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Ahoy.
 Th ey say boats are stronger than the people in them. Meaning the 
boat will last longer than your nerves and emotions. If it weren’t for this fact I 
would have sank to the bottom of the ocean long ago. Steel rigging and layers of 
fi berglass protect me from mistake aft er mistake, catastrophe aft er catastrophe. I 
treat most things with boats as you only get one chance, especially the way we do 
things. Plowing under full sail into crowded anchorages with complicated cur-
rents fl owing and yuppies yelling from their glistening white yachts gives you but 
one chance at anchoring correctly. When you mess up, it’s expensive and embar-
rassing. Most of my “sailing experience” is wiggling out of mistakes, and while I 
have copious amounts of respect for the sailor who doesn’t make mistakes, I keep 
the ones who are good at getting out of them as my personal heroes.
 Tristan Jones says the best captains can’t swim. Reason being, if things 
got real serious you wouldn’t have the option of jumping ship and swimming to 
safety; you’d have to stay with the boat til the end and would try harder to keep 
it out of danger. While I’m not into intentionally limiting my skills, it does speak 
to not getting into situations you can’t get out of. I’ll admit, the “I’ll fi gure it out” 
mentality has got me into more trouble than I can speak of, but when your ambi-
tion dwarfs your skill set ten fold, failing is really the only thing you have to get 
you anywhere. I’m hesitant to suggest for other folks to set out to sea in sinking 
boats without fully understanding how this whole “don’t run into things” idea 
works, but aft er a couple experiences such as the one contained here it started to 
sink in. I told this story to an experienced sailor, he said it was the craziest sailing 
story he had heard. For me, it’s just how life is and probably always will be.

Here’s to the fuck-ups.
-steve



Abandon Ship
 I usually allude to this story in passing with “oh, you know, the time I 
had to abandon ship and swim to shore.” At times I prefer to leave it at that, mak-
ing the story sound like it could be much more exciting than it actually was. The 
aforementioned phrase brings about images of violent storms throwing ships on 
the rocks, titans of the sea smashing boats in two with their mighty flukes and days 
adrift ending with a miraculous rescue, all victories painstakingly achieved by the 
innovation and bravery of the crew. None of those things happened. It would be 
more accurate, but less romantic, to say “oh, you know, that time we ran aground 
and waded to the beach.” So, that being said, here’s the story of the time I had to 
abandon ship and swim to shore.

 My friend Mary and I were nearing the end of our journey. We had left 
from New York City maybe a month and a half prior on a trip hitch-hiking across 
Canada. The trip thus far had consisted of all kinds of great times accompanied by 
the various frustrations of trying to hitch across a large country in a relatively short 
period of time. Creepy men, sub-par food, inclement weather, awkward housing 
situations, communication breakdowns: you know, the usual. Regardless of said 
hardships we found ourselves in Port Townsend, Washington in early November, 
having crossed Canada and on our way to Seattle where I was going to work before 
heading back to the east coast of the US for various obligations.

 Port Townsend is a lovely little town full of boats, farmers markets, a 
library with a huge maritime and nautical section, old people, and liberals. I liked 
the fact that everything seemed to revolve around boats and the sea. There was a 
wooden-boat building school, a huge bustling boat yard, an over-flowing marina, 
and from points nearby you could overlook the Straights of Juan De Fuca (which 
always brings the image of Jan Valtin1 rowing across to me). We were going to visit 
for a bit and go sailing with friends of mine who had recently moved there. The 
original plan was much more exciting and unrealistic, and therefore alluring. My 
friends who owned the boat were going to meet us in Victoria, British Columbia 
and we were going to sail back to Port Townsend together. To say we were sailing 
novices would be a drastic understatement, so this plan was quite likely to end in 
catastrophe. Testament to its abandonment is the fact we are all still alive and well 
at the moment of this writing. I looked across to the Olympic Peninsula as the 
wind howled and waves crashed with a concerning amount of force. “There’s no 
way we could do that,” I thought, and luckily we didn’t try.

