fitted it in place. It still needs a couple of inches cutting off the length, but I want to adjust it a little bit more when we have the main sail installed.
Mack worked on our boat all day (at $75/hr) and managed to get all of the stern gear job completed as well as most of the generator installed, so we’ll be going back into the water tomorrow – we can’t believe that it’s actually going to happen. There will be a few more days of work to be done, but we’re now hoping to be sailing away on the 4th August. The wind looks to be perfect for heading north on the 6th and 7th, so “Maine here we come.”
August 2012
1 August 2012 Deltaville, Chesapeake
We’ve been on the hard for 41 days and 41 nights (just slightly longer than Jesus spent in the wilderness) and today my prayers were answered because we were put back into the water. However, it was not easy.
Mack spent the morning working on the generator to get all the connections straight. There were a few mystery wires that we didn’t know how to connect back, so I emailed Fisher Panda in Germany yesterday and we got an answer back this morning – their hot line gives a very good service. I talked to Chuck a couple of times during the morning to confirm that we would be launched today and he said yes, but he needed to produce the outstanding invoices which would have to be paid.
I finally received the invoices after lunch and then sent Chuck a spread sheet detailing invoice items that I was querying and also some that I thought were too expensive. I went through the spread sheet with him and he said that he needed to discuss with Keith. I went back to the boat and took a couple of inches off the bimini frame.
By half past three, there was no sign of the travel lift, so I walked down to the dock where I collared Keith who said that he’d gone through the queries with Chuck and, if I agreed and paid, then there was no reason why we shouldn’t get launched. I tracked Chuck down who was working on another boat and said that he needed to credit some items and agree some others with me before I could pay. I nearly went crazy, but controlled myself and calmly emphasised that all I want to do is get back in the water – how about I pay the outstanding bill less $1,000? He finally agreed that to save time, I could do this.
Five minutes later, I was $7,000 lighter and the travel lift operator had agreed to work after four o’clock to put us in the water. I find it amazing that, if I hadn’t gone over and hassled, we’d not have been launched. I don’t know if it’s lack of efficiency or are they deliberately trying to piss me off?
Clifton held things up a little bit by stopping the travel lift as it went past the workshop because he wanted to use a compressed air rivet gun to replace the rod kicker. So I was pretty stressed by the time that they dropped us into the water - just before five o’clock. I gave the travel hoist guys a beer each to thank them for staying late. It’s a shambles – why on earth weren’t we put in the water just after lunch?
We’re now in the travel lift dock, with the air-conditioning working, drinking a few cold beers, so life isn’t so bad any more. I’m hoping that the yard will give me the resources tomorrow to tune the rigging, get the generator going, align the engine and go out for a sea trial. If it all goes to plan, we’ll be back at anchor tomorrow night.
2 August 2012 Deltaville, Chesapeake
We were up at quarter to seven again – it will be nice to have a lie-in at some time without worrying about jobs. Chuck came over and said that he’s arranged a marina berth for us for two nights free of charge and he wanted us to move straight away. When I tried to start the engine, I found that the starter battery was flat. I quickly put jump leads between the domestic batteries and the starter battery and the engine started fine.
Once we’d motored around to our marina berth, Clifton arrived and spent the morning tuning the rig and tidying everything up. I helped him and learned quite a lot about tuning our rig. In the afternoon, Mack turned up and completed the engine alignment – he’ll be back tomorrow morning to go out for a sea trial. I fitted the dive compressor back into the cockpit locker and filled up the rest of the locker with all of the stuff that has been cluttering up our cockpit. It’s great to have a clear cockpit again.
I spent the afternoon hoisting the three sails and working on deck to sort out the ropes and tidying up. By the end of the day we were looking very ship shape and ready for sea. The weather forecast still looks good for heading south to Hampton Roads on Saturday 4th and then heading north towards Maine on Sunday.
In the evening, Stan from “Green Eyes” had organised a “Crab Boil”. He bought a bushel of crabs from a local fisherman for $45, which he steamed in a huge pot with sweet corn, potatoes, clams, oysters and Old Bay Seasoning. There were only eight of us there, so it was a mega amount of food, but great fun and very tasty. It’s a lot of hard work to get a little bit of crab meat. Eating crabs is definitely a social event.
3 August 2012 Deltaville, Chesapeake
We went for the sea trial and the engine looks and sounds great. There is very little vibration on the propeller shaft seal and it is not leaking. Everything looks good for leaving tomorrow.
I carried on finishing off various small jobs including putting the wind sensor and radar reflector back on the mast, replacing a leaking cockpit drain hose, fitted the SSB antenna cable, etc. Glenys disappeared and did the final shopping before leaving.
In the afternoon, a lady arrived to steam clean the carpets and upholstery which looked great when she’d finished. Eighteen months of grime removed in a few hours.
I paid the final part of our bill. I managed to get just under $1,000 knocked off the bill because of their efficiency on some of the jobs, but the total still came to $23,000 and we’ve probably spent another $3,000 on other bits and pieces. The biggest chunk was for rigging work - $12,000 for the standing rigging and $4,500 for the running backstays & new winches. The rest was general maintenance. It’s an expensive game this sailing lark.
Despite the hassle, we’ve actually achieved a lot in the eight weeks that we’ve been here. We’ve now got brand new rigging; new winches for the staysail & running backstays; fully serviced sails; new engine mounts; new prop-shaft seal; new cutlass bearing; new anti-fouling; overhauled windlass; galvanised anchor & chain; major generator service; polished topsides; steam cleaned upholstery, etc, etc. We’re now ready to continue around the world.
Would I haul out at Deltaville again? Yes, because the quality of the technical work is very good. However, I’d not rely on the yard’s project management. I’d make sure that all investigation work is done as soon as possible, so that any parts can be ordered as soon as possible. I would buy my own parts especially any specialist parts – it will be cheaper and I will be able to chase the delivery. Then I would push and push to get things done – make the project manager’s life difficult. If nothing is being done then go to Keith – not ideal but effective.
A group of the yard staff always meet up at four o’clock after work and have a few beers outside the workshop, so I took over a case of beer and gave it to Mack to thank him for his work. I also gave a beer to Keith who I saw wandering past.
We carried on working to tidy up, Glenys hosed down the decks and filled the water tanks, while I went through the bags of stuff left over from the various jobs that we’ve done and decided what to bin and what to keep. Garlic Prawns for dinner and then collapsed.
4 August 2012 Deltaville to Hampton Roads, Chesapeake
We were up at seven o’clock and moved over to the fuel dock. By half past eight we were filled up with fuel and motoring out through the very shallow channel into open water – we’ve finally escaped Deltaville!
The trip down to the anchorage at Hampton Roads was pretty boring with a 10-15 knots wind straight on the nose, so we motored most of the way - the forecast was for the winds to increase in the afternoon and we just wanted to get to the anchorage to get ready to leave tomorrow. On the way, we spent some time checking that we’d rigged the sails correctly. The new running backstays and winches worked very well – we can now put up the running backstays without leaving the cockpit and the winches are perfect. I’m pleased that we went to the expense and effort of fitting it all.
We had a little difficulty anchoring and dragged a couple of times. I pulled the anchor up and discovered to my horror that we’d hooked an underwater electricity cable. I lifted it clear of the water, slipped a rope underneath it, motored forward a little so that I could lift the anchor clear and then dropped it back down into the water. We anchored a hundred metres further away…
We were both very tired and had a nap before getting the dinghy on deck and preparing the boat for a long passage. We were in bed at nine o’clock – eight weeks of hard work and stress has finally caught up with us.
5 August 2012 Hampton Roads to Maine (Day 1)
The weather forecast looks to be good with south to south-west winds at 10-20 knots for the next few days, so Glenys prepared her customary One Pot Stew and we set off at half past eight. It was a very pleasant reach along the shipping channel and out through the Chesapeake Bridge into the open sea. We turned east and I put out our spinnaker pole to starboard to try to run down wind, but there wasn’t enough wind, so we had to motor for a couple of hours.
We’re not quite sure where we’re heading yet, so we started to read the cruising guide for the area from Delaware Bay to Maine. The plan is to head for somewhere in Maine, which is about 700 miles away, but that depends on the weather – we may stop somewhere further south. We’ve no idea where to go in Maine, but we’ve got 4 days to figure it out.
The wind picked up to 15-25 knots from the south during the afternoon and we had a cracking reach with the staysail out, a reefed genoa and main sail – we were averaging eight knots. I love the new winches and running backstays. As evening approached, the wind veered towards south west so we rolled away the stay sail, poled out the genoa and rolled off downwind.
6 August 2012 Hampton Roads to Maine (Day 2)
It was a lovely night, clear skies with a ¾ moon. The wind increased in strength to over 25 knots and the seas picked up to 3-4 metres, so we were surfing for a while – we logged 10 knots at one point.
As dawn broke, I could see lots of dark cloud ahead and spent a couple of hours dodging thunderstorms. Unfortunately, one eventually got us, but I’d already put two reefs in the main and rolled away the genoa when it hit us with torrential rain and gusts of 35-40 knots. After that went through, I switched the spinnaker pole to port because the wind was more westerly and went to bed while Glenys took a watch for a couple of hours.
By eleven o’clock, the wind died completely and Glenys turned on the engine. The wind picked up enough to sail for a few hours in the afternoon, but died off again by dinnertime. We were visited by a pod of Atlantic Dolphins – we could hear their excited whistles as they played in the bow wave for ten minutes.
We filled up our water tanks in the marina in Deltaville and the water tastes horrible. There’s a slight smell of rotting eggs when it’s poured into a glass and there’s a nasty swamp-like after-taste. We’ve resorted to boiling the water and adding some Sorrel syrup to every bottle of water to disguise the taste. We’ll have to dump the water when we get to our destination and make a whole tank load with our water maker.
We were invaded by small, biting house flies. We spent most of the late afternoon and evening swatting the little buggers – we must have killed over forty of them. God knows where they are coming from - we’re over 80 miles off-shore. On Glenys’s 7-10 watch, I locked myself away in the back cabin with the mosquito netting up on the hatch, so that I could sleep without being bitten. When Glenys went to bed at 10 o’clock, I “Bopped” the remainder of the boat with fly spray. Let’s hope that’s the end of them.
At eleven o’clock, we were 100 miles south-east of New York, motoring north-east in flat calm seas towards Nantucket and then on to Maine. We’re still not sure where to go in Maine, but Mount Desert Island looks promising.
7 August 2012 Hampton Roads to Maine (Day 3)
The remainder of the night was very calm with no chance of sailing as the slight five knot wind was directly on the nose. However, it was a lovely moonlit night with lots of stars. As dawn broke, I was pleased to be visited by a huge school of Atlantic Dolphins – there must have been over a hundred of them coming over to play in our bow wave in small groups for about thirty minutes. I took loads of pictures, but they were mostly rubbish because I didn’t have the shutter speed set high enough. Maybe I’ll do better next time.
The morning passed by quickly with both of us pottering about – it’s just like being at anchor because it’s so calm. We had a few more biting flies, but we soon killed them off. Glenys read her book and the Maine Cruising guide. I slept for a couple of hours and then plotted some waypoints around Cape Cod and into North East Harbour on Mount Desert Island, which is our intended destination now.
The afternoon was more of the same. Glenys had a nap and I practised my guitar and read a book. We had a bit of excitement when I hooked a small Dorado, but it managed to shake the hook when I landed it on the back deck and then flipped its way overboard. It was only about 1lb in weight, so I wasn’t too bothered. I went to bed at seven o’clock and there was still no wind. The weather forecast is for more light wind tonight and tomorrow, so it looks like we’ll have to motor the remaining 250 miles as well – bummer!
It was very cold when I started my watch at ten o’clock and by eleven o’clock, we had fog forming – yes fog! I went down below and dug out some warm clothing including a woolly hat and a down-filled gilet. We were approaching the southern tip of Nantucket Shoals which spread sixty miles south of Cape Cod and there were plenty of fishing boats out trawling these fertile waters. Fortunately, the fog didn’t get too thick and it was beautiful to see the twinkling lights of the fishing boats in the misty, moonlit waters.
8 August 2012 Hampton Roads to Maine (Day 4)
It remained misty and cold all night. At one o’clock, we’d turned the corner around Nantucket Shoals and started the 220 mile leg towards Mount Desert Island – only one more day and night to go.
I put out the fishing lines again and quite soon hooked a monster of a fish. It screamed line off the reel and when I tried to increase the pressure on the reel, it pulled so hard that it snapped the line and took my last decent lure. In a way, I’m glad that I didn’t have to fight it for an hour before I lost it.
The wind stayed light all morning, so we continued motoring and did our normal routine of me sleeping for a couple of hours while Glenys read a book. In the afternoon, the wind picked up to around ten knots from directly behind us, so I poled out the jib and we managed to sail at four knots for four hours before the wind died on us again. Glenys had a kip for a couple of hours, while I practised my guitar and did some more planning of where we will go in Maine.
We’re under a serious time constraint after the delays in Deltaville and really need to be back in the Northern Chesapeake in late September, before it gets too cold (and there’s a huge boat show in Annapolis in the first week of October.) This means that we need to be in New York in five weeks’ time, which only gives us a couple of weeks in Maine before we have to start heading south again.
Glenys rustled up Chicken Mole and rice for dinner, which was much nicer than One Pot Stew. The wind remained low up to midnight, so we remorselessly carried on motoring. We expect to be arriving in North East Harbour well before lunch tomorrow.
9 August 2012 Hampton Roads to Maine (Day 5)
It was a quiet night again – not enough wind and very calm seas. Glenys took over at seven o’clock in the morning and I went to bed, so that I would be a bit fresher as we approached land. Glenys let me sleep for one and a half hours and then woke me because we’d entered thick fog with lobster pot buoys everywhere.
It was surreal for the next four hours as we weaved our way through thousands of lobster pot buoys, checking the radar and keeping a keen eye on our small chart plotter to make sure that we were heading in the right direction. Occasionally we would hear the deep roar of a fishing boat engine and catch a glimpse of it in the gloom as they passed by seeking out their lobster pots.
As we approached Mount Desert Island through a channel between two other islands, the traffic increased and we passed a few cruising yachts as well as a variety of tourist vessels – mostly powerboats, but we saw one large sailing yacht which (bizarrely) had a small band tuning up on the aft deck. The fishing boats are easy to deal with because they have powerful, noisy engines, but the yachts tend to sneak up quietly.
We finally had a fleeting glimpse of land when we were a half a mile from Northeast Harbour and felt our way in through the thick fog. The bay is full of moorings. We had a brief cruise around then went back out and picked up a mooring just outside the narrow harbour. I called Clifton Dock on the VHF radio and they confirmed that we could stay on the mooring for $25 per night - that’ll do.
We had a bacon and egg brunch and chilled out for a while. I reported in to the Customs on the telephone and was told that I’ll have to report in every time that we change anchorage, which is a pain in the neck. At least they gave us their extension number so that we can ring them direct.
Having been on-board for six days, it wasn’t long before we were getting the dinghy into the water and fitting the outboard to go ashore. Unfortunately, the outboard wouldn’t start so I had to strip down the carburettor (again). I’d like to find out what the problem is so that I can rely on the outboard, but it only took half an hour to sort it out, so we were soon ashore.
We paid for the mooring and walked into town. There’s a tourist office next to the town marina where we picked up some information, then walked down the main street which is mostly tourist-oriented art galleries and souvenir shops – not very interesting. We bought some bread and a few groceries and retired back to the boat.
We’ve decided to sail up Somes Sound tomorrow – allegedly it’s the only true fjord in the USA (apart from Alaska), but I suspect that it won’t match Norway. We went to bed early, totally knackered.
10 August 2012 Northeast Harbour, Mount Desert Island, Maine
Not surprisingly, we had a bit of a lie-in this morning. It was cold enough last night that we had to get out a thin duvet for our bed, so it was lovely to snuggle under it away from the cold morning air – a huge change from steamy Virginia. It was very foggy, so we decided to wait for clearer visibility before going up Somes Sound.
We’ve motored for 75 hours to get from Deltaville to Maine, so we needed to get fuel, but just as we were going to drop the mooring, a huge 150 foot yacht pulled alongside the fuel dock. This caused a real bottleneck because it only left a small dock space for everyone else. At times there were four boats hovering around waiting to get fuel, so we decided to wait. I caught up on a bit of admin and correspondence while Glenys read the cruising guide for the area.
After lunch, the big yacht moved away, so we let the queue die down and went to the fuel dock. We used their pump-out station to empty the holding tank. It wasn’t very full, but it was a good opportunity to test that the plumbing that I did four months ago in St Maarten. To my great surprise, it all worked well, but watching the effluent pumping out through the clear sight glass on the pump head was not pleasant…
While filling up with diesel, we asked the lady who runs the fuel dock a few questions about lobster – we’d seen her pulling up some lobster pots yesterday evening. She has a private license which allows her to put out five lobster traps, but what she catches is for personal consumption only. Yesterday evening she pulled in 21 lobsters! She also said that we should only pay $3 per pound for lobster if we buy it from a fisherman – the supermarket in town charges twice as much. When she found out that we’d never had Maine lobster, she very gave us four lobsters (6 lb.), which was an extremely kind thing to do.
It was still very foggy, so we abandoned going anywhere and picked up another mooring a bit further inside the harbour, which will be much more sheltered if the forecast bad weather rolls in tomorrow. I spent the rest of the afternoon on admin, in particular, sorting out my To Do List to make sure that I’ve picked up all the “little” jobs that remain after our work in Deltaville. Unfortunately, my list is bigger than before.
I ran the generator and the water maker to test everything and start to make water to replace the horrible water that we picked up in Deltaville. Even after living on board Alba for nearly 1½ years, I discovered two new things about the boat – we have a valve connecting our top water tank to the bottom water tank and there’s an extraction fan in the engine room. I closed the water tank valve and produced the new water into the top tank while we use up the horrible water from the bottom tank. I used the extraction fan because there seemed to be some exhaust fumes in the engine room when I ran the generator – hopefully it’s nothing serious.
We spent most of the day trying to avoid having to put on socks and long trousers. We managed quite well, but I succumbed to putting on my nice snuggly house slipper/sock thingies to keep my feet warm.
Glenys steamed the lobster for dinner in her new steaming pan that she bought in Deltaville. It was a little fraught because she wasn’t sure how long to cook them for, but the results turned out very, very tasty. We’ve decided that lobster is nice, but like crabs is very messy – I’d prefer a spicy Beef Vindaloo.
11 August 2012 Northeast Harbour, Mount Desert Island, Maine
The forecast was for heavy rain today, so I had a maintenance day. I did a complete oil service on the engine – the first for over six months and it was well over due. It all went pretty smoothly. While I was at it, I changed the primary diesel filter for the generator.
I started the generator and gave it a good inspection and found to my horror that there was a water leak on a hose going into the new heat exchanger. It looks like the hose clamp is not tight enough or the hose is damaged, but it’s impossible to get at the hose clamp because it’s under the generator with no space to even get my hand in never mind any tools. I eventually managed to slide another hose clamp along the hose and screwed it tight. It’s barely holding the hose to the pipe fitting, but it seems to have stopped the leak. I emailed Deltaville Boatyard to give them prior warning that this will have to be sorted out when we go back in October.
After a delicious lunch of Lobster sandwiches, Glenys got in the dinghy to go shopping, but the damn outboard wouldn’t start. I had to strip the carburettor again - it must be a sticking valve or gummed-up jets because I don’t do anything apart from taking it apart and blowing down a few holes. I’ll have to buy a service kit for the carburettor and sort it out once and for all.
My next job was to remove the Rod Kicker because the rivets that were put on in Deltaville have pulled away. Three of the ten are destroyed and the others are now loose. I’ve emailed the boatyard about this as well. The aluminium pop rivets that they’ve used were woefully inadequate.
I then sorted out a small leak on the watermaker control panel, and the day was gone. I practised my guitar for an hour, had dinner and went to bed. It was very foggy in the evening, I hope that it clears tomorrow so that we can go somewhere else.
12 August 2012 Northeast Harbour to Somes Harbour, Mount Desert Island, Maine
It was a real pea-souper this morning, so I did some admin while Glenys did some sewing. Every ten minutes, one of us would look outside hoping that it was clearing. The fog lifted slightly, but only when it started to rain…
Glenys made Lobster Bisque for lunch, after which we said “Damn it” and headed off into the fog towards Somes Sound. The fog was patchy, so at times we could see a mile and at other times we could only see 100 yards. The cruising guide waxes lyrical about Somes Sound – “the only true fjord in North America outside Alaska” and “a dramatic six mile cleavage into Mount Pleasant Island” and“Steep hills of 800 feet plummet directly into the water’s edge” and ”in the background, mountains add grandeur to an awe-inspiring landscape and sea scape.” Well, we weren’t impressed. It’s very pretty with a few scraggly hills and pine trees which come down to the water’s edge. I’m afraid that we’ve seen too many really dramatic places.
We had a pleasant motor down to Somesville and anchored amongst other cruising boat which is a nice change from being on a mooring in a harbour. We spotted our first Harbour Seal which watched us as we anchor. It’s a lovely anchorage – lots of moorings, but still enough space for ten or so boat s to anchor.
It threw it down for the rest of the afternoon, so we chilled out – Glenys read a book and I practised the guitar. I said to Glenys that I think that I’m getting better – her comment was “Well you can’t get any worse.” I don’t know if it was an encouragement or an insult.
13 August 2012 Somes Harbour, Mount Desert Island, Maine
It was a lovely morning – the sun was shining and the anchorage was mirror calm. We caught the local free bus into Bar Harbour. There were another four cruisers standing at the bus stop – amazingly, we had already met Mark and Julie from “Rachel” in Deltaville. It was good to be talking to cruisers again.
Bar Harbour is a major tourist town packed with restaurants, t-shirt shops and ice cream vendors and a bit of a culture shock after the sleepy places that we’ve been to so far. We bought a hiking map and passes to get into the Arcadia National Park (only $5 each) and after buying a sandwich, caught another bus to the south end of the National Park.
The bus dropped us at Sandy Beach and we walked down to the shore to be met by the bizarre sight of hundreds of holiday makers sat on the beach in the fog - very strange. We walked along the coast path with hundreds of other tourists, but it was pleasant to get off the boat and stretch our legs. On the bus journey back to Somes Harbour we met Andrew and Clare from “Eye Candy” - two Aussies.
There was a boat anchored very close in front of us when we got back. I recognised the boat “Thai Hot” – we’d last seen it in Deshaies, Guadeloupe last January. We went over to say hello to Bob & Laura and hinted that they should move, but they seemed very thick skinned about being so close.
We had a quiet night in.
14 August 2012 Somes Harbour, Mount Desert Island, Maine
We were up early to catch the bus into town and caught another bus to the Sieur de Monts National Park centre to start a hike.
The first part of the trail was along the side of a tarn following Kane Trail which was very pleasant. Just past the end of the lake, we took the Ladder Trail which goes up very steeply up with some sections where there are iron ladders and rungs set into the rock. Not quite a scramble, but very steep and tiring. We then joined the Schiff Path which took us to the top of Dorr Mountain.