 The vessel to star in this trip was “Oscar’s Boat,” a 1982 MacGregor 21 
Venture named after the previous owner’s cat. Earlier this year two of my friends 
had bought it for a reasonable price on craigslist, having never sailed a day in their 
lives. I had hitchhiked with a friend to their place in south Puget Sound at the time 
from North Carolina through blizzards in Montana and North Dakota in one of 

1 German communist agent active during the 1920s and 30s. Author of one of my favourite books, 
Out of the Night, where he shares some of the best stories I’ve ever read.
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the worst traveling experiences of my life. I was a relatively inexperienced sailor at 
the time; I had crewed on racing dinghies1 the year or so prior and been out sail-
ing in the sounds of North Carolina on some charter boats. I got crew positions 
and sailing experience by pretending I knew what I was doing and just learning 
as I went along, having utilized the classic “fake it till you make it” approach for 
the entirety of my life. I wanted to share my minute amount of knowledge with 
my friends, so I jumped at the chance to go sailing with them rather than the 
weekend-warrior lake racing yuppies I usually sailed with.

 For those of you who aren’t privy to this knowledge, MacGregors are 
often crappy boats. I had been sailing a few times on the exact model they had 
bought with my friend’s father in NC. Although I didn’t know much about boats 
I had collected that MacGregors were in fact not sturdy, well-performing vessels 
to face the wrath of the sea with, but rather cheap cabin cruisers you could take 
your family out on in fair weather on the lake. I remember a conversation on the 
Shelton Washington bus at the end of my first trip to the boat. I was talking with 
a man sitting beside me and when it came up that I was going sailing he asked the 
make and model of the craft. With some hesitation I told him, and with widened 
eyes, a laugh escaped him unchecked. 
 
 “MacGregor! Ha! I remember you could go stand outside the fence of 
that factory every morning and get work. Hired a new staff every day. Before he 
moved the factory down to Mexico, where he could make them cheaper. Is it a 
swing keel2? One time we sent a brand new boat to the proud owner; he got it in 
the water and let the keel down and it kept goin on down, right off and to the bot-
tom of the ocean. Good luck!”

 Despite the fact that yes, it was a swing keel, the next few weeks were 
spent in glorious adventure and discovery. I will say, sailing without any sailing 
knowledge or a motor makes sailing much more adventurous. The boat did tech-
nically have a motor, it was just a very weak electric motor powered by a tiny 
flimsy solar panel. If you’ve been to the south Puget Sound, you’ll know it’s not 
exactly the place where you’ll get a lot of power from solar. That on top of the fact 
that none of us had much knowledge or concern around boat electronics made us 
strictly under sail. I have lots of memories from that trip; we sailed from Harstine 
Island to Gig Harbor to Tacoma and back. Somehow, I remember being head to 
wind3 the whole way, often fighting current and running aground a time or two. 
One time a man with a French accent on a jet ski pulled us off being aground 

1 Classification used to refer to a small boat usually used to transport folks from larger boats to shore. 
Racing dinghies are small sailing boats used for racing.
2 The keel of the boat is a weighted portion at the bottom extending deeper into the water than the 
hull. This gives the boat stability, better windward sailing ability, and more likelihood that it will right 
itself in case of a capsize. A swing keel is one that retracts into the boat so it can be put onto a trailer 
for moving or storage.
3 Sailing into the wind. Sailboats can’t sail directly into the wind so usually have to alternate sailing 
around 45 degrees to either side of it, switching sides by a maneuver called tacking. 
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saying observantly, “You are new at this, aren’t you.” Our charts were a library 
book reprint of some really old chart with the words “NOT FOR NAVIGATION” 
printed all over them. We broached1 when we finally got the spinnaker2 up, almost 
capsizing3 and losing our friend’s 13-year-old brother who was aboard (that was 
his favorite part of the sail). The level-o-gauge, that measured how much we were 
heeled(tilted) over, we considered a point system and shot for the high score. To-
wards the end we forgot to pack food one day and just ate dried blueberries, me 
being heavily sunburned despite the constantly overcast weather. It was a good 
time, and some of the best sailing I’ve had, retrospectively. 

 Now began round two. My two friends who owned the boat had sailed up 
to Port Hadlock (just south of Port Townsend) right before we arrived and instead 
of taking any of the trips we had been dreaming up over the previous few weeks we 
agreed to go for a day sail just to get out on the water. The first step was getting to 
the boat. The four of us hitched to Port Hadlock from Port Townsend getting a ride 
quickly enough from this person who had worked on fishing boats up in Alaska. 
He regaled us with stories of the violent sea, harping on how intense and deadly it 
was. One story consisted of a ship he was on going down and him rescuing people 
off of it. The tourists (called “pukers” for obvious reasons) were all saved, the last 
being an elderly woman our driver had pulled off the sinking bow, moments be-
fore the icy sea swallowed the ship. When we got dropped off at the dock, Josh, 
who had been up front talking to him the whole time, was a little shaken up. The 
driver had sworn off the sea after near death in it. Later on I learned that this part 
of the story is called “foreshadowing.” It always seems pretty obvious afterward.