The path then dropped down and joined the Gorge Path leading up to the peak of Cadillac Mountain at a height of 1530ft. The hike up to the peak was lovely, in woodland and mostly walking up granite rock surfaces, but it was a bit of a shock when we arrived because there is a road that brings hundreds of tourists up in their cars. We plodded past them all hot and sweaty, while they were running around taking photographs.
After eating our lunch in a quiet area, we found the start of the Cadillac South Ridge Trail and had a lovely 4½ mile walk down to Blackwoods Campsite where we caught a bus back to Bar Harbour. It was an excellent 6½ mile hike with some surprisingly steep terrain.
“Eye Candy” and “Rachel” came over for sun-downers and we all had a good time. The plan for tomorrow is to do laundry and go to a supermarket.
15 August 2012 Somes Harbour to Buckle Harbour, Swan Island, Maine
It was a lovely day and the forecast is for worsening weather over the next few days, so we couldn’t bear to waste the day in a launderette. We pulled up our anchor and motored down Somes Sound which was lovely in the sunshine. Our route took us past South-west Harbour, which didn’t look very appealing although others have told us that it’s a nice little town.
We travelled 20 miles to the anchorage next to Buckle Island at the north end of Swan Island. The wind remained light and very fluky as we passed various islands. We tried to sail a couple of times, but only managed it for ten minutes at a time. The anchorage is lovely being surrounded on three sides by wooded islands.
After lunch, we went for a walk on Buckle Island which is a private island, but there’s a path that wanders around the shoreline. Some wag has installed a wooden door across the path on which they’ve painted “Etheria” going in to the woods and “Reality” when coming out. I must admit that it’s a lovely path – real Hansel and Gretel stuff.
A few more boats arrived in the afternoon including an old schooner that ferried everyone ashore for a beach barbeque. It must have been freezing as the fog rolled in at six o’clock.
16 August 2012 Buckle Harbour, Swan Island, Maine
It threw it down last night and was still raining and foggy in the morning. We declared the day a write-off and pottered around. We had a bit of a squall come through in the morning giving us 25 knots from the east and cleared away some of the fog, but it was still grey with drizzle.
Glenys spent a few hours on the dinghy cover, which still needs some edging tape around the eight or so cut-outs that she made for the handles. She wasn’t able to buy any grey edging tape and so she has to make her own edging tape which is proving to be a mission.
I spent some time getting our website up to date and three hours practising my guitar. I’m slowly getting better and my left hand fingers are getting toughened up now, but my little finger won’t move independently and waves around everywhere as I move my left hand ring finger. I’ve only been playing for a month, so I guess I’m doing okay.
It rained in the evening and most of the night.
17 August 2012 Buckle Harbour to Castine, Maine
We woke up to glorious sunshine and blue skies – what a difference a day makes. We now need some provisions, so we headed off towards Bucks Harbour in Penobscot Bay with the light wind dead against us. As we motored up Eggemoggin Reach, the wind picked up a little and backed to the west so that we were able to sail for an hour until we approached the road bridge and the wind died again.
Bucks Harbour is absolutely heaving with moorings. There was a spot where we could have anchored anchor at the eastern entrance to the bay, but it was ten metres deep and it didn’t look like there would be a decent grocery shop ashore. We decided to continue on to Castine which we’d heard was a bigger town.
There were no moorings available off the town of Castine, so we anchored in Smith Cove and had a one mile dinghy ride into town (after I’d stripped down the carburettor to get the outboard going again). There’s not much in Castine – a book shop, bakery (closed after three o’clock), grocery store, a very small boat yard and a few small restaurants. Castine was a very major shipbuilding and fishing port in the late 1800s and there are many large houses that were built for sea captains and merchants. Unfortunately, it’s now a sleepy little summer vacation place at the end of a road. We had a short walk around the town – “Oh look! There’s another house that was built in 1865”.
We gave up and went to the grocery store which was very basic – we’ve seen better stocked stores in small Caribbean islands. Their meat counter was particularly poor – a few packs of sausages, a sorry looking steak and a few fish steaks of dubious quality. They didn’t even have any chicken – it was all frozen in a big block and would be defrosted by tomorrow. However, they did have large fridges packed with beer and drinks.
We carried our provisions back to the dinghy and Glenys went off to the boat yard to buy some lobster for $4.50/lb. I chatted to the harbour master and asked about buying lobster directly from the fishermen. He said sure we could and called over a fisherman who had lots of lobster which he would sell me for $3/lb. Unfortunately, it was too late to stop Glenys. Ah well, we’ll know next time.
Back on the boat, we chilled out in the cockpit in the sunshine. There’s a big power boat anchored next to us called “Blue Guitar”, which belongs to Eric Clapton. We’ve seen the boat before in Isla Culebra in Puerto Rico – I suspect that he’s following us because he’s heard about my guitar playing…
It soon became chilly as the sun dropped, so we retired below and put up the mosquito nets before the sun went down – good job because a swarm of mosquitos descended on the boat. We had about fifty of the little buggers trying to get through the cockpit hatch screen at one point. I’m surprised that there are so many in this relatively cold climate.
18 August 2012 Castine to Pulpit Harbour, Maine
It wasn’t too bad a morning - overcast with some light mist. We motored over to Pulpit Harbour in the glassy seas – is there ever any wind in Maine?
We anchored in ten metres of water close to the shore and chilled out for the rest of the afternoon. It is a very pretty bay and is also very popular, so our afternoon entertainment was watching the new arrivals anchoring in the deep water. It was made even more difficult because there was little wind and the anchored boats were swirling around.
19 August 2012 Pulpit Harbour, Maine
I went over and chatted to Richard and Sue on “Brigatta” about the island and they confirmed where we could go ashore to walk into town. They have their boat moored in Southwest Harbour, so I invited them over for a beer so that we could pick their brains on good anchorages as we head west.
Glenys and I walked into the nearby town, which is 2½ miles away, but it was a pleasant hike in the sunshine. The town of North Haven is very small with a sandwich bar, a small ferry dock and a couple of gift shops. We had a sandwich and walked back, calling in at a supermarket near to the anchorage to stock up with a few more essentials. Even though it’s in the middle of nowhere, it was a much, much better store than the one in Castine.
“Brigatta” came for a beer or two and we discovered that they live in Boston. They have kindly offered to show us around Boston when we get there.
20 August 2012 Pulpit Harbour to Harbour Island, Maine
We headed south west out of the anchorage, motoring again because there was no wind. Just before lunch, we had a slight breeze from the south west, so we were able to plod along at three knots for a while, but soon had to turn the engine on again. The weather forecast is for another week of these light variable winds. I guess that we shouldn’t complain too much because at least it’s sunny.
We had look at a couple of anchorages (Burnt Island and Allen Island) but didn’t like the look of them, so we continued onto Harbour Island which is very nice. As we were wandering around to find a place to anchor between all of the lobster pots, a guy on another boat called us over and pointed us at a free mooring. Apparently, the owners of the island have installed the moorings on a first come, first served basis. The mooring we picked up looks a bit tatty, but the wind will be very light tonight, so hopefully it will be okay.
21 August 2012 Harbour Island to Christmas Cove, Maine
We didn’t break free of the mooring, but we were very close to the rocky shore when we woke up. The tide had gone out, exposing the kelp covered rocks and the shallower water meant that we were moving around the mooring in a wider arc. I pulled in about six foot of mooring line to get our rudder away from those nasty rocks.
We motored round to Christmas Cove – yep, still no wind. It’s a very tight entrance into the cove between two rock outcrops only 20 metres apart. There’s absolutely no room to anchor, so we had to pick up a mooring for $25, but it’s a very pretty place. We went for a walk into the local village of South Bristol where there’s a swing bridge separating the island from the mainland. We discovered a fisherman’s cooperative, so we bought three lobsters for $3.95/lb. There’s a red tide at the moment, so they didn’t have any clams, but we found some in another store.
Glenys cooked the lobster in the afternoon, and then we went for a beer at the bar to sample the local ale. I had a nice clear IPA and Glenys opted for a light wheat beer which was an unfiltered beer i.e. cloudy. The bar maid let me taste a few of the local unfiltered beers while I joked with a couple of locals telling them that I’d send cloudy beer back in the UK because it can make you go to the toilet more than you would like...
Back on the boat, Glenys cooked a fantastic Paella with lobster.
22 August 2012 Christmas Cove to Sebasco Harbour, Maine
We didn’t have a very restful night because Glenys woke up with dysentery. My joking about unfiltered beer was spot on – I’m glad that I didn’t drink the stuff.
After breakfast, we motored ten miles to Sebasco Harbour and picked up another mooring. This one is owned by a holiday resort in the bay and cost $40, but we were able to use their laundrette, which was a relief to Glenys who was down to her last few clothes. We also had access to their other facilities including a very old fashioned looking salt water pool – the resort has been here since the sixties and the pool looked like it was the original one. We didn’t bother.
We had a meal in the evening at their “pub”. It was typical pub food – steak and chips and spare ribs and chips, but it was very nice to sit and watch the sun go down from their terrace. As an added bonus, we spotted a Bald Eagle flying high above the anchorage as well as a few Ospreys.
23 August 2012 Sebasco Harbour to The Basin, Maine
Again there was no wind today. The forecast is for another week of this high pressure area, so we’re planning to stay in Maine for a few more days and then go down to Gloucester. It’s going to be an 80 mile passage, which is a very awkward distance because it will take us 14-16 hours, not enough daylight hours to do it in one day. We’ll probably leave on Sunday evening (26th) and sail overnight, so that we arrive in Gloucester on Monday morning.
We lurked around for most of the morning taking advantage of the fast internet connection. I paid off the huge credit card bill that we racked up in Deltaville, which was a little depressing.
It was a short four mile trip up the New Meadows River to The Basin. This is an amazing harbour, totally landlocked with a very narrow, shallow entrance that winds its way into the harbour. We anchored at the north end of the harbour from where it’s difficult to see how we got in here.
It was a very calm peaceful night. We’re starting to feel a bit isolated; we need to find some more cruisers again.
24 August 2012 The Basin to Snow Island, Maine
We hung about for the morning, waiting for the tide – we needed a rising tide to make sure that we got out without going aground on the shallow bend. Glenys read a book while I practised my guitar. I’ve downloaded an instruction book about the Blues and managed to work my way through the first lesson. I thought that it sounded good, but the jury is still out.
After lunch, we motored out of the narrow entrance, down the New Meadows River, around the headland and up Quahog Bay into the anchorage by Snow Island. It’s a lot busier than I expected. I thought that we were going to a remote Bay, but the shores are lined with houses and boats on moorings. The anchorage was nice and peaceful until later in the afternoon when the weekenders arrived - it’s a quarter of a mile wide with loads of space, but some knob came and anchored within 25 metres of us – I despair…
It was such a lovely evening that Glenys wanted to eat dinner in the cockpit, I reluctantly agreed and it was very pleasant until I received three mosquito bites within the space of a minute. We ran away down below – I hate mosquitos with a passion.
25 August 2012 Snow Island to Gloucester, Massachusetts (Day 1)
We listened to the weather forecast and decided to go to Gloucester tonight. Most of our day was spent trying to plan out where we’re going to go after Gloucester, there’s so many places that we could go, but we don’t have too much time, so we want to cherry pick the best places.
We put the dinghy on deck in the afternoon and pulled up the anchor at five o’clock and motored out into a light SW wind.
I was worried about navigating past the thousands of lobster pots in the dark – we were bound to hit some if we stayed close to shore, so we motored straight out to sea to try to be in water deeper than 100 metres by night fall. It worked to some extent, but there was still the odd lobster pot as night fell, even though we were in water deeper than 100 metres and 25 miles off shore.
I didn’t sleep well for my first off-watch – I kept imagining the bump of lobster pot buoys on the hull.
26 August 2012 Snow Island to Gloucester, Massachusetts (Day 2)
I managed to sail for a couple of hours around midnight, but the wind soon died on me. As we approached land at dawn, the lobster pots started to appear and, an hour later, I was weaving in and out of them. I thanked my lucky stars that we hadn’t hit one during the night – my strategy of heading out to sea worked fine.
Gloucester is a historic fishing port which was the setting for the movie “The Perfect Storm”. It was great to go past the landmarks that are mentioned by George Clooney as he heads out to sea in the film.
The fog’s just lifting.
Throw off your bow line, throw off your stern.
You head out to South channel, past Rocky Neck, Ten Pound Island.
Past Niles Pond where I skated as a kid.
Blow your air horn and throw a wave to the lighthouse keeper’s kid on Thatcher Island....
We rounded Ten Pound Island and entered the inner Harbour where we picked up a town mooring. The Harbour Master is a really nice guy. We’ve found that all of the American harbour masters are very pleasant – much better than the power crazed little Hitlers that we get in the UK.
We walked around town and found a large supermarket and liquor store – a big shopping trip is planned for tomorrow. We visited the Gloucester Fishermen’s Memorial, which is very sobering. It names all of the 5,368 lives lost from over 1,000 lost ships while fishing out of Gloucester. Between 1860 and 1906, a staggering 660 ships sank with the loss of 3880 men. The cost of bringing fish home a century ago was very high.
After a lunch of pizza, we went back to the boat and spent the rest of the day chilling out - reading, napping and watching the endless traffic in the harbour – commercial fishing boats intermingle with the tourist boats and yachts making it a very interesting harbour.
27 August 2012 Gloucester, Massachusetts
In the morning, we did a huge shop and caught a taxi back asking the driver to stop at the liquor store on the way back. We had so much stuff that we had to do two trips in the dinghy to get it all back on board.
After packing everything away, we chilled out for a while and then went for a short walk around Rocky Neck which is a lovely quaint community consisting mostly of artists. We had an ice cream and wandered around for an hour.
We’d met Dave and Alex from “Banyan” on the dinghy dock and invited them over for sun-downers, they left Canada two months ago and are heading towards the West Indies, so we’ll probably see them along the way.
28 August 2012 Gloucester to Salem, Massachusetts
It was absolutely miserable in the morning – it threw it down as a cold front went over the area. We had resigned ourselves to hunkering down until the afternoon, but magically it cleared up mid- morning, so we dropped the mooring and motored over to Beverley near Salem. It was impressive to see the edge of the cold front moving across the sky and by the time that we arrived at Beverley, we were in brilliant sunshine.
We picked up a mooring belonging to the Jubilee Yacht Club which only costs $20 per night. All of the bays around here are packed so full of moorings that it’s very difficult to anchor anywhere remotely close to the shore.
After lunch, we wandered into Beverley, which is a pleasant little town on the outskirts of Salem. We’re planning to take the train into Boston tomorrow, so we checked that out and wandered back through the leafy suburban streets.
“Banyan” turned up and we went to their boat for a few drinks.
29 August 2012 Salem, Massachusetts
We were up early and caught the train into Boston. It’s a half an hour ride on a pleasant train. It was interesting to watch the ticket collector. Instead of the electronic ticket printing machines that we have in the UK, the guy had a pocket full of pre-printed tickets and punched holes into our ticket to denote the year, month, day, zone and a few other bits of data. It was a flurry of confetti as he rapidly punched the half a dozen holes – very quaint in this high tech country.
We followed the “Heritage Trail” around Boston. This is a marked trail –there’s a red brick path set into the pavement, which leads to various sites of historical interest. Much of it is related to the War of Independence – the Boston Tea Party, The Boston Massacre (where only 5 people died) and Paul Revere’s famous ride to Lexington to warn of the arrival of British Troops.
Having “been there and done” the Heritage Trail, we wandered through the Boston Public Garden, which is lovely. There are pedal-powered Swan Boats on the small lake that are over 130 years old and still a big tourist attraction. The Boston Public Library is a little further away, not on the Heritage Trail, but it’s an amazing building with stunning architecture and paintings and frescos throughout the inside – well worth making the detour to see.
We stopped off at the “Cheers Bar” on Beacon Street for lunch. It’s obviously a tourist trap, but we just HAD to go – we watched Cheers avidly when we were younger. There’s another Cheers bar next to Faneuil Hall, but the one on Beacon Street is the original “Bull and Finch” pub used for the outside scenes. The hostess initially put us in the down stairs bar which is very cramped, but Glenys found the “Set Bar” upstairs and had us moved up there. This bar is laid out like the stage set in Cheers (but a little bit smaller) and is much more pleasant. We had a cracking meal, a good pint of Samuel Adams Boston Lager and like good little tourists, we bought our souvenir t-shirts.
After our liquid lunch, we wandered across Boston and visited the Charlestown Naval Yard where we had a great guided tour of the USS Constitution, which is a wooden-hulled, three-masted heavy frigate. Named by President George Washington after the Constitution of the United States of America, she is the world’s oldest commissioned naval vessel afloat. Built in Boston in 1797, her first duties were to provide protection for American merchant shipping. The Constitution is most famous for her actions during the War of 1812 against Great Britain, when she captured numerous merchant ships and defeated five British warships. They do love us Brits over here…
Exhausted, we staggered back to the boat and collapsed.
30 August 2012 Salem, Massachusetts
We walked into Salem. It’s a town of two sides – there’s the mystic and supernatural history of the horrific witch persecution that happened in the 1690’s and then there’s the nautical heritage of a major sea port. Walking through the town centre is very odd because it’s full of witch and supernatural shops – want a psychic or palm reading or tarot cards? It’s all here.
We went to the Witch Dungeon Museum where there was a little play. It was very informative (if a bit over acted) describing the hysteria of the witch trials. We sat on church pews in front of the stage and then went down below to a replica dungeon with wax figures, which were old and tired and a little unsettling.
After wandering around the town for a while, we walked back over the bridge to Beverly which gave us an interesting view down onto a lobster boat which was unloading its catch. We watched them unload 10 big crates containing 50-100 lobster – that’s 500 to 1000 lobsters, which is not a bad catch.
31 August 2012 Salem to Provincetown, Massachusetts
We set off early in the morning, motored for 30 minutes to get out of the winding channel and then sailed all the way to where we anchored in Provincetown - it’s a miracle. It was a cracking close reach in 15-20 knot winds and lovely blue skies and flat seas.
What’s even better is that we caught a fish. I spent fifteen minutes rigging up two lures and caught a fish within five minutes of putting them in the water. It was a good five minute fight to bring in a nice 8lb Bluefish. I dumped it in a bucket on the aft deck then decided to fillet it while we were sailing along. Typically the wind picked up as I was doing it so it was a bit of a challenge.
We anchored to the west of the huge mooring field in Provincetown in ten metres of water. It’s a long way out of town and it was blowing 20-25 knots, so we didn’t bother going ashore.
September 2012
1 September 2012 Provincetown to Hadley Harbour, Massachusetts
We set off early again heading south-west towards the Cape Cod Canal. The 10-15 knot wind was from the north, so I poled out the genoa to starboard and we have a lovely sail downwind. As we approached the entrance to the canal, a nice school of dolphin joined us and played in the bow wave. We dropped our sails just outside the red approach buoy to the Canal – it’s forbidden to sail through the eight mile canal.
The Cape Cod Canal is very pretty. The shoreline is obviously well tended with houses interspersed with public campsites and the odd fishing pier. I read that Striped Bass use the canal for their migrations and the fishing is supposed to be fantastic.
We timed the tides just right and went through with the start of the ebb flow which gave us an extra push. At times we were doing eleven knots over the ground with a 4½ knot current with us. There are three bridges along the way – two fixed and a huge, impressive lifting bridge for a railway line.
The Cape Cod Bay side of the canal is fairly quiet with only a few boats, but the Buzzards Bay side is heaving with yachts and power boats zipping around everywhere. The wind was still 15-20 knots from the north-east, so we started sailing downwind towards Cuttyhunk Island. I settled down reading my book and pondering how nice it was to sail downwind – we’d be able to sail straight into the harbour. I suddenly realised that the outer harbour is totally exposed to the north-east, which is where the wind was coming from - duhhh…
We had a quick panic and decided to head for Hadley Harbour, which the cruising guide says is stunning. Unfortunately, it’s Labour Day weekend and everyone is out for their final sail of the season, so we didn’t hold up much hope of picking up one of their free moorings. As anticipated, the inner harbour was packed, but we managed to get a pleasant anchoring spot in the outer harbour. A bit rough at first, but then the wind and waves settled down as the sun went down.
2 September 2012 Hadley Harbour to Martha’s Vineyard, Massachusetts
We motored six miles across to Martha’s Vineyard. There’s much more traffic than we’re used to, with ferries roaring around, sail boats and power boats wandering about and fishing trawlers coming back to port. We managed to make it to Vineyard Haven without hitting another vessel and anchored outside the mooring field on the east side of the harbour.
It’s not the most peaceful anchorage in the world with ferries every 30 minutes and lots of power boat zooming about. We had lunch, connected to the Internet and checked out what to do in Martha’s Vineyard. We’d been told that it’s a “must see place”, but there didn’t seem to be a whole lot to do. Trip Advisor lists over fifty “attractions” and, to give you some idea of the shallowness of the place, the top twenty attractions include four beaches, three public libraries, an airfield, a shopping centre and a massage parlour...
We went for a walk around town which took all of ten minutes – its full of tourist shops, boutiques and ice cream shops – yawn… After picking up a map from the tourist information booth, we walked for a couple of miles to the West Chop Lighthouse which was very uninspiring, walking along a suburban road with no access to the coast. You can tell that we weren’t particularly enamoured by the place.
We had a quiet (if bouncy) night in.
3 September 2012 Martha’s Vineyard to Block Island, Rhode Island
We were up early and running away from the anchorage. The wind was behind us as we headed west down Vineyard Sound, so I poled out the jib and we did okay for a while, until the wind dropped. We had a strong two knot current against us, so we turned on the engine for a couple of hours to make some head way. On the way, I caught two nice, 5lb blue fish.
Once we cleared the sound, the wind picked up from the south and we had a lovely reach for five hours in bright sunshine. As we approached the reef to the north of Block Island, the current was against us and our speed over the ground dropped to two knots, so we turned the engine on again and motored into the over-falls caused by the wind against tide. Once we were to the west of the reef, the water magically settled down and we had a lovely reach towards the harbour.
A small yacht had tried to cut the corner and sail over the reef, but was caught in the steep six foot waves with a two knot current against them. They didn’t have enough sail out and we felt sorry as we watched them bouncing around in the over-falls for half an hour, making no headway at all.
The Great Salt Pond in Block Island is a wonderful anchorage – totally surrounded by land with only a narrow man-made channel to get in and out. All the best places are obviously covered with moorings, but we anchored in eight metres in a lovely spot amongst other cruising boats.
4 September 2012 Block Island, Rhode Island
It was a miserable day - windy and raining. On the plus side, we had a good wireless network connection, so we spent the day surfing the internet. We’ve had a media player on board for nearly eighteen months, with over 500 movies, but we have no satisfactory way of watching the films. I’ve decided that we’re going to get a projector, which I hope will enable us to watch films on a 50 inch pull-down projector screen.