 Mary had never been sailing aside from one time we went out on a lake 
with this boy-scout cub master I met who had a boat (I really jumped at every pos-
sible opportunity I could get to go sailing). I was excited to apply the knowledge 
I had gained since last time, learn what my two friends had picked up in their 
adventures, and show Mary how fun sailing could be. I don’t think we even had 
a library book chart at this point, but luckily sailing in the Puget Sound is some-
what straightforward (at least it had gracefully been for us). In North Carolina we 
would have hit shoals and sandbanks within minutes without accurate charts. The 
little electric motor on the boat was a thought long past, the batteries having died 
a while back as well. Needless to say, we were obviously prepared for whatever 
would come our way and decided to sail to Port Townsend, get ice cream, and sail 
back before nightfall.

 To get to the boat, we borrowed a dinghy off the dock and rowed a few of 
us out to it, the remaining bringing the dinghy back and awaiting the ship’s arrival 
on the dock. It was still the morning, so the wind hadn’t yet set in. I remember the 
1 Quite the non-ideal situation where a boat swings violently to windward out of control.
2 Large light-material sail used occasionally to sail downwind. Usually a bunch of trouble that’s not 
really worth it unless you’re racing.
3 When the mast touches the water it’s considered a capsize. Basically the boat falls over, sometimes 
upside-down (called turtling).
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boat very slowly coming to the dock, under a knot1 or two of wind. Despite their 
attempts to be graceful beauties, under light wind sailboats often just look like 
struggling awkward creatures. I had checked the weather forecast, and it had said 
10-15 knots of wind in the afternoon, least the part I remember. Who knows if I 
was even checking the right region, time, forecast, or date. As we boarded the boat 
and floated towards our destination, the sails flapping in less than a breeze, Mary 
asked me quizzically “This is what you’re always talking about?”, confused to why 
I would be obsessed with sailing when it amounted to nothing more than slowly 
drifting in a fiberglass bobber.

 The breeze strengthened and steadied within an hour or so and soon we 
were sailing north to Port Townsend at a good clip. The day was beautiful, the 
wind was from behind us, and it felt great to be on a boat again. On our trip Mary 
and I had taken three ferries, all through rough sea conditions ironically. There’s 
a kind of absurdity that manifests when people try to maintain normalcy in harsh 
conditions. Seeing people chase their coffee cups across the tables of a pitching 
ferry or try to walk in straight lines acting totally undisturbed on a rolling boat is 
quite a sight. It makes me wonder what it’s like on cruise ships when they get stuck 
in storms. Do the slot machines fly around and throw money everywhere? Do the 
hot tubs splash into the margaritas of passersby? Or does the lounge band struggle 
to keep the game face on and not miss a note through all conditions the sea throws 
at them. The magician entertaining the sea sick tourists saws his way through the 
assistant, sweating bullets and timing the waves, never letting on that the situation 
could be abnormal to the awe-struck audience.

 We approached Port Townsend quickly, the wind around 10-15 knots 
or so and the sail going wonderfully. As we got closer, we talked about where to 
dock for the ice cream treasures that awaited us. Quickly we realized that we didn’t 
know where we could dock, and the public dock seemed inaccessible. We had 
some kind of guide on the boat that mentioned there was a floating public dock 
during cruising season, but being November the season was over and it was taken 
down. There was probably an open dock, but we just had no idea where it was. 
Nowadays I read loads about destinations before I go to them. I study the winds, 
currents, anchorages, weather patterns, and try to find advice from people who 
have done similar passages. I pour over charts for days and think about where to 
go and what could go wrong. Back then we just set sail, figuring (or not figuring) 
it out as we went along. A year later in a different boat we set sail for NYC from 
southern Virginia, choosing where to go in NYC by picking out “what would look 
like a good place to anchor (luckily that was Sheepshead Bay).” There’s an element 
of discovery I miss about those days and that naivety.

 While we were searching for this famed “public dock” a coast guard ship 
started heading towards us. I hadn’t yet had encounters with the coast guard at 
this point, so I was unsure what to expect. They pulled up alongside and shouted 

1 One nautical mile per hour. Used to measure boat and wind speed. One nm is 1.13 statute miles.
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a few questions at us. They probably tried to hail us on the VHF radio, but I don’t 
know if we even had one, let alone if it worked or had battery power. We told 
them we were just on a day-sail and they asked to see life jackets as none of us 
were wearing them. This was a concern because we soon learned that although we 
had four people, we had but three life jackets on the boat. Luckily Mike held them 
up one by one, repeating the first one again at the end to signify that yes officer, 
we had the minimum proper safety equipment. This is a tactic I’ve used several 
times at this point. The ruse was satisfactory to the boat full of coast guards and 
they mentioned “You know it’s going to start picking up pretty soon right?” Before 
departing. I, having full confidence that I checked the proper weather, assured 
them we were ready for the fifteen knots we were expecting. They left us, probably 
muttering about how later that night they’d have to rescue four dumb kids. I’ve 
learned that the coast guard, as well as many other skilled professions concerning 
operating transportation, think that we’re all incompetent and should probably 
not be allowed to drive any vehicle. My friend who drives a taxi believes people are 
horrible drivers across the board and should just have to take taxis everywhere. 
I’m assuming this is how the coast guard and SAR1 feel as well when they pull 
people out of all the situations we get ourselves into.

 Feeling a little demoralized after the hassle with the coast guard and our 
failure at gaining a siege point for obtaining ice cream, we noticed it was getting 
late in the day and we should start heading back to our anchorage at Port Hadlock. 
We figured we should be able to make it back before sundown, as it didn’t take that 
long to get up to Port Townsend. One of the many factors we didn’t think about 
is that while sailing downwind tends to be quick and pleasant, beating upwind is 
long and grueling often taking over twice as long. We turned around and started 
on the course I was most used to: tacking back and forth with a horrible angle and 
poor windward ability. As we cut through each tiny choppy wave, our swing keel 
bounced back and forth, rocking with them (for a keel to be effective, it has to 
remain stationary). Rain clouds approached and we all donned our rain gear for 
the upcoming squall. Factoring in that we were prepared for rain, of course it was 
light and short, the gear unnecessary. The showers did produce a double rainbow 
though, something I haven’t seen often in my life. I wish I could elaborate on that 
more, but really, a double rainbow does all the elaboration on its own for those 
who have seen one.

 We continued upwind as the bay narrowed towards Hadlock. With full 
mainsail and genoa2 up, we were pressed as hard as we could into the wind. We 
were probably sailing too close and making bad progress, but we had no idea; we 
were too busy watching the level-o-gauge and making note of the high scores we 
were getting. It stopped at 45 degrees, so sometimes we had no idea how good we 
were doing. As the sun started to set and we got into narrower water, the wind got 

1 Search and Rescue. The folks who come looking for you when stuff gets real bad.
2 A large head sail usually used for sailing in lighter airs. Often ineffective in heavier winds as it over-
powers the boat. Hence our dilemma.
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gustier. At one point, Mary was adjusting the genoa sheet1 on the leeward winch2 
when a gust hit. The boat heeled violently and as the rail3 was buried water started 
rushing into the cockpit, Mary’s knee locked up and she couldn’t move. This all 
happened really quickly, as these things tend to. The gust was persisting, and the 
boat was continuing to heel over more and more. I have a very distinct image in 
my head from that moment of Josh sitting at the tiller, looking totally calm but 
without a clue of what to do during the vessel’s attempt to spill us into certain 
doom. I jumped back to release the mainsheet and de-power us, hopefully righting 
the boat4 before we capsized. With the main free, we righted and started to fall off, 
water up to our knees in the cockpit. The cockpit drained through an opening in 
the back along with the addition of us frantically bailing5 (they say there’s no better 
bilge6 pump than a frantic sailor with a bucket). A little while after we finished the 
bilge burped up a small amount. The MacGregor was designed that the bilge pump 
would pump water into the cockpit as opposed to overboard. The genius behind 
that design is still a mystery to me.