I spent most of the day looking into projectors and screens. It’s a bit frustrating because the cheaper projectors (with LED lamps) have a fixed “throw ratio” which means that to achieve a reasonable 50 inch diagonal image, they have to be place in a particular position. Unfortunately, most of them have a throw ratio that places the projector between the dining table and our lounge chairs which is useless. I didn’t get anywhere and gave up in frustration.
Glenys spent some time checking out places that we can visit towards New York. There’s a New York Yankees baseball game on the 16th that we could go to, which will be good fun.
Bob & Laura from “Thai Hot” came over for a beer or two.
5 September 2012 Block Island, Rhode Island
It was another miserable day, so we had another day of chilling out – I’ve finally decided on a projector and worked out where the screen will go and the projector is to be mounted. I’ve ordered a ceiling mounting for the projector to be delivered to Port Washington, but I’ll wait until we go to New York before buying the projector. There’s a really big electronics shop where I’ll be able to look at the projector and screen before we buy it.
The weather stayed rotten into the evening, so we watched a film on my laptop – I’m looking forward to getting a 50 inch screen…
6 September 2012 Block Island, Rhode Island
The cold front finally went over and it was a lovely day today. I woke up at seven o’clock with the urge to do my 2011/12 tax return. I’m glad that I did because a £1,000 tax refund is coming my way.
After my administrative success, we went ashore and walked over to the old harbour. It’s very touristy, but despite the hundreds of people walking around, we found it very difficult to buy a sandwich because it’s after Labour Day and everything is closing down. I overheard a conversation between two shop workers who are going to be laid off in a weeks’ time and they don’t know if they’ll be able to get another job until next season. It must be tough living on a small island with only 600 people who live there all year round and being very reliant on the short tourist season.
Armed with two bagels and a Danish pastry, we walked out to the southern lighthouse, which is interesting. When the lighthouse was built in 1874, three hundred feet of land lay between it and edge of Mohegan Bluffs and the ocean. Over the next hundred years the bluff eroded to within seventy-five feet of the light. In 1993, the whole building was jacked up and a rail system placed underneath to move it further inland. It took nineteen days to move the lighthouse to a new location, three hundred feet from the bluff. It had to be moved in a zigzag pattern, so no one part of the light would receive too much stress.
After a quick lunch on a park bench, we walked to the east side of the island where there are some fantastic paths in wooded areas. Our hike ended back at the harbour after walking 8 or so miles. We collapsed for a couple of hours and then went to “Eye Candy” for a beer or four.
7 September 2012 Block Island to Mystic Seaport, Connecticut
We woke to a misty morning, but the patchy fog that I’d seen last night appeared to have gone away. The first hour after leaving the anchorage was pleasant with a ten knot wind, but the wind soon dropped forcing us to turn on the engine. Half an hour later, we ran into thick fog just as we were crossing the shipping lane coming out of Long Island Sound.
We heard the deep “OOOOOOMMM!” of a large ship’s fog horn dead ahead of us. I turned on the radar and picked up a large ship a mile ahead of us and tracked it for a few minutes to confirm that it was crossing in front of us. It’s very eerie, staring into a white wall of fog, straining to hear where the fog horn is coming from.
The fog cleared for a little while, but came back with a vengeance as we were approaching the coast. We had a stressful hour negotiating the narrow Watchhill Passage, dodging fishing boats and buoys. Glenys dug out our little fog horn which sounded pathetic, but at least warned other boats that we were around. Eventually as we approached Mystic River, the fog lifted and we had clear visibility as we zigzagged up the narrow dredged channel up the river.
There are two bridges on the way up to Mystic Seaport and both were closed making us wait for fifteen minutes at each. One of them is a huge swing bridge for the railway line which was interesting as we hadn’t come across one of these so far. We made it to Mystic Seaport just before lunch and tied up alongside the dock.
For some reason, the Mystic Seaport Museum gives foreign flagged vessels a free night docking and free entrance to the museum. This has got to be the best deal on the whole east coast of the USA. Normally they charge $4.50 per foot, which would have cost us a staggering $190 per night.
The museum is fantastic. They have re-created a 19th-century coastal village with historic ships, a working preservation shipyard and formal exhibit galleries. There’s so much to see and do here. In the ”village” there are various buildings set out with equipment that would have been used in the 1800s – the ones that caught my attention was the huge rope making shop, the rigging shop, the sail loft, the printing shop and barrel making shop. In addition, there are demonstrations of old techniques – want to know how a whale was harpooned or a rope made? There are members of staff in many of the areas, who are very helpful and informative. This is not to mention the numerous historical ships that have been preserved or are in a state of restoration. This is a MUST see place – http://www.mysticseaport.org/
In the evening, we wandered into Mystic town, which was heaving with tourists. We ended up in a Mexican restaurant and ate far too much – remind me never to buy a combo plate again.
8 September 2012 Mystic Seaport to Fishers Island, Connecticut
We were planning to spend the morning looking at more of the museum, but the weather forecast was for a very strong front to pass over later in the day, so we spent an hour reviewing our options for anchorages. The wind was forecast to be south 15-20, gusting 25 knots in the afternoon and then veering to south west, gusting over 30 knots with squalls up to midnight and then veering further to north-west after midnight. We eventually decided to head for West Harbour on Fishers Island, which should give good protection from south to west, but might be bouncy from the north-west.
The bascule bridge at Mystic only opens at 40 minutes past each hour, so I was like a cat on hot bricks and couldn’t settle until we slipped our lines at half past nine. The trip down the river was uneventful and I was relieved to discover that the anchorage in West Harbour is a little more protected than it appears on the charts. I was also relieved that the anchor slammed into the seabed and it seems to be very good holding.
It was a very pleasant, if windy afternoon with sunny periods, so we pottered about waiting for the really strong winds to appear - I really hate waiting for bad weather to arrive. In a way, there is too much weather information available in the USA. There are marine forecasts available on the internet and the VHF radio; numerous weather sites giving hour by hour forecasts; satellite pictures; graphical charts showing the movement of fronts and pressure systems and even weather radar animations showing the movement of squalls and thunderstorms.
I managed to get an intermittent internet connection, so we whiled away some time surfing the internet. I’ve been agonising about whether I should buy a bigger chart plotter. Our current chart plotter only has a tiny 3½” screen, which is OK until we get into complicated waters where a bigger picture would be better. We can also view charts on my laptop as well, but a larger specialised chart plotter is tempting. Unfortuntely, it will cost $2000 for the chart plotter and then I’d need to buy $800 worth of electronic charts.
I researched an alternative which is an iPad with the Navionics chart app, which seems to be a good solution. It’ll only cost $1,000 to buy an iPad and enough charts to take us around the world. It has a built in GPS which will give us a third backup device with GPS and charts – and we can play games on it…
During the day, I kept being drawn to looking at the various weather sites - they had reports of small tornados in New York and winds over 60 miles per hour in some places inland. By six o’clock, the wind had picked up to 25 knots and the cloud was rolling in - I was a nervous wreck.
We had dinner down below, rocking and rolling in the gusts of wind and watched a film on the laptop. By ten o’clock, the wind had dropped and we went to bed – what an anti-climax…
9 September 2012 Fishers Island to Joshua Cove, Connecticut
The cold, cold wind was from the north when we woke up, but we could see clear blue skies to the north-west, so we decided to head that way. We had a lovely sail for a couple of hours until the well-defined cloud line of the front went over, after which the wind dropped and we motored.
We anchored in Joshua Cove, which is a pleasant enough anchorage, but it was a bit exposed to the swell coming from the south west. A couple of hours after we anchored, “Eye Candy” arrived and we had them over for a beer or two.
10 September 2012 Joshua Cove to Oyster Bay, Long Island
After a quick breakfast, we upped anchor, hoisted the main sail and sailed off westwards. The wind was from the north, so we had a nice close reach in the light winds. After a couple of hours, the wind had picked up enough that I had to put a reef in the main and roll away some of the genoa. I was pleased to catch three blue fish within the space of an hour and then reluctantly pulled in the lures as we’ve now got enough fish to last a few days.
The wind picked up to 20–30 knots, so we ended up with two reefs in the main and just the staysail, which was comfortable and still pushed us along at 6½ knots. Despite the bouncy conditions, Glenys rustled up roast pork sandwiches with sage stuffing and apple sauce for lunch – very nice.
The wind dropped slightly as we rounded the headland into Oyster Bay and it was quite exciting to see the skyline of New York, 30 miles in the distance. It was still blowing 15-20 knots as we anchored in the slightly exposed anchorage outside the huge mooring field. The holding seems to be decent, which is a good thing because we are on a lee shore. We collapsed - knackered after the bouncy, windy eight hour passage.
11 September 2012 Oyster Bay, Long Island
The wind dropped off overnight, but it was pretty cold in the morning – fleeces and a nice cup of tea were the order of the day. We lurked around until ten o’clock checking out what we should do in New York in a few days’ time.
Once it had warmed up a bit, we jumped in the dinghy and motored the ¾ mile to the yacht club. It’s very painful with only a 2.5hp outboard, I really miss our fast 15hp outboard and I’m praying that the service kit is delivered to the next port in time.
Oyster Bay is just another American small town. Their claim to fame is that President Roosevelt lived here and his house is a national monument about three miles from here that is unfortunately closed for renovations. Other than that there’s not much else going on. We wandered around for an hour; ended up in a supermarket and lugged home two big bags of shopping & two cases of beer. The bay lives up to its name and there are many small fishing boats out harvesting oysters. This is done by gathering them from their beds using rakes on a long pole.
A Hallberg Rassey 42 called “Saltwhistle” arrived in the afternoon. I went over, said hello to Tony & Rachelle and invited ourselves over to their boat for a beer or two.
12 September 2012 Oyster Bay to Port Washington, Long Island
There was no wind at all, so motored around the corner to Port Washington where we picked up a mooring. They’re free for two days and then $25 per day after that, which is a pretty good deal.
After lunch, we followed our usual routine and wandered around the local area, finding out the location of the railway station, the supermarket and the launderette. The bracket for the movie projector has arrived, so all I need to do now is buy the projector when we go into New York tomorrow.
13 September 2012 Port Washington, Long Island
We caught the train into New York which was pleasant even though we caught a busy commuter train. Our first stop was the B&H electronic store which is the largest electronics and camera shop that I’ve ever seen. The amount of equipment on display is astounding. The place is obviously owned by Orthodox Jews as most of the hundreds of staff are dressed in black, with yarmulkes and beards and long side burns. We bought an iPad, an LED projector and some leads – another big dent in the credit card. Unfortunately, I wasn’t able to buy a projector screen today so I’ll have to order one from the internet.
We then wandered around Manhattan, visiting Times Square on our way to Central Park, where we had our lunch sat on the grass in the warm sunshine. We were very impressed with Central Park - it’s more rugged than we thought that it would be. There are some very manicured sections, but a large part consists of paths in natural woodland with big rock outcrops. I’m a fan of the film “Highlander” and it was great to walk across Bow Bridge where Macleod meets up with Kastagir in the film – sad isn’t it…
In the afternoon, we wandered back down 5th Avenue looking at the posh shops, stared at the impressive Grand Central Station, the Chrysler Building and took in the sights of the huge skyscrapers of Manhattan.
We collapsed back on the boat at around six o’clock and I opened our new toys. Unfortunately, I wasn’t able to play with our new iPad because it’s locked until it can register itself and to do that it needs an internet connection, which we don’t have – I hate Apple. However, I connected our new projector to the media player and we watched a film. Having no projector screen, I improvised by using the insert from our bed – it was only an image of about 30 inches, but it’s very bright and seems to do the job.
14 September 2012 Port Washington, Long Island
It was supposed to be a chill-out day, but I was up at seven o’clock fitting the projector to the ceiling and figuring out where I’m going to run the cables. While I was doing this, I had a frustrating time trying to download iTunes and register the bloody iPad – it took two hours of cursing and swearing because the internet connection kept dropping out.
Once I’d achieved this major milestone, I bought the Navionics chart app for the USA coast from iTunes for $50. Having spent half an hour downloading the small application, I found out that the Navionics program has to download the detailed charts. Unfortunately, our internet connection is so rubbish that I couldn’t download any charts at all – I wanted to scream.
We’d agreed to take “Eye Candy” ashore at eleven o’clock, so we carried onto the launderette and then went shopping. While Glenys wandered around the supermarket, I dinghied back to the town dock and sat on a park bench to get a decent internet signal – I was able to download the Navionics charts for the local area (and a copy of the game “Angry Birds”) so I’m now a bit happier with the iPad, but I suspect that the reliance on having an internet connection is going to be trying.
It was nearly four o’clock by the time that we’d finished our chores, so I didn’t get very far with wiring in the LED projector, but at least it’s mounted to the ceiling. I draped a bed sheet where the projector screen is going to go and we watched a film with a 50 inch diagonal image which was fantastic. I’m really pleased with the projector.
15 September 2012 Port Washington, Long Island
We commuted into New York again. Our first stop was a walk along the High Line, which is a public park built on an historic freight rail line elevated above the streets on Manhattan’s West Side. It gives an interesting view of this part of Manhattan.
We walked along the side of the Hudson River and visited the 9-11 memorial park. The queues were very long, but the memorial park is peaceful with two huge reflecting pools and cascading waterfalls. Each of the pools is roughly an acre in size, set within the footprints of the original twin towers with bronze parapets containing the names of the 2,753 people who lost their lives. To me the most chilling and sad statistic was that 343 New York fire fighters lost their lives in the attack.
We walked down Wall Street to the South Street Sea Port and ended up having lunch in a shopping centre, but at least it had a very good view of the Brooklyn Bridge soaring over the East River. After a quick walk around Battery Park to get our first view of the Statue of Liberty, we took the subway back to the railway station and eventually collapsed back on the boat.
16 September 2012 Port Washington, Long Island
We commuted into New York again and, after a second breakfast, made our way slowly to the New York Yankees Stadium in the Bronx. It’s a fairly new stadium and caters for 50,000 fans. We arrived two hours before the start of the game and had plenty of time to wander around the various levels each packed with merchandise and food vendors. We had a couple of hot dogs, but neither of us was impressed.
It was a nice sunny day, so it was pretty hot high up in our nose-bleed seats, but we had a fabulous view down on the game. I understand the basics of baseball – it’s like a complicated form of rounders, but some of the things that happened were incomprehensible. Even when I asked people around me, I was still mildly baffled. Still, it was all great fun and a worthwhile experience.
It took us three hours to get back to the boat – I’ve had enough of being a tourist now.
17 September 2012 Port Washington, Long Island
There’s a big depression coming towards us which is forecast to arrive tomorrow with 35-40 knot winds, so we decided to stay here in the fairly well protected bay. We chilled out in the morning and then went to fill up with fuel and water. The sea water in this bay is a horrible sludge brown colour and I don’t want to run my watermaker. Once we’d returned to the mooring, we called up the pump out boat and emptied our holding tank.
I chatted with the boat driver and asked him who I should pay for the mooring. We’ve been on a mooring here for five nights and ought to be paying for three of them. He just shrugged and said that payment was nothing to do with him and didn’t volunteer any more information. I get the impression that there’s some politics going on about who can collect the money because I asked the same question of the harbour master when we arrived and he only shrugged. I’ll keep my mouth shut and maybe we’ll not have to pay.
It was our son Craig’s birthday today and it was good to chat to him on Skype, he seems to be doing well at work and he and Kristen are excited about moving into their first house in a few weeks’ time.
Over the past year, every time that we’ve had to turn on the engine in light winds, we’ve said “Cruising Chute” to each other. It’s got to be over twenty times now and we’ve prevaricated enough, so I bit the bullet and ordered a new cruising chute from Doyles – that’s another big chunk out of our credit card. I’ll be glad to leave the USA, so that I can’t spend any more money.
18 September 2012 Port Washington, Long Island
It was overcast and windy when we woke up. After we’d had a few 25 knot gusts, I became nervous about hanging off a single rope on the mooring because if the rope chafed through then we’d be blown backwards at a rate of knots and be on the shore very quickly. I jumped in the dinghy and put a backup rope on the mooring after which I felt much happier.
We spent the day mooching about down below and keeping an eye on the weather. The wind and waves gradually picked up during the day and we had 40 knot gusts in the late afternoon, which gave us breaking waves in the anchorage.
We shut the hatches and watched a movie while we had our dinner. The wind dropped off at some point during the film and it was fairly peaceful when we went to bed at ten o’clock.
19 September 2012 Port Washington to Cape May, New Jersey (Day 1)
We were up early to get ready to move on. Our first stop was at the harbour office to collect the repair kit for the outboard which was finally delivered yesterday. We then went to the supermarket to stock up before preparing the boat for an overnight passage. It was midday before we’d sorted it all out which was perfect timing to go through the centre of New York with a favourable tide.
We meandered our way down the East River and through a place on the river called Hell Gate. The tidal current really rips through this area with speeds of up to five knots and if you get strong winds against the current it turns to hell. Fortunately, we timed it perfectly and it was very calm.
It was interesting to be motoring past the huge skyscrapers of Upper Manhattan including the Empire State Building and the Chrysler Building. There’s then a long gap of smaller buildings until you go under the Manhattan Bridge where Lower Manhattan starts with the very tall World Trade building and the skyscrapers of Wall Street. Once past that we motored into the New York Bay and across to the Statue of Liberty.
It’s an impressive and iconic sight, especially when seen from our own yacht. We took lots of pictures and then turned south west, heading out towards the open sea. The view of the Statue of Liberty and Manhattan as we slowly left New York behind us was memorable.
We rounded Sandy Hook in the late afternoon and, having no wind, motored south towards Delaware Bay. The wind picked up at 10 o’clock and we started a pleasant downwind sail.
20 September 2012 Port Washington to Cape May, New Jersey (Day 2)
It was a lovely sail all night. There are a large number of barges being towed up and down this section of the coast. It was interesting to see their multitudinous lights, if a little scary at first.
We anchored off the coast guard station in Cape May around noon. It’s pretty shallow at 2.5 metres, but good holding. The anchorage is just off the fairway to the Cape May Canal, but it was surprisingly quiet even though we were surrounded by marinas with loads of power boats. We had a very quiet afternoon, catching up on sleep and chilling out.
We’re getting into the iPad – the navigation app is brilliant for planning – it’s so easy to get tide information and the interface is brilliant for moving around the chart and zooming in and out. We’ve also become addicted to Sudoku and are having a bit of a competition on who can complete the grid in the quickest time.
21 September 2012 Cape May to Reedy Island, New Jersey
The alarm went off at half past six, we tidied up and left to go around Cape May. I decided to cut the corner and through some shoal banks on a route that took us very close to the shore by the lighthouse. It was a bit nerve-wracking in the very shallow water especially as we approached a line of water at the west end of the shoals where the waves were breaking and sea birds were fishing. The depth dropped below 4 metres and I was ready to slam the engine into reverse, but all was okay – the waves were caused by the strong current hitting a steep drop-off on the sea bed and we were soon in 12 metres of water.
A bit later, we chatted to “Eye Candy” who was a few miles behind us and Andrew said that he’d been told not to attempt to go through the shoals – nobody told us that it was dodgy…
We had a pleasant sail for four hours until the wind dropped and we had to motor the rest of the way arriving at Reedy Island at three o’clock. The tidal current was still pushing us north at two knots, so it was a bit tricky going through the very small gap in the breakwater - we had to point more than 30 degrees up-current to track through the entrance.
Once in, we anchored in six metres of water, fifty metres from the shore. It’s a surprisingly peaceful place with sweeping reed beds although the Salem Nuclear Power station is a bit of an eye sore a mile or so across the estuary.
The wind picked up from the south in the evening and the tide turned, which put the wind behind us making it cold in the cockpit and forcing us down below.
22 September 2012 Reedy Island to Penns Landing Marina, Philadelphia
The forecast was for a cold front to cross over later in the afternoon, bringing 25 knots winds from the south. We decided to move because the anchorage would be very uncomfortable in the south wind especially when the tide is coming from the north. Unfortunately we had very few options. The Salem River was no good because the approach channel has very shallow spots, so our only option was to head forty miles up the river to Philadelphia - the tidal current was against us, but at least we had the wind behind us.
It was a fairly interesting run up the river. There are a lot of oil refineries and industrial areas on the shore. The Philadelphia River is one of the major oil refining areas in the USA. Many of the barges that we saw along the coast would appear to be coming from here. There’s also a major ship yard with huge aircraft carriers similar to the ones in Norfolk.
We arrived at Penn’s Landing Marina in the late afternoon and they had reserved a berth for us. The dock master, Richard and his wife Sandra were extremely friendly and invited onto their boat “Our Dream” for sun-downers.
23 September 2012 Penns Landing Marina, Philadelphia
We spent the day wandering around Philadelphia city centre. The Declaration of Independence and the Constitution were produced here, but the Liberty Visitor’s centre was very crowded, so we decided to do that tomorrow.
We drifted into China Town and found that there was protest rally taking place over the Senkaku Islands which is a group of uninhabited islands lying between China and Japan. Japan claims ownership, but their claim is disputed by China. Earlier this month, the Japanese government purchased three of the disputed islands from their private owner, prompting large-scale protests in China. However, the Philadelphia rally was very good natured with Chinese percussion bands and dancing dragons.
In the evening. we wandered down South Street, did a little pub crawl and ended up in a Thai restaurant, which turned out to be a “Bring Your Own Booze” place and all the liquor stores were shut – bummer. We had a lovely meal, drinking Thai tea.
24 September 2012 Penns Landing Marina, Philadelphia
We had another tourist day. Our first stop was to stare at the Liberty Bell, which has become an American symbol of independence and liberty. It was rung when the Declaration of Independence was signed in 1776 and has been used an icon for the abolition of slavery and the suffragettes.
We then called into Independence Hall where the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution were debate and signed. We’re learning a lot about American history – this ties in nicely with the stuff that we learned in Boston. Paul Revere’s famous ride was from Boston to Philadelphia to warn of the approaching British.
As we wandered about, we came across a couple of memorials. The Vietnam memorial had the usual list of local people lost in the war, but had a very unusual mural made from granite. Most of the surface was rough, but the artist had polished the surface to draw stunning images almost like charcoal sketches with the polished areas being black.
There was also an interesting statue to remember the Irish Potato Famine of 1845-1850 when over a million Irish were starved to death and a million more forced to emigrate. The huge statue is in bronze and depicts starving people as well as the immigrants arriving in the USA. The 1800’s were not Britain’s finest time...
We walked to Museum of Art and ran up the steps made famous by Rocky with hundreds of other tourists. It’s one of Philadelphia’s top tourist attractions. There’s a bronze statue of Rocky, which used to be on the steps, but the stuffy people at the Museum of Art didn’t want it in such a prominent position because it isn’t a true work of art, so it was relocated to a sports stadium. Following pressure from lobbyists, the statue was moved back to the Museum six year ago, but has been tucked away in a shaded glade at the side of the steps, which is a shame…
25 September 2012 Penns Landing Marina, Philadelphia
We had a chill-out day. Glenys went shopping for seven hours, while I indulged myself playing on the internet.
I’ve spent the last three months practising my guitar, doing exercises, scales and playing the odd tune. My technique is getting better, but I haven’t learned to play anything, so I spent most of the day investigating songs that I like and trying to choose one that I can learn that won’t be embarrassing if I have to play to friends – Jingle Bells just doesn’t cut it.
There’s loads of videos on YouTube of people playing and teaching various songs, which are very helpful. In addition, I found lots of information on the scales and fingering to play various songs. Unfortunately, much of the information is poor quality and people have published Tab formatted music that is plainly incorrect, so it took ages to sort out the good stuff from the rubbish. I’ve focussed on two Eric Clapton songs that I think I’ll be able to play with a lot of practise – only time will tell.
26 September 2012 Penns Landing Marina, Philadelphia
We spent the morning doing small jobs. I’ve started to order things from the internet, which I’m going to get delivered to Deltaville Boat Yard. We should be there in four weeks and it will be the last place where we can get things delivered.
Maury from “Smidge” picked us up and took us back to his and Bonnie’s house nearby. We had a typical American lunch of barbequed hot dogs and then they drove us around to do a few errands.
In the afternoon, they took us to the Grounds for Sculpture in Hamilton, New jersey. This is a well laid out park with hundreds of sculptures which have been collected by a philanthropic trust with the aim of making the art available to everyone. There’s a variety of a pieces ranging from extremely life like scenes by Seward Johnson to more abstract sculptures. The grounds are extremely well maintained and walking around was a joy.
We had dinner in a restaurant at the park which was very haute cuisine – a huge change from the places that we normally frequent. I even had to wear a shirt with a collar and long trousers for the occasion. We slept in a real bed for a change.
27 September 2012 Penns Landing Marina, Philadelphia
After a pleasant breakfast, Glenys went off with Bonnie to a supermarket, while Maury described some of the anchorages that we could go to in the Chesapeake.
Yesterday, I’d spotted some horse chestnuts and picked up half a dozen. I put strings through them and showed Maury and Bonnie the ancient English game of Conkers. It’s amazing that they’d never heard of the game, which was extremely popular in the UK when I was a young boy.
We drove back to Philadelphia and went to “Pat’s - King of Steaks” to have a genuine Philadelphia Cheese Steak. The shop was founded by Pat Olivieri in 1930, after he invented the dish, which consists of chopped up beef steak, onion and cheese on long Italian roll. It’s very greasy, but tasty street food – much better than a hotdog in my humble opinion.
Bonnie and Maury took us to the Barnes Foundation, which is an incredible art gallery created by Albert Barnes. He made his fortune by inventing some eye drops to prevent infant blindness and in 1922 started to collect paintings by the Impressionists such as Renoir and Cézannes. Barnes was well known for disliking pompous art critics and wanted to bring art to the common man. There are hilarious refusal letters sent by Barnes to numerous pretentious rich and well-placed people who had demanded to see his collection. The extent of the collection is amazing with 181 painting by Renoir, 69 by Cézannes, 59 by Matisse, 46 by Picasso, etc.
Our friends dropped us off at the boat with all of our shopping and we collapsed with a nice cold beer at six o’clock. Philadelphia has been one of our favourite cities to visit only topped by Boston so far, it’s a pity that more cruisers don’t bother to make the 40 mile trip up the river.
28 September 2012 Penns Landing to Ordinary Point, Chesapeake
We were up at very early and left at six o’clock in the dark to catch as much of the ebbing tide as we could.
It was a pretty boring trip motoring down the river. The only little bit of excitement was when a fuel tanker was leaving one of the many oil refineries and we were approached and escorted by a US coast guard RIB around the security zone surrounding the fully loaded tanker. They were serious about the security with a crew member standing at the machine gun on the bow, watching us like a hawk.
We motored through the C&D canal which is an eight mile waterway connecting the Chesapeake and Delaware Bays – very boring with not much to see. Once through to the Chesapeake, we motored down a dredged channel to the Sassafras River and anchored off Ordinary Point which was nice enough, but a bit (errr) ordinary…
29 September 2012 Ordinary Point, Chesapeake
We had a chill-out day. I spent ages surfing the internet and ordering more stuff to be delivered to Deltaville. Projector screen, some tools, some more rechargeable batteries, a spare charger for the iPad, 110 volt transformer, etc. I’m in the frame of mind that we won’t get another chance like this to order stuff over the internet, so I’m making the most of it.
Glenys continued to try to improve her time for Sudoku and did a few jobs. I received an email saying that our cruising chute will be delivered to Deltaville on the 1st October. Unfortunately we won’t be there for another two to three weeks…
30 September 2012 Ordinary Point to Weems Creek, Annapolis
We dragged ourselves out of bed at seven o’clock. It’s getting bloody cold at night now and it’s very, very hard to climb out of the warm duvet. We motored out of the anchorage and headed south towards Annapolis, where we’ll chill out for a few days before visiting the huge boat show.
We picked up some wind after an hour or so and sailed most of the way, having to motor occasionally in the fluky winds. As we approached Annapolis, the number of sailing yachts increased to the point where we could see hundreds of sails and there were boats coming at us from all directions. It’s a major sailing area and everyone seemed to be out enjoying the good weather.
The wind headed us as we approached the huge bridge just outside Annapolis, so we motored until we entered the river mouth which goes past Annapolis. I (unilaterally) thought that the wind was good enough to sail and unfurled the genoa, which heeled us over in the strong winds. Unfortunately, we hadn’t stowed stuff away and there was lots of crashing as the contents of the boat rearranged themselves - cases of beer and other items skittered across the saloon floor, Glenys just caught our camera and binoculars from catapulting down the companion way and there was horrible sounds coming from the galley. Glenys had a sense of humour failure. After a few minutes, I decided that discretion was the better part of valour and rolled the jib away before Glenys killed me.
We went into Weems Creek, which is a lovely little bay a couple of miles up the Severn River. There are good moorings that the US Navy has installed to be used as hurricane moorings for some of their boats. Most of the time, these are not being used and anyone is allowed to pick them up for free. Unfortunately, it’s getting busy as the boat show approaches and they were all taken.
We tried to anchor in the middle of the creek, but our CQR anchor was slowly ploughing through the soft mud. We let it settle for twenty minutes and tried to dig it in, but it continued to slowly drag. We tried again without success and moved to a spot closer to the shore to try to get better holding. The anchor dragged a little bit, but this time we decided to let it settle again hope that we’d be okay.
I was pretty nervous when we went to bed because we were close to the shore, too close to a couple of other boats and we hadn’t dug the anchor in very well.
October 2012
1 October 2012 Weems Creek, Annapolis
I didn’t sleep very well at all. I woke up several times dreaming that we had dragged anchor and were crashing against the shore. At half past seven, I hauled myself out of bed and went up on deck to stare at the anchorage. Then I noticed that there was a Navy mooring vacant near the entrance to the creek. I dashed downstairs dragged Glenys out of bed and we motored over to pick up the mooring before anyone else spotted it.
Happy that we were now secure, we walked into Annapolis town centre and had a stroll around. Whenever we arrive a new place, the highlight of the first day always seems to be wandering around a supermarket – how sad it that?
When we arrived back at Weems Creek, Steve and Lynn on “Celebration” were anchored next to us – the last time that we saw them was in Deltaville in July. We ended up going for drinks and a pot luck dinner with them on another boat called “Wings” with Craig and Vicky.
2 October 2012 Weems Creek, Annapolis
It was a miserable muggy rainy day, so we got on with some jobs. “Celebration” had some grey sunbrella, so Glenys “borrowed” a yard and managed to finish off the dinghy cover – it’s taken her six months since she started it back in Puerto Rico.
I took a deep breath and took the carburettor for our 15hp outboard to pieces and replaced various seals and parts. You could have knocked me over with a feather when it started first time. We’ll have to wait and see if the intermittent fuel problem is fixed.
Steve from “Celebration” came over in the evening with his guitar and we had a music session – mostly him playing pieces of songs and me asking a million questions. He studied music at university and seems to know what he’s doing. I was relieved when he said that I was doing OK after three months.
3 October 2012 Weems Creek, Annapolis
It was another overcast day – we have to run the generator twice a day at the moment to keep the batteries charged because there’s no sun and no wind, making our solar panels and wind generator pretty useless.
We walked to Bacon Sails which is a marine consignment store and then onto a pharmacy to try to get a prescription for some Ramipril which I’ve been prescribed to reduce my high blood pressure. I’ve been taking it for five years now and have managed to buy it over the counter in the Caribbean island. Unfortunately, I can’t buy it in the USA without a prescription and I don’t have a doctor.
Lynn from “Celebration” had told me about walk-in surgeries run by practising nurses at CVS Pharmacy. The idea is to be able to get advice and prescriptions for small ailments without having to see a doctor. The nurse was willing to give me a prescription, but could only give me one month’s worth which was pretty useless. She was nice enough to not charge me the $85 fee for the consultation and suggested that I try a doctor up the road.
The doctor’s receptionist informed us that it would cost a staggering $285 to get a consultation with a doctor. I nearly had a heart attack there and then. I told them that I wouldn’t bother. My stress levels have got to be way less than they were five years ago, so I’m going to stop taking the drug and see what happens to my blood pressure.
In the evening, we went for a beer with Steve & Carol on “Innamorata”.
4 October 2012 Weems Creek, Annapolis
We went to the Annapolis Boat Show. Steve from “Celebration” kindly gave us a couple of free tickets to the VIP day which normally cost $35 each. It was a good show with a nice party atmosphere. We bumped into quite a few people that we’ve met over the past four months.
After struggling with sewing five layers of Sunbrella for the dinghy cover, Glenys’s eye was on an industrial “Sail Rite” sewing machine. We went to look at it a couple of times before she finally succumbed. I bought a second hand satellite phone, a pre-paid SIM card and a year’s subscription to an email compression service. We HAVE to get away from the States, so that we stop spending money…
I saw the sail maker from Deltaville who serviced our sails and told him that the jib luffs were too long and that they’d done something to the main to make the end of the boom higher. He suggested that perhaps the forestay is too short and the top of the mast has been moved forward which would cause all of these results. I think that might be right so I’ll have to get it looked at in Deltaville.
In the evening, we went to the Hallberg Rassy owner’s party in the evening with Maury and Bonnie, which was okay but a little reserved. Maury and Bonnie came back to Alba and stayed overnight.
5 October 2012 Weems Creek, Annapolis
I dropped Maury and Bonnie off ashore and picked up Glenys’s new sewing machine, which we’d left in their car overnight. We spent the morning setting up the machine and doing a few little jobs.
Glenys played with her new toy in the afternoon and sorted out her sewing spares. We’re going to have to throw away her old sewing machine. It’s a great shame because Glenys has had it for over twenty years and it still works well, but it runs on 230 volts and the whole of America operates on 110 volts, so it’s no use to anyone unless they want to mess about changing the motor.
Both of our fridges are now losing refrigerant, so I recharged both of them – I may have to bite the bullet and get someone to look for the leaks when we get to Deltaville.
We went out to a Mexican restaurant with Steve and Lynn from “Celebration” and had another late night – I’m doing too much partying and need a night off.
6 October 2012 Weems Creek, Annapolis
The forecast was for a cold front to come through today so we delayed leaving Annapolis for a day. We went shopping instead. I bought a load of spare filters for the engine & generator then we bought some more food ready to go up toward Washington DC tomorrow.
We chilled out in the afternoon – I had an afternoon nap trying to catch up on lost sleep. Then in the evening we went to “Celebration for a beer or two and got drunk again.
7 October 2012 Weems Creek to Solomons, Maryland
It was a miserable overcast day and raining in the morning, but we decided to start heading towards Washington DC anyway. It’s going to take us four days travelling to get there, so the sooner the better.
We had good wind for most of the day, but it was bloody cold and kept raining, so we had to wear cold weather gear including gloves and hats. This is the coldest that we’ve been since we moved onto the boat eighteen months ago.
We arrived in Solomon’s in the late afternoon and anchored in St John Creek, which is very peaceful. Again the sea bed is soft mud and we hope and pray that we won’t drag during the night.
8 October 2012 Solomons to Canoe Neck Creek, Potomac, Maryland
We didn’t drag – it was a very peaceful night, but again very cold when we woke up and warranted full foul-weather gear as we pulled up the anchor.
We had a great sail for most of the day with 20 knot winds, but it kept raining on and off. The route that we took was south down the Chesapeake and then north-west into the Potomac River, so we had the wind from all sorts of directions, which made it interesting. It was very cold all day, but Glenys raised my spirits by making a fantastic spicy vegetable soup.
We sailed 25 miles up the Potomac and went into Canoe Neck Creek, in St Clements Bay. It’s a little shallow going into the creek, but we never saw a depth less than three metres and we anchored in the beautiful protected creek surrounded by farmland and trees – one of the nicest anchorages that we’ve been in while in the USA and even better, we are the only ones in here. Unfortunately, it was so cold that we couldn’t savour the marvellous ambiance, but disappeared down below to turn on the cabin heater.
9 October 2012 Canoe Neck Creek to Sycamore Point, Potomac, Maryland
We awoke to a very cold, overcast day with drizzle and mooched about for an hour before finally deciding to go. The 15 knot north wind was dead against us and, as we had a long way to go, we motored most of the way apart from an hour when the river turned west, which allowed us to sail for a few miles.
The weather improved after lunch and it was quite pleasant as we passed Quantico under the power cables stretching across the Potomac. We had a tentative attempt at entering Mattawoman Creek, but my bottle went when the depth gauge showed 2.5 metres and we still had over a mile to go down the twisting, largely unmarked channel…
We ended up anchoring in 5 metres of water about 200 metres off Sycamore point in good holding and calm conditions – lovely.
10 October 2012 Sycamore Point to Washington DC
It was only twenty miles to our destination, so we had a leisurely start to the day with a lie-in for a change. There was little wind, so we motored the whole way and anchored in Washington Channel, which is less than a mile’s walk from the tourist attractions. It’s a pleasant anchorage, but noisy with the sounds of a major city, a nearby airport and we’re in the direct flight path for helicopters flying in and out of the Pentagon. They pass over head at around 150 feet and we can feel the “whop-whop” of their rotors deep in our chests.
Theft appears to a major problem in Washington and there isn’t a free dinghy dock, so everyone pays $10-15 a day to leave the dinghy at one of the marinas, which are all locked up tighter than a prison. We first went to the Capital Yacht Club, but they couldn’t accommodate us because they’d run out of security keys to get into the marina docks. They were a bit sniffy, complaining about the large number of yachts at anchor –there’s fourteen and they say that there’s normally only four. We eventually managed to get a dock facility at Gangplank Marina which was a bit cheaper and much friendlier.
We went for a long walk around some of the tourist attractions – Jefferson Monument, Lincoln Monument, Vietnam Memorial, etc. It’s all very spread out, but it was good to stretch our legs.
I was quite taken by a small part of the memorial to Thomas Jefferson. He was a very productive chap being a politician, architect and philosopher and there’s a quotation from a letter that he sent to someone proposing his own epitaph. It’s something that I never really thought about – what have you done in your life that you want people to remember you by? Perhaps that’s what drives people to want to be famous.
As night fell, it was a little bit windy with 20+ knot gusts and we were a little bit too close to an American yacht, which is veering around the anchorage. It’s a “Florida sailing caravan” with a high cockpit catching a lot of wind and to make matters worse they’re on a long rope anchor rode. Why on earth do these Americans like to anchor on bits of string?
11 October 2012 Washington DC
It was another cold day, meriting socks and shoes. We upped anchor and went to the end dock at the Gangplank Marina to fill our water tanks. It was so cold that Glenys had to put on her foul weather jacket while holding the hose pipe in the tank filler.
We struggled to re-anchor. We didn’t want to anchor by the side of the veering American boat and the first place that we chose, we dragged very quickly. After a bit of deliberation, we anchored closer to the shore and the anchor sort of held – Chesapeake hope and pray again. It’s funny how I still feel pressurised when we’re anchoring. I hate the thought that people are watching us being indecisive and not being able to anchor first time. I can almost hear them saying – “Huh, they don’t know what they’re doing.”
We walked into town and spent hours and hours wandering around the Natural History Museum. There are so many things to see that you could spend a few days there. By mid-afternoon, our brains had turned to mush with so much information, so we walked across to stare at the White House – not very interesting because it’s at the end of a very long garden. We decided to walk to China Town, but that was disappointing because it only covers one block. They have an impressive China Town arch, but I think that it should be called China Street.
The outboard motor conked out as we were motoring out of the marina, so we had to paddle back to the boat. I stripped the carburettor down and got it going again. I couldn’t see anything obvious, but I suspect that we’ve now got water in the fuel.
12 October 2012 Washington DC
We had a lazy start to the day and wombled up to the Air & Space Museum. (If you’re not familiar with wombling, it comes from the odd, but brilliant TV series “The Wombles” and is a verb. To womble or to go wombling is to do something aimlessly, not aiming for anything in particular, and not being stressed when you realise you haven’t achieved anything, which basically describes my life at the moment.)
We gazed in awe at the aircraft and space vehicles in the Air & Space Museum for a couple of hours and then retired to McDonalds for some brain food – well, fat and coca-cola actually, but it gave us enough energy to walk up to the Capitol Building, which was impressive.
On the way back, Glenys persuaded me to go into the National Arboretum, which was surprisingly good. We then went into the “National Museum of the American Indian” – a bit of a mouthful but there was a brilliant section about the role of the horse in America. I was amazed to discover that horses were extinct in North America until Columbus imported twenty five horses in 1493. Although jealously guarded by the Spaniards, the American Indians slowly managed to get hold of horses, which rapidly became a major part of their culture.
The wind was gusting 25 knots when we came out of the museum and I had a panic attack about the soft mud in the anchorage, so we went back to the marina to check that Alba was still there. God bless her she was, so we went back to the wonderful fish market to get some prawns and then to the supermarket to pick up some more food ready go south tomorrow.
13 October 2012 Washington DC to Canoe Neck Creek
The alarm clock went off at half past six – it was dark and cold. Glenys drew the short straw and got up first dashing into the saloon to turn on the cabin heater. We left at seven o’clock just as dawn was breaking and motored out of the anchorage.
We had no wind all day, so it was a boring and long journey, motoring from buoy to buoy. The highlight of the day was passing “Eye Candy” who were on their way up to Washington. We chatted to Andrew and Clare for ten minutes to give them the low-down on the anchorage and what we did in Washington.
We managed to anchor in Canoe Neck Creek about 30 minutes before sunset – a close run thing. It was low tide as we negotiated the narrow, shallow channel and I was a little perturbed when the depth sounder suddenly started flashing “Last”, meaning that it was no longer operating and the last depth displayed was only 2.3 metres. We just dropped the anchor where we were – if we go aground during the night it’s only mud and the tide will lift us off. The holding in this bay is brilliant.
14 October 2012 Canoe Neck Creek to West Yeocomic River, Virginia
It was a beautiful sunny morning. We lurked around until ten o’clock to let the tide rise a little. We had a lovely sail across the bay with 15-20 knots winds in brilliant sunshine, we even took the trouble to tack into the entrance to the Yeocomic River.
We anchored in a lovely little bay in the river just before Kinsale marina. The bottom is soft mud and we struggled to get the anchor to hold again, but the forecast is for settled weather tonight.
15 October 2012 West Yeocomic River, Virginia
The forecast was for a cold front to go through the area during the afternoon, so we decided to stay put and go down to Deltaville tomorrow. The winds were predicted to be 25 knot winds veering from south-west to north-west tonight, so we moved across the river just off Great House Point which was more protected from the West. It seemed to be better holding too, which was an added bonus.
In anticipation of having loads of stuff delivered to us when we get to Deltaville, we went through our storage lockers and looked what we could get rid of – unfortunately not a lot. To make matters worse, I went through all of my spare parts and decided that I need to buy quite a few things before we leave the states, fortunately they are small (but expensive things) like impellers and service kits.
The wind wasn’t too bad as darkness fell.
16 October 2012 West Yeocomic River to Deltaville, Virginia
We left at crack of dawn – bloody freezing. We had fairly strong winds for first half, but at least it was blue skies.
When we arrived in Deltaville in the late afternoon, I went to see Chuck (our “project manager”) to make sure that he’s got everything in hand. We should start getting things done tomorrow, which will be a miracle.
We stopped off at the boat yard stores, picked up a load of parcels that have been delivered and retired back to the boat to have an early Christmas. Miraculously most things have arrived safely; there a couple of things still on the way, but our new satellite phone isn’t among the parcels. I know that it’s been delivered here, but we’ve not got it – very worrying.
17 October 2012 Deltaville, Virginia
I feel like I’ve never left Deltaville. I hassled Chuck four or five times today to get things moving. Jerry Latell from the sail loft came out with Clifton the rigger to look at my sails and rig. The conclusion was that the rig was fine – the rake and bend in the mast looked okay. Jerry thought that the high boom was okay, but he took away the genoa and stay sail to shorten the webbing loops on the luff on both sails.
I totally failed to get Mack the engineer on board to look at the water leak on our generator. Eventually after numerous phone calls and trips ashore to hassle Chuck, he rang me back and told us to go onto the end of one of the marina docks, so that Mack can get access to the boat tomorrow.
While waiting around, I started to run the wiring to the LED projector. It was one of those jobs that I wish I’d never started - a small hole in a cabin wall turned into a big hole as I tried to get the connectors on the wires though and, to make matters worse, it’s a structural bulkhead with thick fibre-glass in the middle of the wall – hard work and I’ve now got a big hole in our beautiful mahogany wall to repair.
18 October 2012 Deltaville, Virginia
Mack was on board first thing in the morning and sorted out the leaking water hose on the generator. He undid two of the generator mounts and was able to lift the generator enough to get at the heat exchanger hose clamps. It only took him a couple of hours to replace the hose and check it over – it would have taken me days.
I used one of the courtesy bicycles and went shopping for parts and more spares ready for when we leave the USA. I managed to blow $400 in two hours and I’ve still got over thirty things on my list. Back on the boat, I fitted our new car stereo unit, which is only a cheap one, but plays MP3 files and has two Aux ports for connecting to other devices. I’ll now be able to wire in our media player, so that we can play the sound from films in our new home movie theatre.
In the afternoon, I borrowed the courtesy car and took some small fabrication jobs around to Wes. Hopefully, he’ll be able to do them early next week. Meanwhile Glenys was stocking up at the supermarket. On the way back, we picked up the sails which now have webbing loops that are four inches shorter.
Robert and Heidi from “Nuwam” came for dinner and told us about their trip to Cuba. They also enthused about Jamaica and the Cayman Islands, so I’m trying to work those islands into our plan. We’re now thinking that we’ll miss out the Bahamas, go down through Florida to Key West and then across to Havana for Christmas in Cuba.
19 October 2012 Deltaville, Virginia
I had a terrible night’s sleep. I’ve had a cold for a few days now and spent most of last night coughing, clearing my throat and blowing my nose - it’s turned into proper Man-flu. Glenys was kept awake for most of the night. When we lived in a house, she used to get up and go to sleep in our spare bedroom, but she can’t escape me because the boat is such a mess at the moment with stuff piled everywhere.