 This is when reality started to set in for me. A minute prior all my fears 
and nervousness were kept at bay with excitement. Watching the dead battery ani-
mate the bilge pump in its death throes, with Mary’s knee locking up and the fact 
that there was no way we could be at anchor before nightfall opened floodgates of 
worry. Having no power meant having no navigation lights (although honestly I 
don’t think I knew about those then or if the boat had them), radio, or bilge pump. 
One of us being hurt or in discomfort changed the mood, and the fact that night 
was approaching and the wind was increasing made everything more intense. Our 
friends were waiting for us back at their house, and we thought it would be a good 
time to call and give them an update so they didn’t worry. This is when we realized 
that although we were all cell phone owning individuals, we had all left our phones 
at home thinking that one of the others would bring theirs and it would be fine to 
leave ours behind. One person to the next saying “well I thought you’d bring one” 
seemed like something out of a comedy. Our friends were left to worry, and we 
were without one of our potential life lines.

 The night set in, and soon enough we were sailing in heavy winds in the 
dark. We tacked back and forth for hours, and judging from a lit loading dock 
we kept working towards we made incredibly little or no progress. The wind kept 
increasing, and when we would reef7 the mainsail the reef line would occasionally 
pop out of the tiny insufficient plastic cleat on the boom8, accompanied by various 
exclamations of frustration. We still had the full genoa up the whole time which 
1 A line (word for rope on a boat) used to move the sails to catch the wind. On this boat there was a 
mainsheet to move the mainsail, and genoa sheets to move the genoa/headsail.
2 Mechanical device used to pull in lines.
3 Sides of the deck. So when the rail is buried, it’s when the sides of the deck are in the water.
4 Turn the boat upright again after capsizing or significant heeling.
5 Removing water from the boat, usually with a bucket.
6 The bottom of the boat which is the first place to fill up with water.
7 Term meaning to reduce sail. As in, to reef the main would be to make the mainsail smaller.
8 The big pole sticking horizontally out of the mast that supports the bottom of the mainsail.
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made no sense and was more motivated from our fear around changing headsails 
in the dark at a large degree of tilt than some practical rationale. Every time we 
would tack, the base of the deck-stepped mast would jerk from side to side, send-
ing a shock through the rigging and all of us. What would we do if the mast came 
down? I had read accounts of masts coming down, smashing holes in the boat and 
trapping people in the jungles of rigging. The thought that we could seriously die 
out here, on our day-sail escapade for ice cream, was at the back of my head. The 
fact that it’d be better than lots of other ways to go I used to pacify my concern.
 
 On one tack someone felt the shrouds1, noting that they were incredibly 
loose. None of us knew anything about rigging, but that just seemed bad to our ra-
tional minds. Josh and Mike ran amidships and starting tightening the turnbuck-
les to secure the shrouds. I was at helm, and the process was taking a long time. 
Too long, in fact, because we were approaching shore quickly. At least I thought we 
were, I couldn’t see anything or really tell. I mentioned that we needed to tack soon 
to avoid the upcoming collision, and they responding saying the shrouds were too 
loose and they just needed a minute or two more. That minute kept extending as 
we quickly quickly trotted towards shore. Making another call saying we have to 
tack now, they petitioned for another minute, swearing they were almost done. I 
could tell we were dangerously close, so I made the decision to go ahead and fall 
off2, being if we couldn’t tack maybe we could at least run from the wind for a 
minute, maybe gibe3, I don’t know. I just had to do something, we were about to be 
on shore. When I started falling off, we hit ground, and with full sail up we nudged 
firmly into the pebbly bottom.

 It was almost a relief. Least now it was a new problem, not the same one 
we had been wrestling with for hours. And we weren’t beating to windward for 
that second, which even if we had snapped in two, there would have been a slight 
sigh of relief of around not being heeled over wrestling the tiller4. My first instinct 
was to get the boat free and continue our hopeless journey to our anchorage. I 
didn’t know any other options existed. What happened next was a long debate of 
what to do. If you’ve ever seen groups of sailors try to problem solve (or a group 
of auto-mechanics, computer repair people, carpenters, etc) you get a good idea 
of what went on for the next cluster of time. It’s not like we hadn’t run aground 
before. The year prior we just jumped in the water and pushed the light displace-
ment boat off the bottom when this happened. A year and a half later I employed 
the “get out and push” tactic successfully in North Carolina, which I still think is 
a good tactic to attempt when getting stuck in small boats. None of us tried it this 
time. I think we came to consensus that we couldn’t make it to our anchorage even 
if we did get free. We discussed spending the night on the boat, which none of us 
were prepared for (it was getting a good deal colder), and decided to try to leave 
1 Cables supporting the mast. Without well-tuned shrouds and stays (more metal cables) the mast 
could fall down, which is mad serious.
2 To turn away from the wind.
3 When the stern (back) of the boat crosses the wind. It’s like tacking but from the other end.
4 Big stick used to manipulate the rudder. It’s what you steer with.
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the boat and get to land. In over-inflated terminology, we decided to abandon ship.
 