Clifton the rigger arrived at half past seven, attached the rod kicker with Monel rivets and re-tuned the standing rigging. Hopefully, the new rivets will stand the test of time. We filled up with diesel and went back out to anchor.
Glenys dug out her new sewing machine and started to make a deployment bag for the Series Drogue, while I borrowed a car from John on “Hope Floats” to get our cooking gas bottle filled. Unfortunately, the valve is leaking and they have to replace the valve. It’s an aluminium bottle with some corrosion around the neck where the valve screws in, so they may not be able to get it out without damaging the threads. Fingers crossed that they can replace it okay because it will cost $250 for a new propane bottle.
In the afternoon, we put the jib and staysail back on and thankfully, I can get the luffs tensioned properly. I then went up the mast and fitted a new wind sensor, so our wind instrument now displays the wind direction – we’ve had a smiley face covering the wind instrument display since May…
The boat looked like a bomb had hit it, with new gear and cardboard boxes piled everywhere , so I did a major tidy up and got everything ship shape ready to cause more chaos tomorrow. I played around with our satellite phones now that we’ve got an activated SIM card. The old one works, so I’ll be selling that on eBay and the new one works much better. I now need to spend a day in the marina lounge, downloading the software and figuring out how to get weather sent to me via satellite phone.
We had a quiet night in and watched a film with great sound through our new stereo system.
20 October 2012 Deltaville, Virginia
We had another restless night with my Man-flu. I wasn’t feeling up to doing much work so I had a tidy up day and pulled out all of the stuff out of the lockers under the front berth. We have some lovely solid wood, folding director’s chairs that are intended to be used to seat people at the dining table. We’ve only used them once in eighteen months, so I’ve reluctantly decided that they have to go. I also found some other junk hidden away including a nasty-looking 8 foot trident fishing spear and a small spear gun. Some of it went to the skip and the chairs have gone onto a For Sale notice in the Marina Lounge.
I rigged up our new asymmetrical spinnaker, with a snap shackle on the tack and a nice new 7/16” sheet. I pulled it up the mast to check that the length of the sleeve was okay and then reluctantly stowed it away – I can’t wait for a low wind day now…
We watched a film in the evening again – this is rapidly turning into a habit – TV dinners...
21 October 2012 Deltaville, Virginia
Yet another restless night with my Man-flu. I decided to spend most of the day on internet related stuff, so I went into the marina lounge to get a decent connection. I did the accounts, paid off our bulging credit cards, downloaded software for the satellite phone and upgraded the iPad which keeps insisting that it connects to the internet to do anything.
I was so tired in the afternoon that I had to have a nap – I’ve never been very good at being ill.
Glenys did some more sewing. The zips on the spray hood have been falling apart from the exposure to the sun, so she replaced them. She also made a mosquito cover for the security bars for the companionway.
The fridge and freezer are still leaking, so I’ve bought some R134a refrigerant which contains some dye that fluoresces when an ultraviolet light is shone on it. I recharged the fridge and freezer with this stuff and will check in a couple of days to see if I can see the dye leaking out of a pipe or fitting somewhere.
We watched another film – its definitely a habit now.
22 October 2012 Deltaville, Virginia
We had another restless night with my Man-flu, but I felt a little bit more energetic today, so I spent most of the day running a new antenna cable for the satellite phone. It was a real mission - clear the lazarette of all the junk that we store in there, remove the old cable, then run the new cable through the arch tubing, along the lazarette and then along the back of seven lockers. I was glad when I finished after five hours of cursing.
In middle of the job, I borrowed John’s car again and picked up our gas bottle, thankfully they’ve been able to replace the valve. I called in at Nauti-Nell’s consignment store and picked my things which have been on sale for three months – nothing sold. I’ve now got three large hatches and a 35lb CQR anchor cluttering up our deck. I’ve added them to our For Sale notice in the marina lounge.
Having installed the antenna cable, I played with the satellite phone and tried to get it to connect to my laptop. I had a massive scare when trying to install a driver – the laptop crashed with the “Blue Screen of Death” and it took me an hour to recover it. I then rang the support desk at Ocens and they sorted out the correct driver, so I now have a working satellite data system – we can send and receive email from anywhere in the world – yahoo!
We invited Joe & Lizbet from “San Miguel” over for a beer or four.
23 October 2012 Deltaville, Virginia
We spent the whole morning running around, shopping and picking up things that we’d ordered. Chuck swapped me a case of beer for one of my old hatches and Ed in the marina office bought the two directors chairs for $70, which is better than throwing them in the skip.
In the afternoon, I tidied up some wiring and fitted the projector screen permanently in place. I still need to install the media player into a permanent position, but our home entertainment theatre is near completion.
We went to “Nuwam” for dinner with Robert and Heidi who treated us to fresh oysters and mahi-mahi. Unfortunately, my new crown (fitted here in August) came loose during the meal which dampened my spirits a little bit.
24 October 2012 Deltaville, Virginia
I rang the dentist at eight o’clock, but their Deltaville surgery is closed today. They offered me an appointment at another surgery which is 25 miles away, but I have no way of getting there, so I arranged to see them tomorrow morning. In desperation, I pushed my crown back onto the tooth and it seemed to “click” into place and held okay.
We’ve done a lot of motoring since I last did a service on the engine in Maine, so with a feeling of doom, I decided to service the engine and the generator. After prevaricating for forty five minutes, I checked how many hours we’ve run the engine since the last service and found to my joy that we still have another 60 hours to go!
The next job on my list was to change the hoses that bring sea water from the sea cock to the engine. This is another job that I’ve been putting off, but it actually turned out to be fairly straight forward. It was made easier by my recent purchase of a “hose pick”. This tool makes it very simple to remove hoses – I’ve had to use screwdrivers and a Stanley knife to remove the damn things up to now. This is the best eight dollars that I’ve spent in a long time.
The afternoon was spent doing a few more little jobs and preparing to leave the day after tomorrow. Glenys found a leak on the dinghy and patched it. Hopefully this fixed the damn leak that has forced me to pump the dinghy up every day for the past two months.
25 October 2012 Deltaville, Virginia
I went to the dentist at half past eight, thinking that they would just stick the crown back on. The dentist was very apologetic and said that some of my tooth had pulled off with the crown and he wanted to have a new crown made. That will take a week, but the last thing I want is a dodgy tooth when I’m 30 days from land in the middle of the Pacific Ocean …
Before agreeing, I double checked that this new crown wasn’t going to cost me another $1200, but was assured that this would be fixed free of charge. I was in the chair for over an hour while he put a couple of pins into the tooth and built it up so that there’s a lot more surface area on which to stick the new crown.
There’s a big hurricane (Sandy) coming north through Cuba and the Bahamas. It’s forecast to track a few hundred miles off Florida, Georgia and South Carolina and is expected to hit the US coast somewhere north of the Chesapeake. The weather forecasters are not too sure where it is going and there’s some uncertainty about how much wind we’ll get here.
After a lot of deliberation, we decided that it would be better to head south down to the Inter-Coastal Waterway, south of Norfolk, to be in more sheltered waters. After a telephone conversation with Steve from “Celebration” who knows the area well, we’ve decided to sail down to Great Bridge tomorrow. This small town is on a canal behind a lock and has a couple of free docks where we can tie up. If Hurricane Sandy is going to produce winds greater than 40 knots then there’s a very protected marina in Great Bridge where hopefully, we’ll be able to find shelter.
We feel happier that we’re doing something positive to protect Alba rather than hanging around Deltaville. We’ll have to hire a car and drive back to see the dentist in a week’s time, but that’s only an hour’s drive and we can see a little bit more of Virginia.
26 October 2012 Deltaville to Old Comfort Point, Virginia
We set off at seven o’clock and had a great sail south. The winds picked up slowly from 15 knots to 25 knots, but at least it was behind us. As we approached Norfolk, it started to rain which made it a bit miserable.
On the way down, we rang the marina in Great Bridge and found that they were completely full because of Hurricane Sandy. It appears that everyone else has had the same idea to get behind the lock and we suspect that the public docks in Great Bridge will be chocker block as well. This gave us a dilemma about where to go. We talked to Andrew from “Eye Candy” who is in the public dock in Portsmouth. He told us that there were six boats in the small dock, but they could probably squeeze us in.
We decided to go to the Comfort Point anchorage and see what the weather forecast is tomorrow morning before we make a final decision on where to go. On the way into the anchorage, Glenys noticed that the Comfort Point marina had a sign saying that it was now open to the public (it used to be a military-only marina.) After we anchored, I rang the marina and found out that they have free berths and it will only cost $1.50 per foot. We booked ourselves in for three nights from tomorrow, which is when the weather will be worst.
It was windy as night fell, but we were pretty secure with good holding for the anchor.
27 October 2012 Old Comfort Point, Virginia
We had a restless night. I was woken at three o’clock by the wind generator whirring like a dervish, so I turned it off. It was difficult to get back to sleep after that because I was worrying about Hurricane Sandy. The wind seemed to be stronger than forecast, so had Sandy intensified or the track changed?
We listened to the weather forecast over breakfast. Hurricane Sandy has 75 knots winds and is expected to pass to the east of us. On Sunday it will curve inland and hit the coast on the border between Delaware and New Jersey which is only 150 miles to the north of where we are. They’re predicting sustained winds over 40 knots on Sunday and Monday with gusts as high as 55 knots which is pretty gnarly. There was no point in waiting around, so by half past eight we were motoring into the marina.
We spent the whole of the morning preparing the boat for high winds. I doubled up all of the ropes tying up us to the floating dock and the piles. We removed the head sails, took down the bimini and lashed the frame down. I put the dinghy on the front deck and wandered around packing away anything loose like the dan buoy, fishing rods, buckets, etc. By lunch time we were ready, so it was then a matter of waiting for the storm to arrive.
There’s a going to be a storm surge on Sunday night and Monday morning, which will raise the level of the high tide by up to four feet. This means that the protective wall around the marina may be underwater and any waves from the west will come into the marina. The marina staff have told us that we need to be off the boat if the winds pick up above 40 knots because the floating docks get bounced around so much that it’s almost impossible to walk on them. They’ve arranged that we can use the yacht club building, which is not being used, but is clean and pleasant. There are a couple of other transient yachts booked into the marina, so we might all be camped out on Sunday night.
It started raining in the afternoon, so I lurked around below while Glenys went to do some laundry. The wind was only 25 knots as darkness fell, so we cracked open a bottle of wine and watched a good movie.
28 October 2012 Old Comfort Point, Virginia
The wind wasn’t too bad last night. It’s still from the north so the marina is fairly well protected by the land and trees. The forecast is for the wind to increase to 35 to 40 knots with gusts to around 55 knots this afternoon and overnight – it’s going to rain most of the day, but we’re nice and snug in our berth.
One of the irritating things about going into a US marina is that we hardly use any of the facilities – most of the time it’s too inconvenient to walk to use the showers in the evening, so we use our own. The shore power is of no use to us because our electrical system is 230V at 50 Hz. The USA power is all 60Hz, so we can’t use it at all – we can’t even use our battery charger. As a result, I’m having to run the generator twice a day to top up our batteries. The only thing that we use is the toilets.
After lunch, we went for a walk into Pheobus which is a mile or so away. We realised how strong the wind was as we staggered across an exposed bridge on the way. The marina is quite sheltered by trees and buildings from the North east. There wasn’t much to the town, but we managed to buy a loaf of bread and some milk at a garage. We were wet through when we arrived back at the boat – our waterproof clothing is not waterproof enough.
The wind backed to the north in the evening and picked up to 40 knots with gusts over 50 knots. We shut the curtains and had another TV dinner.
29 October 2012 Old Comfort Point, Virginia
It rained and the wind howled all night, but we slept soundly. The temperature has dropped with the cold north wind, so it was hard to drag myself out of the warm duvet this morning. The wind had dropped slightly, but it was still pouring it down. At high tide this morning, the predicted storm surge had raised the water level by an additional four feet and the protective wall around the marina was underwater. Fortunately the wind was still from the north east, so the waves were not affecting us much.
After breakfast, I donned full foul weather gear and went outside to check the ropes and to move the running backstays that were starting to slap against the mast as the wind backed to the north west. I was drenched after a few minutes of padding around the deck.
The wind backed more to the west as the day drew on and increased in strength to 45 knots with gusts up to 60 knots. By late afternoon, the wind was on our port beam and we had waves coming into the marina hitting our port aft quarter. It was extremely bouncy with the ropes creaking and waves slapping under our sugar scoop with a loud bang. In addition, it stayed cold and our cabin heater has decided to play silly buggers and won’t come on - it wasn’t very pleasant.
Just before dark, I spotted Dave from a couple of boats away trying to get a rope over a pile, so I put on my foul weather gear and went to help him. In return, he helped me to shorten our port side aft lines and put a third line over the piling. The waves were getting stronger and I wanted to back up the two ropes that I had on the piling already. I also put another rope on the port forward side to back up a dodgy looking cleat on the floating dock.
Before dinner, I downloaded the latest weather forecast and grib files over the satellite phone and the wind is forecast to increase a little until midnight and back more to the south-west, so it looks like it’s going to get worse before it gets better. I think that we’ll have another night in the marina tomorrow night before it calms down enough for us to leave. We’ve had enough now and just need to get through tonight.
On the bright side, I love my satellite phone – I can now get weather forecasts anywhere in the world and at any time …
30 October 2012 Old Comfort Point, Virginia
That is probably the worst night that I’ve ever spent on a boat. The wind maintained 45-50 knots, gusting up to 60 knots directly on our port stern quarter. In our back cabin, the noise was deafening – wind howling, ropes creaking ominously, three foot waves beating against our stern with a very loud “BANG” every so often as a big wave slapped under our sugar scoop.
It was freezing and I had to put on a t-shirt and socks to keep warm. I drifted in and out of a disturbed doze and woke at four o’clock when the motion changed as the wind backed and came directly onto our stern. Now we had a flatter motion, but the rudder rattled worryingly as the water swirled around our stern. To make matters worse, there was a strange throbbing vibration that came and went every fifteen minutes or so.
Life seemed a little better by daylight as the wind had abated slightly, but it was still very cold. The forecast was for the wind to stay at 25-35 knots today and drop tonight. We’ll have to stay another night and hopefully the weather will be good enough to move tomorrow.
Our cabin heater refuses to work at all now, so I left Glenys reading a book wrapped up in a duvet and braved the wind and rain to go to the marina office to see if I could download a service manual for the cabin heater. For some reason, the marina office was officially closed, but I managed to catch the manager as he popped in.
I told him that this was the worst protected marina that I’ve ever stayed in, but we had no choice and have to stay another night because the whole of Hampton Roads is closed by the Port Captain. I also told him that there was no way that I was going to pay to stay another night. He just shrugged and said okay.
I sat in the laundry room (which was only slightly warmer than Alba) and got a good internet connection. I managed to download a service manual for the heater, updated our web site and answered emails from family and friends who were worried about us being so close to Hurricane Sandy. I looked up some information on Sandy, which had the lowest pressure (943mb) making it the strongest storm ever to make landfall north of Cape Hatteras. There were lots of photos of the damage caused further north, so I guess that we’ve been lucky.
Back on the boat, I tried to sort out the problem with the cabin heater, but it’s such a complicated little device with many sensors and cut-outs. I’m not getting any meaningful error signals, so I rang a Webasto dealer in Portsmouth and arranged to get someone to look at it tomorrow.
I inspected the rudder to make sure that there was nothing seriously wrong. I know that the lower bearing is a little sloppy, but is sound. I tightened the steering cables a little bit, but other than that everything looks to be okay. All I can assume is that last night there was a current hitting us directly astern and just rattling our heavy rudder. I also tracked down the strange throbbing vibration down to the forestay - it was resonating in the gusts of wind because we’ve taken the genoa off. I tied a rope onto it to add some tension and the vibration reduced.
The wind dropped some more over the afternoon and by nightfall it was down to 20-30 knots – very mild. Guess what – we watched a movie and had an early night.
31 October 2012 Old Comfort Point to Portsmouth, Virginia
It was blue skies when we woke up, but still gusting 35 knots and very cold. The weather forecast was for 15-20 knot winds dropping to 10-15 later, so we got ready to leave. We put up the bimini, but couldn’t put on our two head sails because the wind was too strong and from the wrong direction.
It was ten o’clock by the time that we’d untangled the spider’s web of twelve ropes that we’d put out to secure us in the berth. The wind was still blowing 20-25 knots on our port quarter, so it took a bit of coordination to drop the ropes in the correct sequence and motor backwards out between the piles without hitting them – thank goodness for the bow thruster.
It was with a great sense of relief that we motored out of the marina. In retrospect, Old Comfort Point Marina was a terrible choice to weather out a hurricane. I thought that the worst winds would be from the north-east to north-west and didn’t expect the winds to back around to the south-west. As they say “Experience comes from surviving a disaster” and I think that I’ll make different decisions next time. It didn’t help that the protection in the marina is the worst that I’ve ever experienced, but on the positive side, we didn’t die and Alba escaped without a scratch.
We put up the main sail and motored directly into the wind towards Norfolk –it was very bouncy, with big waves crashing across the foredeck because the tide was against the wind. As we were passing the Navy docks, a warship called us on the VHF radio because it was leaving a dock directly in front of us - we had to cross over to the other side of the channel to keep out of the way. Then a massive container ship pulled out in front of us, so we had to duck across to the other side of the channel to get out of its way.
It took us a couple of hours to get to Virginia Boat and Yacht marina, which is down a small channel off the Elizabeth River. The marina is a little shabby, but the engineering services look top class. A technician came to look at our Webasto heater, plugged in his diagnostic computer and decided that the cabin temperature sensor was faulty – the heater won’t start because it thinks that our cabin is at 60°C ! Webasto gave him a price for a replacement which was a staggering $350 for the sensor – it’s only a small thermistor on a long wire.
The technician then suggested an alternative – there’s a plug in resistor to replace the expensive cabin sensor that will cost only $35 and will force the unit to use an internal temperature sensor. The heater won’t be able to maintain a precise temperature in the cabin, so we’ll have to keep turning it on and off manually. It didn’t take me long to decide that to save $315, I’ll be quite happy to turn it on and off when we need heat. We should be in a warmer climate in six weeks and won’t need to switch it on for at least another year.
Everyone in the marina is really friendly. It’s only a small place and within an hour of arriving, Jim from “Seascape” had lent us a small electrical heater and two extension cables leading back to his boat. Another resident, Mike offered to drive us to the local supermarket and the Bill (the marina manager) said that we can stay at no cost for a few days while the technician sorts out our heater. The spare part for the heater is not going to arrive until the day after tomorrow, so we’ve hired a car for tomorrow which will allow us to drive back to Deltaville to go to the dentist to get my new crown put on.
It’s Halloween today, so I rigged up a ghoul flying above our boat. I bought the ghoul for $6 in a pharmacy a few weeks ago. The amount of Halloween merchandise on sale is staggering. All of the stores have hundreds of low cost costumes, life sized skeletons, masks, face paint, etc, etc. The thing that amazes me is the low cost of the costumes – you could be a very classy vampire for only $40.
November 2012
1 November 2012 Portsmouth, Virginia
We picked up a hire car and drove to Deltaville to get my tooth fixed. As usual the hardest part of driving in the States is getting out of the local area and onto a highway – we drove around for 20 minutes until we escaped from down town Portsmouth.
We stopped off at Yorktown which is where the British General Cornwallis finally surrendered to the American rebels (who were helped by the damn French of course.) We didn’t have time to justify spending $20 to get into the museum and go on the guided tours, so we wandered around and just got a flavour of the place. The battle field is a wide open space and the National Park has preserved the earth works that, manned with cannon, were the primary defences of the British. The historic down town area is very twee with old seventeenth century buildings which are well preserved - it’s like being in a museum just walking around the town.
We drove to Gloucester and went to the Wal Mart store to buy provisions and a few other goodies. I bought a small fan heater for $17 which is exactly the same model as Jim lent us and will no doubt come in handy if it’s cold and we have mains power.
Thankfully, the new crown had arrived at the dentist and they soon fixed it in place. I asked to keep hold of the old temporary crown in case the new one falls out again. The dentist thinks that the whole tooth will fall out before the new crown falls out – we’ll see. The dentist apologised again and offered to pay any extra expenses that we’ve incurred as a result of having to wait for the new crown. I told him that the only thing was the hire of the car to drive up here, so he gave me a $100 bill to cover the cost. This is the first time that I’ve ever walked out of a dentist with more money than I went in with!
While I was in the dentist, Glenys was in the supermarket stocking up on food and we had a well packed car as we drove back to the boat.
2 November 2012 Portsmouth, Virginia
I dropped the hire car back, while Glenys took advantage of the laundry room. While waiting for the heater part to arrive, I went up the mast and removed the VHF antenna, so that we can fit under the 65 foot bridges that we’ll encounter when we leave tomorrow.
Glenys started to look at places that we can visit on the way down to Key West in Florida, while I sorted out our 15hp outboard. I took the fuel filter off and found that there was water in the bottom of the bowl, which proves that water is the latest problem. I chatted to a Mike from “Wind Song” and he said that the water is caused by the ethanol that is added to petrol here in the USA. Apparently the ethanol turns into water (or attracts water) when fuel is stored for a long time. They don’t put ethanol into petrol in the Caribbean, which is probably why I’ve not had this problem before we came to the USA.
I emptied out most of the petrol from the dinghy fuel tank carefully into a petrol container and then put the last pint into a jar. After letting the fuel in the jar settle, I could see that there was water in it. I put fuel back in the dinghy fuel tank, stripped the carburettor and magically it all works again. I’m going to have to keep an eye on the fuel and make sure that I never use the last pint from a petrol container because it will probably have water in it.
The technician arrived at lunchtime and installed the dummy temperature sensor and the heater fired up and seemed OK. We ran it for an hour and it was bouncing inside the boat. I turned off the heater for an hour, but when I went to restart it wouldn’t fire up again. I got the engineer to come back with his computer interface and we could see that the internal sensor was at 48°C simply because the heater itself was very hot. The maximum temperature that I can set the thermostat is 35°C, so the heater won’t turn on again until it cools down. We proved this by blowing a fan on the heater for five minutes to cool it down and the heater started OK.
It’s a bit quirky, but I at least I know how it works now. I really need to buy a proper room temperature sensor, so that it will operate as a normal central heating system. I’m going to look on the Internet to see if anyone has been enterprising enough to design a home-made sensor. Otherwise I might be able to buy one from Germany directly and cut out the 300% mark-up from the distribution chain.
The people have been really friendly here and have been very helpful. Every so often, we come across a place like this which is populated by interesting characters. Jim from “Seascape” worked for the Coast Guard for seven years, then skippered tugs and worked as a Pilot. Mike from “Wind Song” is a clock maker, has a master’s degree in music and has worked on fishing boats on the Grand Banks for many years. He runs his clock repair business from a wooden shed in the boat yard. It’s an amazing place, ram-packed with pocket watches, grandfather clocks and jewellery and kitted out as a clockmaker’s workshop with small presses and lathes where he makes his own cogs and shafts.
3 November 2012 Portsmouth to Great Bridge, Virginia
It was cold again last night – definitely time to head south. The cabin heater fired up in the morning thank goodness. We motored around to the town dock in Portsmouth to pick up a parcel for “Eye Candy” – they headed south two days ago and the parcel arrived yesterday. It must have been the shortest time that a yacht has used the public dock because I ran to the chandlers to pick up the parcel and we left two minutes after we docked…
Portsmouth is at “Mile Zero” of the Intra Coastal Waterway (ICW) which is a dredged canal/ inland waterway that weaves its way 1095 miles down to Miami in Florida. All the places in the guide books are referred to by the number of miles from Portsmouth. The ICW winds its way down the east coast through the Carolinas, Georgia and Florida. It’s difficult to sail along the route because it meanders around so much, so it requires motoring everywhere and doesn’t really appeal to me.
We motored down the Elizabeth River following a couple of other yachts. We were all heading for the first of a series of bridges that only open at a specific time each hour. When we arrived at the bridge there were already four other boats there. We had to wait thirty minutes for it to open, so there was lots of circling going on in the gusty winds. It was a right little flotilla of ten boats that rushed through the bridge and onto the next one three miles away which opened thirty minutes later.
It was a lovely sunny day, but the wind was bitterly cold and I was very cold by the time that we pulled up at the Great Bridge public dock at midday. It was wonderful to go down below to a nice warm saloon. I put up our “Cockpit Tent” cover which shields the cold wind and makes it much warmer.
We walked into the small town of Great Bridge, filled up a propane tank and went to a few shops. There’s a great Dollar store where we managed to spend $28 on various stuff. We’ve started to buy small things to give away when we get to Cuba, like toothpaste and small things for kids. In the evening, we went to a Mexican restaurant and drank too many margaritas. We had the cabin heater on for over eight hours today.
4 November 2012 Great Bridge to North River, North Carolina
It was a miserable, overcast day. We went through the bridge when it opened at eight o’clock and motored south through another couple of bridges. I totally mistimed the North Landing Bridge and we had to wait for 25 minutes, which was frustrating.
After fifteen miles of the ICW, I was very bored. There’s not much to look at, but you have to keep a constant watch on steering as the canal weaves about. It started to rain and we tried to motor along with the Cockpit Tent in place, but we found it too claustrophobic. We started to have one hour watches, so the one of us could be down below in the warmth and doing something useful rather than sitting and staring at the trees and reeds that edge the waterway.
We were cold and weary by the time that we anchored in the late afternoon in the North River after 46 miles of remorseless motoring through swamp and more swamp. The anchorage is in the middle of nowhere and is just a convenient 3 metre deep anchorage on the way through this dismal place.
Glenys rustled up a nice late Sunday lunch of roast chicken with roast potatoes, stuffing and apple sauce – how does she do it?
5 November 2012 North River to Pungo River, North Carolina
We were up before dawn because we had a long 75 mile day ahead of us. The anchor was up and we were away before the sun came up – a lovely clear day, but damn cold again.
As we were motor sailing across Albemarle Sound, I went below to try to see if I could solve the mystery of the water that had been appearing in the bottom of the engine bilge. I’d mopped it all out last night and mortified to see that there was about a pint of water sloshing around after only an hour of motoring. There was no sign of a leaking pipe, or dripping water, but I did notice that the pumps on the side of the engine room were wet.
The only unusual thing that we’d done that morning was to motor along at 2500 rpm for ten minutes (before we decided it was too noisy.) I asked Glenys to increase the revs to 2500 and almost immediately water started to pour from the ceiling of the engine room. I quickly found that water was coming from a vent pipe attached to the new PSS stern gland. Glenys dropped the revs back to 2200 rpm and magically, the water stopped.
The vent tube is only there to allow air to escape from the stern bearing, so why was I getting water shooting out? I rang Mack at Deltaville Boat Yard and after a bit of head scratching, we think that when the boat speed gets high, the water pressure in the stern tube is enough to raise the water level in the vent pipe so that it effectively overflows. We could only surmise that this is happening now because the vent pipe is clear and there are two small scoops on the cutlass bearing housing designed to increase the flow of water into the bearing. These were full of antifouling and I cleaned them out when we hauled in August.
Mack suggested two options – lengthen the vent tube and put the opening higher or put an anti-syphon check vale on the top of the vent tube and place it as high in the engine compartment as possible. It’s another little project for me to do. In the meantime, I’ve clamped the end of the vent tube shut – as long as I make sure that there is no air in the stern gland, it’ll be okay for a while. I’m relieved that I’ve finally found the problem – it been driving me crazy for weeks.
The rest of the day was boring - motoring along a dredged channel sometimes in wide open bays and other times down narrow canals. I didn’t know whether to be impressed or bored by the Alligator River – Pungo River Canal which is 18 miles long and straight as an arrow apart from a single 15° bend in the middle. We continued to run watches – one hour on and one hour off.
We anchored in a lovely place just to the east of Haystack Point on the Pungo River. It’s well protected from the north and we were the only boat in sight – very peaceful.
6 November 2012 Pungo River to Oriental, North Carolina
Up early again. We motored south with another ten or so boats of various shapes and sizes. There aren’t many boats going north. It started to rain as we approached Oriental and we anchored close to “Eye Candy” in the small anchorage just outside the marina.
We delivered the parcel that we’d picked up for “Eye Candy”, chilled out for the rest of the afternoon and then went to “Eye Candy” for dinner with Andy and Clare. Like us, they’re not sure where they’re going to stop on the way down to Florida. It’s so cold here now that we all want to get south.
7 November 2012 Oriental, North Carolina
It was a horrible grey, rainy, cold day. I nipped out of bed, turned on the cabin heater and ran back to have a lie-in while the boat heated up.
Glenys went to the supermarket while I wandered around the small town of Oriental looking for something to fix the vent tube on the stern gland. I couldn’t find a vent valve, but bought 15 foot of tubing so that I can place the end of the tube higher up away from the water line to see if that will help.
We spent the rest of the afternoon trying to plan where we’re going for the next month. Our friends Mike and Rona have hired a house in Vero Beach, Florida until the end of December, so that’s given us something to aim for – we’re planning to get there for the first week of December. That gives us four weeks to travel down South Carolina, Georgia and the northern coast of Florida.
We’re planning to sail for two nights down to Charleston in South Carolina, then spend a week on the ICW going to Beaufort and then onto Savannah. After that it’ll be another couple of nights sailing to get to Florida. We’re not looking forward to sailing at night in these cold temperatures, but we’ll have to grin and bear it.
Steve from “Celebration” picked us up and took us to their marina for drinks and nibbles with around twenty cruisers. Most are heading south, but like us many don’t seem to know where they’re going to stop.
8 November 2012 Oriental, North Carolina
It was sunny and a bit warmer today, but we still had the cabin heater running all day. We decided to stay in Oriental and paid $5 for a decent internet connection for 24 hours - both of us continued to look at places to visit on the way down to Key West.
We talked to our friend Mike on Skype and he’s okay with us getting some things delivered to his rental house in Florida, so I ordered a couple of small things and arranged for our mail to be sent out from the UK.
We walked around Oriental in the afternoon and then prepared the boat for sea.
9 November 2012 Oriental to Charleston, South Carolina (Day 1)
We were up early and left at half past seven heading for Beaufort. It was a pleasant enough trip down the ICW for a few hours. We anchored just inside the channel leading out to sea, so that I could go up the mast and replace the VHF antenna. I also ran the water maker for half an hour just to make sure that it still works after not running it for six weeks – the water is so polluted in the Chesapeake that I didn’t want to use it.
As we motored out of the channel, I called “Celebration” on the VHF to wish them bon voyage. They left for the British Virgin Islands this morning – they have a ten day passage ahead of them, but the forecast winds look like they should have a good trip. It was sad to say goodbye – we’ve bumped into them many times over the past eighteen months, but our paths are now diverging.
The wind was very light and slightly behind our starboard beam, so I dragged out our brand new cruising chute and deployed it. It was very simple to hoist with the sleeve that came with it and it looked fantastic. It was great to be sailing out at sea again and to make things even better, I caught a small tuna.
We had a great sail for three or four hours, but the wind gradually backed and we finally gave up when the wind was 60° off our starboard bow. The wind actually dropped completely while we were putting the spinnaker away which caused a little bit of chaos because the damn thing ended up plastered against the main sail. However, the sleeve did its job and I soon had it under control.
We motored for the rest of the day and by midnight the sea was glassy calm.
10 November 2012 Oriental to Charleston, South Carolina (Day 2)
It wasn’t too cold last night – we still had four layers of clothes on, but we didn’t freeze to death. We motored all night. It started to get light at half past five and the sky was impressively surreal - I took a great photograph of Venus and the Moon over the glassy sea.
We had several visits from Atlantic Spotted Dolphins who played in our bow wave for ages. I caught another small tuna, which had a big bite out of its side – something big had tried to eat it while I was reeling it in. Glenys rustled up pan-fried tuna sandwiches for lunch.
It remained calm all afternoon with no wind at all. The sea was so calm that I spent several hours down below at the computer, editing photographs and creating articles for our website so that I can publish them the next time we have a good internet connection.
We continued into Charleston after dark, which is the first time we’ve been into a port at night for ages. It was great fun – I’d forgotten how confusing it can be with all the various flashing buoy lights getting mixed up with the lights ashore. We anchored off the main channel opposite the Battery at midnight and had a couple of nice cold beers.
11 November 2012 Charleston, South Carolina
We motored around to the Maritime Centre Marina and went onto the fuel dock to fill up with diesel. The marina is a very small harbour owned by the city and only has space for about twenty boats. We were a bit early arriving and had to sit on the fuel dock for a couple of hours waiting for a boat to vacate the slip that had been allocated to us. I’m afraid that I had a sense of humour failure, being frustrated because I wanted to go for a walk around town and couldn’t – I need to chill out...
Eventually, the other boat left and we were able to move off the fuel dock and walk into town. One of the main streets in Charleston had been blocked off as a pedestrian walkway for the day and there were lots of people wandering around eating food from stalls and bars and listening to the street buskers.
The town is obviously highly geared to tourists and you have to pay for everything - museums, tours, etc. This is a bit frustrating after being in places like Washington DC and Philadelphia where they have some free historical attractions. However, we’ve decided to pay to go on a tour of a plantation tomorrow otherwise we won’t learn anything about the place.
12 November 2012 Charleston, South Carolina
I’ve been putting weight on and stiffening up because we’re not doing any exercise at the moment - we need to get somewhere warm enough to go swimming again. So, in a fit of madness, I went for a run for the first time for over a year. I only ran a couple of miles, but it was good to be pounding the streets again.
After breakfast, Glenys put a load of laundry in the free washing machine and I changed the oil on the engine. All this motoring down the Chesapeake and the ICW has added yet another 200 hours onto the engine.
We went on our guided tour of the Magnolia Plantation, which was very good. The plantation has been in the same family since 1676 and has some world famous gardens. The tour guides gave us the history of the plantation and the slave trade as well as walking us around the gardens and the house.
Plantation owners were very powerful and rich people. At the time of the Civil War there were around 300 slaves living and working on the Magnolia plantation. The average purchase price for a slave was $1,500, which is much more than I would have thought. In today’s money that would probably be $15,000, so the plantation had an investment of over £3.5 million in their slaves. It is said that the owners of Magnolia Plantation looked after their slaves, which is supported by the number that continued to work at the plantation after they had been freed.
I really enjoyed being driven around the “Swamp Garden” which is a cypress and tupelo swamp with alligators, heron and other wildlife. Alligators are weird things, lying for hours totally stationary with only a small part of their head and body visible – very creepy. There are old “Live Oak” trees all over the plantation with Spanish Moss hanging from the branches making it all look very “southern”.
We had dinner at Hyman’s Seafood, which is one of the most popular restaurants in Charleston. I just had to have Shrimp and Grits – it doesn’t sound the most appetising dish in the world, but was very tasty.
13 November 2012 Charleston, South Carolina
Glenys went into town to do a bit of shopping while I did some more laundry and pottered about. Our plan was to leave in the early evening and sail overnight to Savannah to arrive in the morning. It’s 100 miles from Charleston to Savannah - an awkward distance which we can’t do in a single day hence the overnight passage. The wind was forecast to be light until the afternoon and then pick up to 15-20 knots from the North as a weak front moves away.
We left the marina at noon and anchored just off the ICW in the middle of the huge Charleston harbour waiting to go. I hate waiting to leave - it’s very unsettling and hard to focus on anything constructive. We were so bored that we had an afternoon nap.
It started to rain heavily at three o’clock and still hadn’t stopped at half past four. The wind was picking up and it was cold and miserable. We decided to abandon the trip and motored further up the South River to the anchorage off the Municipal Marina. It was going dark by the time that we arrived and there was a strong tide against the wind which made anchoring difficult because boats were facing in strange directions and it was difficult to see where to drop the anchor. It took us two attempts to get settled.
14 November 2012 Charleston, South Carolina
It was a very grey overcast day. The weather forecast was predicting more showers today and tonight, heavy rain tomorrow and showers on Friday. It looks like we’ll be stuck here for a few days.
We spent all day chilling out and looking at our future cruising plans. I’ve collected a large amount of information about possible cruising areas and we started to sift through it all, working out where we really want to go. We’ve decided to still go to Cuba, but we’re now thinking of nipping across to Mexico for a month and then going back to the south coast of Cuba before heading down to Jamaica and then Panama for the hurricane season.
Longer term, we’re not sure when we’ll go through the Panama Canal. It all depends on whether we go down to Ecuador. The information that I have on Ecuador is over four years old and unfortunately we can’t get an internet connection to try to find out more.
We watched the first part of the Lord of the Rings trilogy with our dinner – best thing to do in this cold miserable weather.
15 November 2012 Charleston, South Carolina
It was another miserable rainy day. The wind was gusting up to 40 knots when we got up and all the boats in the anchorage were veering around madly. We went very close to one boat, so we pulled up our anchor and moved further out to the edge of the anchorage, miles away from anyone else - not pleasant thing to be doing in the lashing rain.
Fortunately, we were now in a position where we were getting a good internet signal, so we spent the rest of the day looking up information on more distant cruising destinations. It was almost surreal to be looking at blogs of people who have sailed to Ecuador, Galapagos and Easter Island, when we can’t even get a mere 100 miles to Savannah.
After much deliberation, we’ve decided that we will definitely go to Ecuador and spend a few months there before heading across the Pacific. It will give us the opportunity to travel inland - perhaps to Peru and Chile. Also we’ll be able to arrange a one month cruising permit for the Galapagos, which will be fantastic. We’re not sure whether we’ll try to go to Easter Island, but we’ll definitely head for the Gambier Islands rather than the Marquesas because it will get us away from the maddening crowds and there’s a chance that we could stop in the Pitcairn islands, which would be very interesting.
So our long term plans (subject to winds and whims) are:
Jan - May Cuba, Mexico, Jamaica
Jun - Oct Panama, San Blas, Fly to UK
Nov - Jan Transit the Panama Canal, Ecuador
Feb Galapagos
Mar Head across the Pacific
16 November 2012 Charleston to Savannah, Georgia (Day 1)
It was a little bit brighter when we dragged ourselves out of bed and the weather forecast that I picked up was for it to be dry for the next 24 hours. Overnight, the winds were predicted to be 15-20 knots with gusts to 25 knots, so we decided that we would sail down to Savannah. The winds were going to remain as strong northerlies for another week, but at least it should be dry tonight and we’d be sailing down wind.
We received a depressing email from our son Craig. He’s just bought a new maisonette with his partner Kristen and they’ve found out that they’ve got horrible neighbours in the maisonette above them. The neighbours are noisy and have two dogs that bark all the time. Another neighbour has reported the dogs and one dog has been taken away. The problem neighbour suspects that Craig has reported him and they’ve had angry words. I’ve suggested that Craig should try to talk to and get friendly with the problem neighbour – very difficult, but better to try to sort it out now than to let it escalate. Not a pleasant situation and there’s not a lot that we can do to help him.
We spent the day waiting to sail away in the evening, surfing the internet and reading. Our plan was to leave after six o’clock, but at five o’clock, we cracked up, had dinner and pulled up the anchor just as it was going dark.
It was very pleasant motoring out of the harbour with a light wind and calm seas. A huge container ship was heading out of the port behind us and we just made it out of the harbour breakwater before it overtook us in the dark. The seas outside were a little confused, but only three feet or so and there was very little wind, so we resigned ourselves to motor all night. We started our usual three hour watches and I went to bed at half past seven.
Just after nine o’clock, Glenys woke me up and I had to get up to help her because the wind had picked up to 25 knots. The wind was behind us, so I decided to roll away the main sail and we ran almost downwind with just the genoa. Once we were settled down, Glenys went to bed and I stayed on watch.
It was bloody freezing. By midnight, the wind was gusting to 35 knots and the seas were getting bigger making it difficult to do anything but sit and stare at the sea. I tried to read but started to feel a bit queasy in the chaotic seas.
17 November 2012 Charleston to Savannah, Georgia (Day 2)
It became progressively worse overnight – we recorded a 45 knot gust at some point. As I was approaching the entrance to the Savannah River, we had nine foot seas which were occasionally breaking.
I was very concerned about our safety because the winds and seas were from North-north-east and the river entrance has a 2 ½ mile section that heads North West – we would be hard on the wind. In addition, there’s a very shallow sand bank to the north of the channel – would the waves be breaking over the sand bank and making the seas even worse?
Our only other alternative was to carry on for another 24 hours and sail down to St Augustine in Florida, but the weather forecast was for the wind to increase some more. Glenys came up to give me some moral support and, just as the grey dawn was breaking, we switched the engine on and turned the corner.
It wasn’t pleasant. We motor-sailed into the 30-35 knot wind and waves with the genoa sheeted in as tight as we could get it. The combination of the sail and the engine enabled us to go along at 4 to 5 knots and fortunately the seas didn’t get any worse. It took us 30 minutes to fight our way up to the turn in the channel, where we were able to turn down wind and sail into calmer waters behind a break-water.
After that, it was a pleasant, if cold motor-sail up the river for a couple of hours. It was two battered and weary sailors that gratefully tied up to the city dock in Savannah. Glenys rustled up bacon and eggs for breakfast, we had a shower and went to bed for a few hours – bliss.
In the afternoon, we wandered around a little bit and picked up maps and tourist information, before retiring back to our nice warm boat and collapsing with a cold beer.
18 November 2012 Savannah, Georgia
We had a tourist day. The weather was pretty miserable – overcast, drizzling and a strong, cold north wind, but we pulled on warm clothes and set out to walk around the town.
The city of Savannah was originally laid out in 1733 as a grid containing four “Squares” which were landscaped with trees and monuments. The head of the new colony (a chap called Oglethorpe) allowed for expansion of the grid and by 1851 there were 24 Squares. Two have been lost to re-development, but there are 22 Squares remaining. We walked around the city and visited them all, which was an interesting way to see the city.
Most of Savannah’s Squares have gardens with huge Live Oaks and are named in honour of people or historical events - many contain monuments and other tributes. We’d printed out a document explaining the history of each Square so Glenys turned into a tour guide. It was a very pleasant way to see the city. Some of the parks are very picturesque and our route took us through residential areas as well as commercial sectors. It’s a very lovely city.
I chilled out on the boat in the afternoon while Glenys did some more trudging around. The city dock is convenient for the town being right on the river front, which has converted warehouses that remind me of Porto in Portugal. The river has an incredible amount of traffic - mostly big container ships disappearing up river to unload their cargo.
We treated ourselves to a meal out in the evening and finished up in an outside bar listening to live country music and freezing our nuts off…
19 November 2012 Savannah, Georgia
First thing in the morning, I went to try to find an internet connection and I ended up on a park bench with my laptop on my knee typing furiously wearing gloves against the biting wind. The weather forecast is for 10-15 knot winds from the north, so we’re planning to go down to Florida tomorrow.
The most famous restaurant in Savannah is Mrs Wilkes Boarding House – even President Obama went there when he visited the city. It’s not possible to make reservations and they only do lunch from 1130 to 1400. They randomly put twelve people on each table and place food in the middle like a buffet. You get to meet all sorts of people and the food is said to be brilliant. We’d heard that a queue starts to form at 1030 and that it gets very busy. We thought that it would be quiet on a cold November Monday, so we strolled up at half past twelve. Unfortunately, there was still a huge queue of over one hundred people waiting to get in, so we abandoned the idea – what a bummer.
Instead, we had a greasy, tasteless meal in the Savannah history museum and then walked around the small museum which had some interesting things. Juliette Gordon Low, founder of the Girl Guides came from Savannah, so there’s a whole exhibit room dedicated to her.
We had a quiet night in ready for an early start tomorrow.
20 November 2012 Savannah to St Augustine, Florida (Day 1)
We left at seven o’clock with blue skies and light winds. Fortunately, the tide was perfect and we had a following two knot current pushing us out of the river, so we soon arrived at the river entrance. Outside in the open ocean, the winds were pretty light from the north and again the seas were very confused. The coastal waters are very shallow in this area (less than 30 metres out to 70 miles offshore), so I think that the seas just heap up if there’s a northerly swell.
We started sailing on a broad reach at 4-5 knots, but the wind gradually backed, so I had to put out our spinnaker pole to port to keep the genoa inflated. It takes me about fifteen minutes to rig it all up, but the pole stops the sail crashing and banging as it loses wind and then re-fills. I barely had time to sit down before the wind backed more and I had to swap it all over to the starboard side – what a pain.
By three o’clock, the wind had dropped down to below 5 knots apparent, so we put the engine on. The wind was so light and the seas so confused that I couldn’t even play with our cruising chute. I don’t seem to be able to get it right at the moment – we either have too much wind or too little.
It was very cold as we continued motoring up to midnight.
21 November 2012 Savannah to St Augustine, Florida (Day 2)
The wind started to pick up around three o’clock in the morning, so we sorted out the sails and turned off the engine at our four o’clock watch change. After that we had a nice sail until we approached the outer buoy at the St Augustine Inlet at eight o’clock.
The buoys for the channel through the St Augustine inlet change as the sand banks shift around, so the positions of the buoys are not shown on the charts. The inlet looked awful – through our binoculars, we could see one red buoy (No. 6), but then nothing other than a green buoy about a mile away and big waves breaking over the sand bar in between us and the shore.
I tried to ask the St Augustine Municipal Marina about the entrance, but they refused to give me any local knowledge about the inlet and suggested that we ring Tow Boat US. The manager of the St Augustine branch was extremely helpful and described the channel – “It’s just a matter of following the red buoys; we shouldn’t see anything less than 4 metres; oh and by the way, the second red buoy has been reported as being off station” - super…
I watched a power boat coming out of the inlet which gave me a good idea about the course to take I called him to ask him how it was. He said it was okay – just follow the buoys and watch out for the big waves …
To Glenys’s dismay, I decided to “go for it” and we headed slowly past the first red buoy maintaining a heading lined up the red buoy and the outer sea buoy. It was horrible. The waves were very large and breaking – at one point we had a 3 metre wave break directly on our starboard quarter, which I thought was going to swamp us. The water depth dropped to 5 metres and we were surfing down the waves heading directly towards the shore. Glenys had the binoculars and was searching for the next red buoy.