 The first matter of business was securing the boat, so it didn’t just blow 
away before we came back to retrieve it. Shore wasn’t too far away, so we all took 
turns guessing and ‘calculating’ exacting how far away it was so we could have 
enough line to tie the boat to a tree on shore. We also had a tiny danforth anchor 
on board that we thought would help. Our main two anchors weren’t with us, they 
were attached to a float at our anchorage so we could just pick up the firmly set 
anchors upon returning (as in, we didn’t have our primary two anchors because 
they were left at Port Hadlock, ready to be easily picked up when we got back).At 
this time, I knew nothing about anchoring. I assumed you just threw the anchor 
in the water and some kind of magic happened. I gave the anchor a couple twirls 
and threw it out, trying to get it the farthest from the boat I could. It flew away, 
maybe 15 feet or so, and sunk to the bottom. I stood dumbfounded. Had I just 
successfully anchored the boat? I gave it a couple tiny tugs, testing how firmly it 
was set. It jostled, and when I kept pulling it came right up. Maybe this isn’t right, 
I thought, maybe it’s fine. I don’t know. I gave it another heave, thinking maybe if I 
got it farther away it would be more secure. At this point, I could have been doing 
everything perfectly right as far as I knew. On the second try, the anchor either set 
a little better or I didn’t pull as hard trying to convince myself it had set better; the 
latter actually being the case I’m sure. With a job possibly well done I tied the an-
chor line to the stern cleat and walked away, confused and perhaps accomplished.

 After determining the shore was several hundred feet away, we took most 
of the available line onboard and tied it all together. Mike and Mary, both being 
climbers, decided on the double-fisherman’s knot, as opposed to the square knot I 
had suggested to tie the lines together. Retrospectively the square knot was prob-
ably one of the worst choices available for tying together all the different thick-
nesses of line. Line in hand, it was time to get to shore, tie up the boat, and start 
the next leg of the journey home. Shore was a short pebble beach, ended by rows 
of low trees and followed by large hills with cliff-like faces. We didn’t know that 
shore had anything for us, but it probably gave us more options than staying on the 
boat. I remember this being a particularly stressful point for me, realizing now we 
were going to have to swim to shore. I was somewhat worried and stressed about 
this whole ordeal thus far, but all of us kept our composure quiet well. Something 
about jumping into what I presumed to be icy cold water was particularly daunt-
ing. Mike was the first to go, line in his hand to secure the boat (the boat was 
slightly protected from the wind where we were now, and we were quite securely 
aground). I watched him jump in, thinking I’d see him struggling to tread water 
with his belongings over his head and freezing cold. One thing I didn’t consid-
er was that the draft1 of the boat was only around four feet. This being true, we 
couldn’t be in more than four feet of water. He popped in the water and was stand-
ing up, the water midway up his torso. He said it wasn’t that cold, and started mak-

1 How deep into the water a boat goes. So if a boat has a draft of 4 feet, or draws 4 feet, it will be 
aground when it’s in 4 feet of water.
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ing his way to land. I didn’t believe him. One by one we all got in and made our 
way to shore. I was last, probably the most scared of the cold water being from the 
warmest climate of us all (least that’s my excuse). When I got in, maybe because 
of all the buildup and my fear, the water didn’t seem very cold and actually wasn’t 
that deep either. Seemed like a big buildup for nothing really, which I suppose is 
a good thing.

 Turns out we overestimated the distance to shore by quite a ways. It didn’t 
take very long to get to there and we had probably an extra hundred feet of line 
with which to tie the boat up. Personally, I like using one simple knot for the job at 
hand, like picking the right golf club for the swing (I guess. Oddly enough despite 
the fact that I sail I don’t golf). Know an array of good useful knots, pick out the 
best for the job, tie it well and be on your way. Clean, easy, classy. Mike at the time 
was in the school of “tie as many knots as you can over top of each other,” which 
given our inexperience was probably the best option available. He tied the boat 
up to a large fallen tree, knot over knot over knot; a veritable fortress that offered 
security from coming undone and the intimidation of untying that would put off 
anyone potentially looking to commandeer the seemingly abandoned vessel. The 
job was done; the boat was as secure as we knew how to make it. Now we just had 
to get home, rest, and come back for the boat the next morning.

 We started walking along the narrow beach, heading in the direction of 
Port Hadlock. We walked for what felt like quite a ways, talking and generally in 
good spirits. Josh and I talked about how you do learn a lot of different lessons and 
approaches to sailing traveling without a motor, but we were both pretty tired of 
learning the same lessons over and over. Fighting current in fluky winds for hours, 
being stuck in calms, and making incredibly slow progress towards your destina-
tions led us to believe that the main lesson was that you can do anything under sail 
if you have a LOT of time. Nowadays I still prefer doing most everything under 
sail, but there are times where I just don’t want to fight that hard or long. This is the 
point where all the die-hard sail-only folks stop reading upon the discovery that 
I’m a poser. Skip the next paragraph to avoid disappointment.
 
 I remember going down the Cape Cod Canal, tacking back and forth 
against the wind and strong current, making slow, slow progress each tack and 
often losing ground. It was late at night, and I was at helm, proudly clawing our 
way through the canal. At one point someone on shore asked us if we needed help 
and if we had a motor, sensibly guessing that the only reason someone would be 
sailing against the current down the canal in light winds at night is because their 
motor wasn’t working. I hear his concern, it was a pretty foolish idea. After over 
an hour or so, with maybe a mile of progress made, my crew who was tending the 
sheets grumpily said “Just turn on the god-damn motor” and retired. If we would 
have sailed the whole way, it would have taken until midday the next day at best. 
With the motor it still took us significant time, clearing into Buzzards Bay not 
long before sunrise. Also the night was spent dodging freighters that sped through 
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the canal at speeds showcasing their lack of concern for a small vessel like us, not 
slowing down or changing course in the least. Perhaps this makes me a soft, weak, 
undetermined cruiser. I don’t disagree, and I still tack against current for a good 
percentage of my sailing, but there are times when even this luddite enjoys the 
cruxes of convenience, albeit ashamedly.

 After some time walking along the beach we stumbled upon some ca-
noes, paddleboats, and kayaks locked to a rack. The sign nearby that the boats 
were for residents of a nearby swanky apartment complex. We walked the trail 
from the boats up to the apartments, feeling accomplished and closer to home. 
After unsuccessfully searching around the apartments and houses of this quite 
fancy neighborhood for a public phone we decided to knock on someone’s door 
and ask to use theirs. Some nice couple let Josh call his partner who was worried 
and about to call in that we were missing. She arranged a friend to pick us up, after 
he finished dinner. For some reason, the situation seemed to me to demanded 
importance. We had just abandoned ship and swam to shore, dinner could wait! 
In thinking a little more about it, happenings like this aren’t terribly uncommon 
with me and my friends. It probably just seemed like another failed escapade, not 
demanding of immediate action or concern. At the time though, I was indignantly 
surprised that he wasn’t rushing to our aid. After some time, he came, and whisked 
an embarrassed failed sailing crew home to rest, to begin again tomorrow.

Day Two
 I woke up early, thinking it would be our first priority to get going as soon 
as we could and save our beloved. It was raining and “blowin like stink” (a term 
graciously passed onto us in later adventures to refer to a respectable amount of 
wind) outside. I quickly found out that I was the only one awake, and soon later 
found I was the only one with desire to go get the boat right away. Josh said it could 
just wait until tomorrow. This also kinda blew my mind. After all the boat was 
aground and anything could happen to it. What if it was set free and drifted away, 
the expertly tied knots slipping or our perfectly placed anchor not holding? What 
if the storm beat it to a pulp within the day? This, along with my bewilderment 
towards our friend waiting to pick us up the night before, speaks to the fact that I 
often feel urgency around everything. It’s a false urgency though, the night before 
we weren’t in any danger so there was no need for hurry. Similarly, the boat would 
probably be okay for a day on top of if we tried to sail it again in these conditions 
we could possibly meet the same or worse fate. Mary was, understandably, done 
with sailing for the moment and didn’t want to be part of any effort to get the boat 
back.