Finally after what seemed a life time (because I was holding my breath), we spotted a green and red buoy amongst the crashing waves, but it was still half a mile away. We remorselessly continued, scared because if we went aground there would be no way that we’d be able to get out of the breaking waves. We breathed a sigh of relief when we passed the red buoy. It was Number 2 red buoy which meant that the Number 4 red buoy was missing, which is why it was so difficult to see the channel.
The waves decreased from this point and we safely made it the rest of the way to the Intra Coastal Waterway. After passing through the pretty Bridge of Lions, we picked up a mooring owned by the St Augustine Municipal Marina and collapsed – going through the inlet generated more adrenaline than leading a steep ice climb.
After lunch, we dinghied into the marina and picked up some tourist information. St Augustine looks to be a lovely place – it’s an old Spanish town dating back to 1565 with lots of very Spanish looking architecture. Tomorrow is Thanksgiving Day and most places will be closed, so we’ve decided to have a quiet day in and walk around the town on Friday. We went to a small supermarket and bought a chicken and vegetables to have a Thanksgiving lunch tomorrow.
Tony and Rachelle from “Saltwhistle III” came over for a beer – they have a Hallberg Rassy 42 like ours and we last met them up in Long Island near New York.
22 November 2012 St Augustine, Florida
It was Thanksgiving Day today, so we had a quiet day in. We had beautiful blue skies, but there was a wicked cold north wind, so we cowered down below in the morning with the heater on.
Glenys cooked a fabulous roast chicken lunch with all the trimmings which was enhanced by a few glasses of vino tinto. Stuffed full of food and wine, we read and dozed in the sunshine until the sun started to go down, at which point we watched a couple of movies - a nice relaxing day.
23 November 2012 St Augustine, Florida
We had a tourist day today. It was another clear blue sky day with a cold north wind, but that didn’t bother us once we were ashore and I wore shorts for the first time for a while.
We carried the two old hatches ashore which have been lurking in our front cabin since we replaced them back in July and caught a cab to the local consignment store. New hatches are over $650 each, but they only gave me $80 for both of them – I wasn’t too bothered about it because I’m sick of moving them around every time I want something from under the front berths.
The town of Saint Augustine is lovely. It was one of the first places that the Spaniards settled in Florida and was established in 1565 making it the oldest permanent settlement in the USA. It has a very Spanish feel and some of the large hotels look like Spanish monasteries.
After lunch we visited the Castillo de San Marcos, which was built in the late 1600s. It has been attached many times by the English and also the Americans in the War of Independence. Once again the English don’t come out well in history because Francis Drake torched the whole town of St Augustine in 1586 – not a nice man really… The best bit of the walk around the Castillo was a re-enactment of the very formal and pedantic way that the Spanish loaded and fired cannons.
Thierry and Claudia from “Vanupieds” came for a few beers and we caught up on each other’s travels since the last time that we saw them in Deltaville.
24 November 2012 St Augustine to New Smyrna Beach, Florida
We left at quarter to seven and motored remorselessly up the ICW. We did 60 miles during the day, so we didn’t hang about anywhere – just motoring, motoring and motoring. There are a few interesting parts, but it mostly looks the same as further up north. We saw sections where there were lots of houses which have huge frames with mosquito nets enclosing all of their back yards.
We had all sorts of problems with the VHF radios. I took down the antenna for the fixed VHF radio so that we can fit underneath the bridges, but now we can transmit on fixed VHF radio but not receive very well. Our portable VHF radio is giving out a very weak signal on transmit, but receives okay. We ended up having to call the bridges on the fixed radio and keeping the portable radio on the cockpit floor so that we could hear their reply - God knows what is going on.
We anchored just off the ICW in a very pleasant place at New Smyrna Beach.
25 November 2012 New Smyrna Beach to Cocoa, Florida
It was another day of motoring - not much to do. There were some very nice parts on this section with small islands in wild areas that would be good to go kayaking.
We anchored in Cocoa. This was the first place that we anchored when we arrived in the USA in June earlier this year. We’ve done 3,700 miles up to Maine and back. We average around 5 knots when we’re travelling, which is 40 miles per day. That means that for the last six months, we’ve been on the move for half of the 180 days that we’ve been in the USA – it’s time to stop and have a rest.
I tested our domestic batteries – I’ve suspected them for a while as they don’t seem to be holding their charge. Even when we’ve done a lot of motoring all day, the batteries are at a very low voltage the next morning. When I tested them, three are showing to have a failed dead cell and the other three are below 75 % capacity. I’ll need to replace at least three of them and maybe I should change all six to make sure that the old batteries don’t pull down the new ones.
I had a quick look in some marine catalogues and found that batteries range from $150 to $400 each so that’s quite an investment. More money flooding out of our savings…
26 November 2012 Cocoa, Florida
I spent morning on admin – I can’t get an internet connection here, but I needed to sort out my “To-Do” lists and try to get organised enough to buy things over the next few days to be delivered to our friend Mike who is renting a house near Vero Beach . We expect to be staying in Vero Beach for about a week, so I need to get the stuff ordered as soon as possible to make sure that it arrives in time.
Our 15hp outboard is still playing up. It’s now cutting out at low revs - I’m guessing that it’s a fuel problem, but I changed the spark plugs anyway, which made no difference. My Canon camera had been playing up and won’t read the memory card anymore, so I packaged it up to send off to get it repaired – I’m hoping that it will be delivered back to Mike’s house within a week.
After lunch, we went into Cocoa Village and walked to the tourist office to find out where the post office and library were. I don’t know where the tourist offices get their staff from, but they’re not the sharpest tools in the box. The lady gave us some incomprehensible directions which took us on an interesting meandering tour of the town. Once we’d discovered the library, I used the internet to order a few things and get an order number for the camera return.
We had a quiet night in.
27 November 2012 Cocoa, Florida
Mike and Rona picked us up from the dinghy dock and took us out to Merritt Island, which is a National Park created by NASA very close to the Kennedy Space Centre. We had a great day driving around the park, looking at a wide variety of wildlife and catching up on our various adventures since we last saw each other in Saint Lucia over fifteen months ago.
The Merritt Island Park is a very well managed wildlife refuge with a large number of different habitats, mostly aimed at attracting birds. We saw Bald Eagles, Roseate Spoonbills, various species of heron and countless sea birds herons. Topped off by a nice picnic brought by Rona, we had a pleasant day out.
Mike and Rona came back to Alba to stay for the night and we got very, very drunk - Mike and I were on the same skydiving team in the 1980’s and babbled into the small hours about the good old days…
28 November 2012 Cocoa to Vero Beach, Florida
We all felt a little dull in the morning, but I dragged everyone out of bed at seven o’clock and dropped Mike off ashore. Rona came with us down to Vero Beach, which wasn’t terribly exciting – just another long day of motoring.
We had a bit of a scare at the bridge just before Vero Beach because the tide gauge was only showing 63 feet – the lowest that we’d seen so far. We bottled out and Glenys motored around in a circle while I checked my records and recalculated the height to the top of the mast. I reckon that we’re 62.5 feet to the top of the Windex, so we slowly crept through. We didn’t rip anything off the top of the mast, so I must have been right.
We arrived in Vero Beach, which is a large mooring field run by the City Marina. No one is allowed to anchor in here, so the only option is to pick up a mooring. Fortunately, they only charge $100 per week, so it’s very reasonable. The place is very crowded being a favourite waiting place for the “Snow Birds” flocking to the Bahamas. All the moorings were taken, so we were told to raft up on a mooring with a US yacht called “Different Drummer”. It’s a bizarre thing to raft up on a mooring, but it’s accepted policy here at Vero Beach. They even put three boats on a single mooring sometimes – the moorings must be strong.
I dropped Rona off ashore and we had a quiet night in, letting our livers recover.
29 November 2012 Vero Beach, Florida
We have excellent internet access here, so I spent the morning investigating batteries and spares for all of the pumps that we have on board. There are nine pumps not including the ones on the engine - if a pump goes wrong in Cuba, we’ll have to repair it ourselves or do without it.
I read up on batteries and have eventually decided to bite the bullet and buy six new AGM deep cycle batteries. I’ve found a local battery supplier who can provide a good make of AGM battery for only $225 each and they’ll deliver them to the marina for me. It will probably be a nightmare to sort out the logistics to pick them up at the busy fuel dock, but I’m sure that we’ll manage.
I spent the afternoon, running wiring into the engine room from the solar panel regulator, so that I can fit a “dump resistor”. This will allow the regulator to control the charging voltage from the wind generator. I’ve had the resistor and a new processor chip for the regulator for nearly a year now and haven’t got around to fitting it. I need to get it sorted out before I install my new batteries – I don’t want to ruin another set of batteries.
In the evening there was a gathering of cruisers to which everyone brought a small starter. It was okay – we met a few new people, but most are elderly Americans who are waiting to go over to the Bahamas and not going our way. Thierry and Claudia from “Vanupieds” arrived today so we spent some time chatting to them. Thierry calls the old Americans “Q-Tips”.
30 November 2012 Vero Beach, Florida
Mike and Rona picked us up in the morning and took us to the cinema where we saw the new James Bond movie for only $4 – it’s a special deal if you go before noon. Afterwards, they took us to a couple of shopping malls where we went to the usual places – marine store for spares, etc
There’s a music shop next to the West Marine, so I went into stare at guitars and sheet music. I’ve been trying to grow my nails for finger picking on the guitar, but doing jobs on the boat is not conducive to beautiful long nails. I’ve been painting on some nail strengthening liquid, but that’s making my nails shiny and looks weird. So, while in the music shop, I bought some plastic picks that fit over the right hand fingers and thumb – we’ll see how that works.
Mike and Rona took us back to their rented house for the night. They must think that we’re mad – as soon as we got into their house, we shoved a whole load of washing into their washing machine. I then commandeered a wooden chair and Glenys cut my hair by their front door. Glenys then dyed her hair because she could use copious amounts of water.
We had a nice meal and got drunk again reminiscing about the good old days.
December 2012
1 December 2012 Vero Beach, Florida
We woke up in a “real bed” – Glenys didn’t sleep very well because the bed was too narrow, too short and too soft – you can’t please everyone…
We called in at a Saturday market at Fort Pierce and then asked Mike to take us to a supermarket to take advantage of his car, where we stocked up ready to go to Cuba in a few weeks – tins of essentials like tomatoes, big bags of rice, pasta, beer etc.
Back on the boat, I replaced 10 bulbs in the saloon with LED lamps that I’d had delivered to Mikes’ house – they cost me $200, but will substantially reduce our power drain with the lights on. I also fitted a new VHF radio handset in the cockpit to replace the one that stopped working in Charleston.
We had a quiet night in.
2 December 2012 Vero Beach, Florida
I did a few more jobs. The outboard is still playing up, so I checked the fuel filter – there was water in it, so I cleaned it out but it’s still stalling at low revs. I’m running out of ideas now. I finally fitted some plastic tubes over the shrouds to protect the genoa and stay sail sheets that are being torn up when we winch the sails in tight.
I tried out the new finger picks that I bought a couple of days ago and didn’t like them at all. We had a good internet connection again, so I did some more research on finger nails. A lot of professional players, such as James Taylor, add false acrylic nails to their right hand, which is supposed to be very strong, but “looks a bit weird” – I don’t fancy the hassle of that. Then I read about some really good guitar players who play with just their finger tips on steel stringed guitars. This sound like the way to go, so I cut off my finger nails and wiped off the strengthening nail varnish.
“San Miguel” rafted up with us yesterday, so we stepped across to have a beer with Joe and Lizbeth on - we last saw them in Deltaville a month or so ago.
3 December 2012 Vero Beach, Florida
My lower back has been aching for months, so we caught the free bus into town this morning and I went to a chiropractor. He readjusted my spine and gave me some electro-treatment. My lower back feels a little bit less restricted, and I’m going to go back in a couple of days’ time for a bit more work. I’m a little annoyed that I had to pay for the treatment – we have quite expensive medical insurance, but it doesn’t cover chiropractic costs, but at least it was only $50 for the session.
We met Ron & Judy from “Pioneer” on the bus, who gave us some more information about Cuba. It sounds like there’s a bit of hassle at the Marina Hemmingway in Havana – the locals have got used to demanding tips for everything. Judy suggested that Varadero is a better place to clear in and to use as a base to go touring the island – they spent three months there last year. They also think that Marathon is a better place than Key West to wait for good weather to cross to Cuba. We may change our plans (again.)
Back on the boat, we pottered around for the rest of the afternoon doing a few small jobs, then went to have a beer with Thierry and Claudia on “Vanupeids”.
4 December 2012 Vero Beach, Florida
We had our six new AGM batteries delivered this morning. The delivery man left them on the fuel dock and we rushed back to Alba to come alongside. It only took me thirty minutes to swap the batteries over, but it was hard graft hauling the very heavy batteries up and down the companionway steps – my chiropractor would have been horrified. The batteries are called “Intimidators”, obviously some salesman on drugs thought that one up.
While we were on the fuel dock we filled up with water, diesel and bought some more gasoline. The marina has special Ethanol-free gasoline which is not available to road users. I’m hoping that this will sort out the problems that I’ve had with the outboard, although I’ve got a few more days of suffering because I still have a few gallons of crap fuel in the dinghy fuel tank.
Back on the mooring, I spent the rest of the morning tidying up the wiring in the battery compartment. Over the years, the previous owner had added pieces of equipment and there was a rats-nest of wires, all connected with screw “choc-blocks” which I removed and replaced with crimp connectors.
I spent the afternoon chilling out. Glenys has been working hard at looking at the various anchorages that we can visit on the way down towards Key West. It would appear that there aren’t a huge number of places that we can stop because we’re very constrained by our 6’ 8” draft.
5 December 2012 Vero Beach, Florida
Our batteries were still at 12.5 volts this morning which means that they are still 75% charged which is fantastic considering that we gave them a good thrashing last night by watching a movie and then using the computer until late. Our old batteries would have been down below 12 volts.
We went into town in the morning to go to the chiropractor. He readjusted my spine again, which moved (clicked) much more than on Monday, so I think that the vertebrae are now back in their proper places.
In the afternoon, we lounged around and then went out for a meal with Thierry and Claudia from “Vanupieds” – it was Thierry’s 50th birthday, so I gave him a packet of Q-Tips to remind him of his age. We ended up back on “Vanupieds” opening a bottle of champagne which went down well after the two bottles of wine that we consumed over dinner.
6 December 2012 Vero Beach, Florida
We both felt a bit dull this morning and it was raining, so we lurked around surfing the internet.
I’ve sort of lost my way with playing the guitar – I’m not sure what kind of music I want to play and I’m just dabbling in anything that takes my fancy. My practicing is not very focussed, so I spent most of the day looking at guitar websites and trying to decide what kind of music I really want to play and working out a better practise schedule.
I’ve come to the conclusion that I really like finger style and blues, so I’ve set myself a target to be able to perform ten technical finger style songs without music by next Christmas. In addition, I’m going to learn ten strumming songs which I can play when there’s a group of people. I just need to choose what the songs are and then practice, practice and practice.
We had a quiet night in.
7 December 2012 Vero Beach, Florida
Another day of jobs – I fitted a new sea water wash-down pump, then stripped down the old one, which took up five hours of my day.
Glenys has suddenly been motivated to pull out her concertina, which has been lurking in a locker for the past fifteen months. She spent most of the afternoon playing around and searching the internet for music that she might want to play
We met Mike and Rona at five o’clock and went to a bar to watch a very dull marine Christmas parade before going back to their house for a Chinese and more reminiscing and drinking.
8 December 2012 Vero Beach, Florida
We woke up in a proper bed again and after a luxury shower, Glenys made Egg MacMuffins for breakfast – I could get used to this. Mike and Rona took us on some errands and picked up our mail that had come from UK.
There was nothing much of interest because we do most things on-line or by email. However, there was a whole load of statements and letters from our various banks and credit cards. Why on earth do banks keep sending out paper when we can do everything on line? We even get a letter every three month from our main bank telling us that we’ve not been on-line for six months – we’re on-line at least once a week - what are they on?
Mike and Rona dropped us off at boat and came for lunch.
I’d ordered a finger style guitar course which was delivered to Mike’s yesterday, so I spent the rest of the day backing up the DVDs and dipping into the course – it looks like a lot of hard work, but no one said that it would be easy.
9 December 2012 Vero Beach, Florida
We woke to another plague of crows sitting on the top of the mast. They seem to come and go. One day there are none and the next day we’ll have hundreds in the anchorage with at least ten sitting on every boat cawing away and crapping all over the deck. Glenys is sick of cleaning up after them, but shaking the rigging to scare them away only works for about ten minutes and then they’re back – perhaps we’ll have to invest in a plastic owl.
In my desperation to fix the outboard engine, I bought and fitted an extra filter to the fuel line to remove water from the fuel, but it didn’t seem to make much difference to the problem, in fact it seems a little bit worse and the outboard is still cutting out at low revs. My next plan is to replace the fuel lines and the squeeze bulb - perhaps there’s not enough fuel getting through.
I spent the afternoon messing about on the internet getting guitar music. We’ll not have any internet at all in Cuba, so I’m starting to narrow down the 20 songs that I want to be able to play and I’m busy downloading videos of people playing acoustic covers of the songs on YouTube as well as trying to decide on the best style for each song.
10 December 2012 Vero Beach, Florida
The weather forecast says that there’s some unsettled weather with a cold front coming through the area over the next few days. The winds are still from the south, so we’ll need to wait three or four days for the front to pass over and then we should get some nice north east or east winds, which will be perfect for our over-night sail south.
We’ve decided that we’ll not bother going to Miami and will go straight to Biscayne Key twenty miles further on. Glenys was checking out the anchorages and it sounds like it’s a lot of hassle. Yachts are anchoring off small islands to the West of Miami Beach and the locals living in their luxury mansions are getting pissed off with the scruffy boats. One guy has even moored a small fleet of sailing dinghies just off his house to deter anyone anchoring there – he also plays loud music and shines strong lights on any yacht foolish enough to anchor there, then calls the police to complain!
We had another lazy day on board because the weather was very unsettled – we had a cracking thunderstorm in the late afternoon. In the evening, we went for drinks on “Nuwam” with Robert and Heidi where we caught up on their escapades since they left Deltaville.
11 December 2012 Vero Beach, Florida
I finally started doing my morning exercises again – my motivation is that I’ve realised that I’ll soon be taking off my t-shirt in public. I’ve put a fair bit of weight on over the past four months while we’ve been sampling the culinary delights of the USA – hot dogs, burgers, philly cheeses steaks, etc. This overindulgence combined with very little exercise, has left me with some impressive love handles. To make matters worse, I’ve lost my tan – a white flabby body is not very attractive.
Glenys went out to the cinema with Mike and Rona while I did a job or two. There are two valves on the cooling system hoses between the engine and the hot water heater which are leaking slightly. It’s one of those jobs that could take an hour or turn into a nightmare, so I’ve been putting it off for several days. Fortunately, it only took me an hour of grunting and swearing to remove the valves, which are in an awkward place between the engine and the generator. I was forced to cut an inch off the rubber pipes, but thankfully there’s enough left to refit the valves.
Mike and Rona picked me up after lunch and dropped us in town, so that we could do some Christmas shopping. As usual, I wandered around aimlessly and bought a few small things, but I still have no idea what to “really” get her.
Back on the boat, I replaced the fuel lines between the fuel tank and the outboard, but it didn’t make any difference – the damn thing still stalls at low revs. However, I’ve discovered that if I pull the choke full out, then the engine will keep running. I’ll have to read the workshop manual again and see if it will give me any more hints.
12 December 2012 Vero Beach, Florida
I re-fitted the two valves on the engine cooling system – another half an hour of grunting and cursing while lying across the engine crushing my ribs. At least it’s another job off the list.
I sent my camera off to get it repaired over two weeks ago and UPS should have delivered it to Mike’s house, but they’ve tried three times and have now sent it back to the camera repair company. This is a pain in the neck and it took me an hour to sort it all out. UPS were useless and it took ages to talk to a real person who could tell me what had happened. I’ve now asked the camera company to send it to the City Marina in Marathon. Hopefully it will be there in a few days when we arrive – having things delivered is always one of the traumas of living on a boat and having no fixed address.
We took advantage of the excellent internet connection for the rest of the afternoon. We were both looking for sheet music and lessons to practice for the next few months. It will be a bit of a culture shock not having any internet access while we’re in Cuba, so we’re making the most of it while we have such a good link.
In the late afternoon, I remembered that I needed to recharged the fridges with Freon – I’ve still not found the leaks and I’m hoping that there is a cruiser living in Marathon who will have the correct gear and will be able to help me sort it out. While I had the floorboards up, I found that there’s a lot of diesel in the bilges and after some investigation found that the fuel pump for the generator is leaking. I’d noticed a very small leak a few months ago, but it has become much worse. I’ve got a spare pump, but I ran out of time to sort it out – a job for tomorrow.
13 December 2012 Vero Beach, Florida
We’re still here in Vero Beach – they don’t call it “Velcro” Beach for nothing. We’ve been here for over two weeks and we’re keen to get moving again. The wind has finally come around to the north, but the predicted cold front has not passed over yet and it looks like it will be very windy tomorrow, so we’ll wait another day…
I tackled the generator fuel pump, which was easy enough to do once I’d pulled the salon to bits. It took one and a half hours to remove the dining table and floorboards, half an hour to replace the pump and an hour to clean up and put everything back together. I then ran the generator for a couple of hours and everything looks to be working OK. That’s another job to cross off the list which has been lurking around for a few months.
Glenys looked at our various credit cards and bank accounts and found that Lloyds and Halifax have suddenly started to charge us an extra 3% for every foreign transaction, which is a damn nuisance. Halifax has another credit card that doesn’t charge anything for foreign transactions, so Glenys tried to apply for that one on-line and failed miserably – the web site keeps reporting a problem.
In the afternoon, I had another look at our outboard engine. I read the manual and the only thing that I haven’t changed is the low speed jet needle, which I didn’t want to touch because I didn’t want more problems caused by not being able to adjust the carburettor properly. Taking a deep breath, I removed the needle, sprayed carburettor cleaner in to the hole and fitted a new needle. Low and behold, the engine now runs smoothly – fingers crossed that I’ve finally solved the problem.
We went out for a meal at a beach bar with Mike & Rona. They had a live band which cut down on the reminiscing on the good old days, but we still drank too much…
14 December 2012 Vero Beach, Florida
Overnight the wind veered around to the north-east and should be more easterly tomorrow, so we’re definitely going to go in the morning. We declared today a holiday and went to the cinema to watch “The Hobbit”, then did a bit of last minute shopping before returning to the boat where we got ready for sea – pulled up the outboard, stowed the dinghy on deck, stowed the cases of beer and generally tidied up.
We had a quiet night in - both feeling a bit apprehensive about sailing overnight. We’ve been here on this nice protected mooring for seventeen nights, which is the longest that we’ve stopped anywhere for about a year. We’ve become land lubbers.
15 December 2012 Vero Beach to Key Biscayne, Florida (Day 1)
Bizarrely, we woke up to a foggy morning – our first for months. We dropped the mooring anyway and motored out into thick mist, which unfortunately became thicker as we got to the Intra Coastal Waterway. Thank goodness for our little chart plotter that shows our position on an electronic chart – it’s incredibly accurate here in the USA. All I had to do was punch in the position of the next buoy, motor in that direction and the buoy loomed out of the fog dead ahead. I wouldn’t trust the charts or the GPS in these conditions in the Caribbean, but here it’s spot on.
It took us two hours to motor to Fort Pierce Inlet, where we anchored just off the Coast Guard station, so that I could climb up the mast (again!) and put the VHF antenna back at the top of the mast. While I was at the top of the mast, Glenys found the arm from our Windex wind direction indicator on the deck. It’s been snapped off by something, but I’m sure that we haven’t hit a bridge, so I guess that one of the bloody crows that have been plaguing us in Vero Beach had perched on it.
We motored out against a strong current into a fairly calm wind. Typically for the East coast of the States, the seas were confused with a two metre swell rolling over the shallow seabed. There wasn’t much wind, so we rocked and rolled for a while until we had the sense to motor a bit further off-shore where it settled down a little bit and the wind picked up.
It’s awkward down this section of the coast because the Gulf Stream, which runs at 3½ knots towards the north, is only four miles off the shore - if we got it wrong would slow us down considerably. Our strategy was to stay within three miles of the shore line which made the passage a little bit more stressful – it’s much easier being ten miles from the nasty, hull-breaking land.
For the rest of the day, we had winds between 15 and 25 knots from 60 degrees off our port bow, which combined with the confused seas made it difficult to read a book or do anything without feeling a bit queasy – it’s been nearly a month since we’ve been a sea and it showed. Hey, but at least we were sailing again…
16 December 2012 Vero Beach to Key Biscayne, Florida (Day 2)
The night watches were unpleasant in the confused seas, but we survived. It was interesting as we went past Fort Lauderdale and Miami before dawn because the cruise ships were queuing up to get into port before breakfast. At one point I had six cruise ships in sight. They’re a nuisance because they vary their speed erratically depending on their particular schedule – you could have one doing fifteen knots to get to port and another one that is wandering around at three knots because they’re early – it’s hard to tell what they’re doing.
Just after dawn, I hove-to just to the north of the ship channel into Miami Port because I didn’t want to argue with a huge container ship that was coming in – I “might” have made it across the channel, but I doubt that Glenys would have been impressed being awoken by a huge ship splitting Alba in half.
As we approached the entrance to Key Biscayne, the wind was still 20 knots from the south east, so we abandoned our original plan of continuing onto Rodriguez Key (which is not very well protected) and went into Biscayne Bight which is a lovely protected anchorage.
We collapsed for the rest of the day reading our books, napping and watching the locals arriving on their boats for their Sunday afternoon party-time. It was chaos with huge powerboats boasting three-storey inflatable water slides, jet skis, a fleet of optimists and fifty or so small powerboats zipping about. The centre of Miami Beach is only 5 miles away and this appears to be a very popular place. By five o’clock it had quietened down and was lovely.
17 December 2012 Key Biscayne to Rodriguez Key, Florida
The alarm clock went off at half past six. We dragged ourselves out of bed and motored west in the mirror calm waters, passing some strange houses on stilts which are on either side of Biscayne Channel – they don’t look to be inhabited, perhaps they’re some sort of bizarre holiday cottages.
It was a very uneventful trip - motoring all day against a ten knot wind that was directly against us. We followed the Hawk Channel which runs inside of an outer reef. It’s only around five metres deep and weaves its way around shallow reefs and sand bars, but the channel is half a mile wide in most places, allowing us to use the autopilot and read a book. There’s not much to see because the Florida Keys are low lying islands and we were mostly a mile away from them, however, the sea is nice and blue – we finally feel like we’re getting close to the Caribbean.
We anchored off Rodriguez Key, which is not the best anchorage that I’ve ever seen. It’s very shallow water – we dropped the hook in 2.2 metres of water about a quarter of a mile from the island. There’s no protection from the south, so I’m glad that we didn’t come here yesterday. The water is clear enough to see the grassy sea bed and I’m curious to see how the antifouling is holding up after five months, but the sun went behind clouds, making it chilly and I couldn’t bring myself to jump overboard.
18 December 2012 Rodrigues Key to Marathon, Florida
The alarm went off at half past six again – another forty mile day. The wind was light and directly against us, so we motored and had another boring trip, but at least we’ve started to see frigate birds again, which makes it feel more tropical.
There’s a damn power cable stretching across the entrance into Marathon harbour at a height of 65 feet - we had to anchor outside, so that I could go up the mast and remove the VHF antenna AGAIN. We’ve been a little concerned about the availability of moorings because Marathon is a very popular place, with some people staying for the whole winter, but there was loads of space.
Marathon is the most organised harbour that I’ve ever seen – the facilities are excellent. There’s over a hundred and forty moorings, a huge lounge area with tables for internet access, two TV viewing areas, a book swap library, a workshop area, laundry and twenty washrooms. The dinghy dock even has rules – hard dinghies only on this dock, inflatables only on this dock, painters should be between three to six feet in length, etc, etc.
19 December 2012 Marathon, Florida
We listened to the VHF radio net at 0900 on channel 68. There was the usual chatter that one gets whenever there are a load of permanent residents – announcements for yoga classes, carol singing on Christmas Eve, treasures of the bilge, etc. It was nearly an hour long.
We did the usual things that we do when we arrive somewhere i.e. laundry and checking out where the local shops are, so we walked a few miles in the beating sun. Marathon doesn’t have any town centre. It’s all spread along the main road running between Miami and Key West- the strip of land is very narrow being only half a mile wide. There’s a couple of big supermarkets, a big hardware store and a West Marine store, so we can stock up on anything else that we might need in Cuba. We spent $150 of two pairs of sandals – I’ve been wearing my Keen sandals continuously for 20 months and I’ve worn out the soles.
I found out that my damn camera has only just arrived back at the camera repair company and they are planning to send it out today. The lady on the support desk kindly upgraded the delivery to be next day so hopefully, I’ll get it before Christmas.
20 December 2012 Marathon, Florida
I asked on the radio net if there was anyone who could help me with the leaks on our fridges, but had no joy. There’s a local company who charge $100 per hour, but I’m not going to pay that. I had a chat to a guy who repairs fridges, but he’s unfortunately leaving in the next couple of days. He agrees with me that I’ve probably got air and moisture in the system and, although not environmentally friendly, mentioned that I might be able to get the system purged if I charge it and then let the refrigerant out and few times. I’ll give it a go when I’ve got time.
Mike and Rona arrived just before lunch – they’re staying for a few days. We got them to take us to the supermarket to pick up enough provisions for a few days. They must be getting weary of us by now – every time that we see them, they have to go to the supermarket.
After lunch, we went for a dinghy ride into the mangroves next to the anchorage and ended up on a nice beach. We had another heavy night of trying to drink Alba dry.
21 December 2012 Marathon, Florida
A cold front came through just after dawn bringing a strong, cold, northerly wind meaning that it was far too windy to go out sailing, so we went to Key West for the day. We had a nice lunch at a beach bar and then wandered aimlessly around town, which is very touristy, but there are some nice suburbs just off the main streets.
Glenys wanted to go to the cemetery because the guide book mentions that there are some very amusing epitaphs such as; ” I told you I was sick”. Unfortunately, we didn’t see anything amusing at all and I become increasingly concerned by her unhealthy obsession with graveyards.
On the way back we stopped off at Big Pine Key and saw some of the Key Deer, which a small species of deer only found in the Florida Keys. They were nearly extinct a few years ago but there are now 300 or so living around Big Pine Key. We had another night of drinking.
22 December 2012 Marathon, Florida
The wind was still howling – I turned on the wind instruments and we had 25 knots gusting up to 35 knots, so we had to abandon our plan of going out for a sail. Mike and Rona decide that they would go back to Vero Beach, but first kindly took us to the supermarket (again!) so that we could buy some more food and drinks to top up our stores.
When they had left Glenys tidied up and restored the boat back to normal while I nipped ashore to get a better internet connection to update our web site. I spent the rest of the afternoon writing Christmas emails to family and friends. There’s over eighty emails to send, but it’s a lot easier than the old way of writing out Christmas cards by hand.
23 December 2012 Marathon, Florida
There’s only two more sleeps to Christmas. I woke up thinking about going to Cuba and the things that we’ve got to sort out before we get there. There’s going to be a whole load of paperwork to get through when we arrive, so I read through the pilot books and made sure that I have all my documentation to hand over if required.
The Cuban government still have a terrible record of civil rights abuse and censorship, so it’s difficult to get internet access and what the locals receive is heavily controlled. Glenys and I spent most of the day reading up on Cuba, planning and saving information to our laptop.
I recharged the fridge. This time I purged the system by topping it up and then letting out all refrigerant a couple of times. Hopefully this will get rid of any air and moisture from out of the system. It’s not very environmentally friendly because Freon affects the Ozone Layer, but I’ve not got many options now and the amount of Freon in our fridge is tiny – I reckon it’s about 15 grams per fridge, so I don’t think that I’ll be causing the next Ice Age by myself.
Ron and Judy from “Pioneer” came over for cocktails. They’ve been over to Cuba several times, so we spent most of the evening picking their brains.
24 December 2012 Marathon, Florida
It was a lovely sunny day, so we went for a stroll to the shops and bought some last minute provisions and the essential bottle of Port for Christmas. We called in at the marina lounge and my camera has finally arrived. It’s been a month since I sent it off for repair and I’ve been worried that we couldn’t leave Florida before I got it back – how could I possibly survive without my underwater camera?
While we were in the supermarket, I searched in vain for mince pies. These are an essential part of Christmas in the UK, and it just wouldn’t be the same without them. Back on the boat, Glenys magically produced a jar of mince-meat that she’d bought in Trinidad a year ago and baked a batch of the wonderful, extremely fattening pastries - I just HAD to eat a couple before they went cold.
I spent the afternoon reading while Glenys browsed the internet finding out more about Cuba. Then after dinner, we watched “Love Actually” to get us in the mood for Christmas. Glenys is feeling a little bit sad because we’re not going to see our sons for Christmas – it’s the first time that we’ve been apart.
25 December 2012 Marathon, Florida
Christmas Day dawned with blue skies and sun. Glenys made us a nice breakfast of scrambled eggs with smoked salmon and we quietly opened the few presents that we’d bought each other. All a bit sad really - Christmas is supposed to be about family and fun…
At lunchtime, we went ashore to a pot luck gathering of cruisers, which was okay, but there are a lot of long-term Marathon “veterans”, who are on a different wavelength to us. The conversations go something like this:
I wander up and say, “Hi, you been here long?”
“No, only a month”
“Nice, where are you heading?”
“Oh, we’re going to stay here for the winter”
“And then where are you heading?”
“Back up to South Carolina. How about you?”
“Cuba in the next few days, then Mexico, Jamaica and down to Panama by June.”
“That’s great”. Silence as he sips his beer and then starts to edge away.
Fortunately, Ron and Judy from “Pioneer” turned up and we talked some more about cruising in Cuba. We didn’t eat too much at the pot luck – they’re always somewhat “bitty”, so we’d decided earlier that we’d treat the pot luck like going to the pub before having a proper Christmas dinner (another great British tradition).
Four beers later, back on the boat, Glenys managed to rustle up a very nice “Roast Pork Calypso” with all the trimmings, which went down nicely with a bottle of Chianti. After that we collapsed in our arm chairs and watched two movies, while sipping port and eating mince pies – fabulous.
26 December 2012 Marathon, Florida
The weather forecast is looking good for a crossing to Cuba tomorrow night – there’s a weak cold front coming through tonight and then we should have north-east winds of 10-15 knots. The course to Varadero is more or less south from here and the biggest danger is having a strong wind against the easterly setting Gulf Stream which can run up to 3 knots, so the light winds look perfect.
We took our propane gas bottle to be filled and Glenys swapped the wet suit that I bought her for Christmas for one that fitted better (I’ll leave you to guess whether I had bought one too large or too small…)
With our local chores done, we took the bus into Key West to clear out, which was very tedious. We left the boat at half past eight and arrived back at half past four – a long day with a lot of waiting around and four boring hours on the damn bus...
The customs in Key West have a reputation of being paranoid about boats going to Cuba. There are numerous anecdotes of the authorities being very difficult and subjecting yachts to searches, etc. When they asked where we were going, I told them that we were going to Mexico, which is true, but I neglected to tell them that we would be staying in Cuba for two months on the way. I find it difficult to understand why the American authorities are so paranoid about Cuba, particularly when the café in the airport has a whole wall dedicated to Cuba with pictures of Havana and the old planes that used to fly there before the embargo…
Back on Alba, we did some last minute preparations. I sorted out a few administrative and financial things on the internet while Glenys had a big cooking session to clear out her fridge. We’re not allowed to take uncooked meat, fruit or eggs into Cuba, so she either threw stuff away or cooked it this evening. Our dinner was an interesting melange of flavours.
27 December 2012 Marathon to Varadero, Cuba (Day 1)
First thing in the morning, we went ashore where Glenys did her final load of laundry and I sorted out a few last minute administration things. We rang our UK bank and told them that we would be using our credit and debit cards in Cuba, Mexico and Jamaica in the hope that they won’t block the cards when they are used over an extended period. While in the cruiser’s lounge, we met Pia & Goran from “Catrine” who are also crossing to Varadero tonight.
By noon, we’d taken the VHF antenna down (again) so that we can fit underneath the electrical cables strung across the harbour entrance, stowed the outboard and dinghy on deck and were refuelling at a dock on the way out of the harbour.
We anchored outside to have lunch and to allow me to go up the damn mast to put the VHF antenna back in place. I rang the Border Protection Agency for the final time to tell them that we were leaving for Mexico and we upped anchor at half past one. There was very little wind, so we had to motor south.
We encountered the Gulf Stream after a couple of hours and our speed over the ground dropped by two knots because we had to steer into the strong three knot current to maintain our rhomb line to Varadero. By ten o’clock in the evening, the wind had picked up enough so that we could sail.
28 December 2012 Marathon to Varadero, Cuba (Day 2)
We had a lovely sail all night with a full moon. It was very exciting to be making landfall at dawn in Cuba – it gave us a nice feeling when a fisherman standing on the sea wall at the entrance who shouted “Welcome to Cuba”. The approach was very straight forward through a dredged canal and into the marina where some people were waiting to take our mooring lines.
We weren’t allowed to get off the boat until we had fully cleared in, which took a couple of hours. The first person to arrive was the doctor, who asked us if we were well, took our blood pressure and filled in a form. Once we were declared healthy, the other officials were allowed to come on board. Two ladies from the Ministry of Agriculture and Customs came next, filled in another three sets of forms and gave the boat a cursory search, looking for people and guns (I think). The immigration officer arrived and (worryingly) wandered off with our precious passports. Then the Guarda Nacional appeared and filled in even more forms, followed by a lady from the Veterinary Department, who came on board and inspected Glenys’s fridges and fresh food. We were left in a daze with a handful of paperwork, but it was fairly painless and the people were very friendly and courteous.
Debbie from “La Vida Dulce”, who has lived here in the marina for twelve years, introduced herself to us and very kindly took us under her wing. She’s Canadian, speaks Spanish and gave us a lot of information about the marina and the surrounding area, before taking us and “Catrine” into the small town of Santa Marta to show us around.
Walking through the town was a huge culture shock – we’ve been very spoiled and sheltered during our six months in the USA. There are market stalls selling a few vegetables, a butcher selling hacked up chunks of pork covered with flies, horse drawn carts made from old car axles, shops with their poor stocks hidden behind iron bars and classic cars from the 50s and 60s that are in various states of repair. It was almost too much to take in – I think that I’m going to love it here. However, the language is going to be a huge barrier and I’m annoyed that we haven’t taken the effort to learn Spanish while we were in the states.
One of the first places that we visited was the small bank. I’m glad that Debbie was with us because we would have struggled to find it. Glenys and Debbie went into the bank leaving Goren, Pia and me outside. Unfortunately, just before they got to the teller, a van pulled up outside and armed guards took some bags of money into the bank. All of the bank employees immediately stopped serving customers and set about counting the money. We were hanging about for an hour – welcome to the Cuban mentality.
We had lunch in a small state-run restaurant, which was very basic (pork or chicken with rice) and poor quality, but only cost $20 for a meal for five people, eight beers and a bottle of rum. We went back to the boat to have a nap.
There are only two other yachts visiting the marina – “Catrine” and, amazingly, another Hallberg Rassy 41 called “Windfall” with Per and Lena who we met a year ago in the British Virgin Islands. We all had sun-downers on a picnic bench on the dock next to “La Vida Dulce” to chew the cud.
29 December 2012 Varadero, Cuba
We had a lie-in to catch up on lost sleep, then over breakfast, we decided that we would go into Havana tomorrow and stay for a couple of nights. While we are staying in a marina, we intend to travel around Cuba by bus to see some of the countryside and cities.
Glenys walked along the dock to ask Debbie from “La Vida Dulce” to help us book some accommodation in Habana for two nights - we’ve heard that they “really” celebrate New Year’s Eve there. We’ve booked into a Casa Particular, which is a kind of bed and breakfast place. The government allow certain licensed private individuals to rent out rooms in their homes. We’re told that the quality varies immensely – some are like mini hotels and some are very basic rooms in a house or apartment. We’ve booked one that has had good reviews in the Lonely Planet guide book, so hopefully it will nice.
Having booked the accommodation, we then had to book the seats on the bus to Habana. It’s a two mile walk into Varadero, which is one of the more popular tourist areas - the town is really a five mile strip of land with nice beaches and lots of hotels.
Despite our poor Spanish, Glenys managed to get two seats booked on a bus which goes at eight o’clock in the morning. We then had lunch from a takeaway “Taco” place, before wombling back to the marina, where Debbie kindly arranged a taxi for us for tomorrow. We booked it for seven o’clock even though we don’t need to leave until half past because there’s a high chance that the taxi won’t turn up and we’ll have to order another one…
It’s very hot here - we’re definitely below the Tropic of Cancer and in the “tropics” now.
30 December 2012 Varadero, Cuba
It all started off well. The taxi actually turned up and we successfully caught the correct bus which left on time. It was a long, three hour journey, but we were very comfortable on the air-conditioned coach.
We jumped off the bus near the university and walked to our Casa Particular – this is where it all started to spiral downhill. The proprietor of the Casa opened the door and said that some of his other guests had decided to stay another week and therefore he had no space for us. However, he said that he had arranged for us to stay at a friend’s Casa, which he said was a lovely colonial house.
We hung around for twenty minutes until his mate arrived. He couldn’t speak any English and so we just followed him to his house about ½ mile away. In sign language, our new proprietor indicated that we should sit on the rundown porch, while he organised the room. Fifteen minutes later, he took us down a side passage and into what was obviously the part of the house where he normally lived – I guess he was going to go and stay at some friend’s house while we were there.
It was horrible. The room was very basic with a kitchen next door that had obviously been quickly tidied up. The guy wanted $25 per night, so I told him to stuff it and we walked out. We then had a dilemma; we were in the middle of nowhere, in a residential district and couldn’t speak much Spanish – where the hell were we going to stay? In addition, we’d stupidly not brought our passports, so I suspected that we’d have trouble trying to book into a hotel in a country where every movement of people is strictly regulated.
Glenys had a list of addresses of Casa Particulars in Habana, but no telephone numbers, so we picked one that was at the top of her preferred list, who we knew could speak English. We then walked for another half an hour to find it – all the time heading further and further away from the old city, which is really what we’d come to see.
The proprietor Armando was very helpful. No, he didn’t have any space, but he spent ten minutes on the telephone ringing around and eventually found someone that had a room free – his friend Amelia would come and pick us up. Thank God!
While we were waiting, we had a look around the ground floor of his Casa which was beautiful – marble floors and four nice rooms. Frustratingly, it was just what we wanted. The proprietor confirmed that we would have problems because we didn’t have our passports and visa with us. Apparently, they have to take the details of every guest and their passport numbers down to immigration office every day.
When Amelia arrived, she reluctantly agreed to take us for two nights with just our driving licenses as identification. I could have kissed her, because our only other option was to catch a bus back to the marina some three hours away. Before we left, Armando invited us back to his Casa for dinner on New Year’s Eve which we gladly accepted.
We climbed into Amelia’s run-down Lada and she tore through the streets taking us even further away from the old part of the city. The car was a wreck - the suspension was gone completely and she had immense trouble turning the steering wheel – it was obviously well seized up. Amelia could speak English but not very well, so it was very disturbing to listen to her babbling away, being distracted from the difficult job of driving this heap of junk.
When we finally arrived at the Casa, it was okay, so we took the room - we had no other choice because it was about two o’clock by now and we had no idea where the hell we were. After dumping our bags, we went out and had lunch in a small local pizza place before having a wander around the area. Having no other aim, we headed north-west towards the sea and amazingly managed to find it. We were obviously wandering through a residential area for local Cubans, who were going about their business and giving us the odd strange look, but we didn’t feel in any danger.
We had dinner at the Casa which was okay – shrimp with rice and beans, but a bit expensive for $10 each. After dinner, I invited some other residents to share a bottle of rum with us. They had an interesting story. The guy was from the Bahamas and had brought his nine year old, disabled niece over to Cuba to get some operations done on her legs. The lady was a Cuban nurse looking after the little girl. Apparently, it is a very common thing for Bahamians to come to Cuba where the medical treatment is low cost and very good. The little girl had an operation three weeks ago and could now stand up where before she was confirmed to sitting in her wheel chair – impressive.
We collapsed into bed at about half past nine.
31 December 2012 Varadero, Cuba
I had a terribly restless night and woke up at seven o’clock convinced that our run of bad luck was going to continue today and things could rapidly get worse. We had no passports and we could run out of money at the rate that we were spending it – without passports the banks won’t change any money. We decided to cut our losses and go back to Varadero. The only thing that I regretted was not going to Armando’s for dinner on New Year’s Eve, but that in itself could turn into a disaster – how were we going to get there and even worse how were we going to get back after midnight?
We had to do a bit of hustling to get Amelia to take us to the bus station, but it all worked out well with a bus leaving twenty minutes after we got there. Amelia helped us get tickets – we all hugged each other when we parted company which was very nice. The bus journey was uneventful and we arrived back at the marina in the early afternoon.
In the evening, we went for a meal in the Italian restaurant in the marina with Pia & Goran from “Catrine”. We met Debbie as we came out of the restaurant and everyone ended up on our boat, drinking until we saw the New Year in - a nice evening.