 We spent the day about town, taking a bittersweet outing to the ice cream 
shop we failed sailing to. We watched the water from the docks, it had really picked 
up and the thought of being out there was terrifying. There was a boat, bigger than 
ours, on a mooring1 getting thrown all over the place. The waves were big for the 

1 A more permanent anchor setup usually used for boats who will be in a spot for a long time.
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tiny bay and I think the ferry opted not to operate that day in light of the rough 
conditions. I wondered how the boat was doing, if it had been torn apart by the 
storm or was floating helplessly off to sea. I watched the waves from a city dock 
for a long time; the harshness of the wind and the water always amazes me. They 
would come crashing into the cement walls, the spray blowing everywhere and the 
bounce back from the waves making the whole scene confused and violent. Even 
on land nowadays when the wind starts to blow hard or I’m watching the waves 
build in a body of water it raises a deep fear inside of me. It brings back memories 
of the times I’ve tried struggling through storms, or the times I’ve hid behind an-
chors and rocks trying to escape the fury of the seas. It has been written a million 
times that the ocean is indifferent to us, it manifests its fury and calms without any 
regard to even the biggest ships we construct.
 I hoped things would calm down, and planned to get the boat to its an-
chors the next morning.

Day Three
 Our friend Kyle volunteered to go with us on our second attempt. We 
split up into two teams, team A and B. Team A would try to hang out on the docks 
of Port Hadlock and hitch a ride with a motorboat to pull our boat off ground. 
Team B would walk along the beach to get to the boat, freeing it and sailing it back. 
I was on team B, and the weather was much more settled with barely a light breeze 
to speak of in the morning.

 When we got to the docks team B started walking towards the boat along 
the beach we had walked two nights prior. When we made our way along the 
beach previously we hadn’t realize it was low tide. The tide was high now, and 
there really wasn’t any beach to be had. We waded down the shore, trying to climb 
through the brush that extended well into the first few feet of water. It was incred-
ibly slow going and the water was pretty cold for a southerner like me. Basically, it 
was totally miserable. After doing this for what seemed like quite a while, we saw 
team A jet by on a small motor skiff. While I was glad they had found a ride, as 
they passed by I realized we had a quite a long way to keep wading to get where 
they would be in seconds. Moments after they passed the boat turned around and 
picked us up. Yet again, we looked like crazy people, wading through the brush to 
our abandoned boat. It turns out, Team A walked to the docks, asked the only boat 
there (a person tending their crab pots) and got a ride quickly. We were lucky we 
showed up when we did, as he was about to leave and being that it was a Sunday 
there was little likelihood of anyone else showing up.

 I wasn’t fully convinced the boat would still be there, or in one piece. My 
anticipation grew as we neared the presumed location. It was quite a relief as the 
boat came into view, intact. People are always talking about how boats are usually 
stronger than the people in them, and how our boats can take much more than we 
think they can. I still try to comfort myself with this every time the waves build, or 
we’re beating into windward for hours on end. We untied the lines from the tree, 
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pulled up the “anchor,” and tied the boat to our friendly crabber’s stern cleat. One 
of us steered the boat while it was being towed, while the rest of us learned quite a 
bit about crabbing. I wasn’t wearing shoes cause of wading through the water, and 
remember stepping on some squishy lumps at the bottom of the skiff. There were 
crabs, squid, and all kinds of other marine life crawling or rotting in the boat, the 
squid’s large featureless eyes staring at us dejectedly. 

 I got dropped off at the dock to borrow a dinghy to retrieve us all from 
the boat once we were back at anchor. I rowed out, picked up the anchor lines, and 
started attaching them to the boat. The forward one went fine, but when I was at-
taching the stern anchor the dinghy started drifting away from the boat. The gap 
was becoming larger and larger as I was trying to secure myself and the anchor, 
and within a short amount of time my fingertips were holding onto the boat and 
my toes were holding onto the dinghy. I don’t exactly know how this happened but 
I was soon stretched over the water, struggling to pull myself together. I needed 
both hands to do this and prevent falling in the water, so I dropped the anchor 
rode1. I watched the anchor sink to the bottom feeling outside of myself and help-
less, like the few seconds while you’re locking your keys in your car or taking 
a wrong turn. Having full knowledge of the mistake you’re making, but feeling 
incapable of doing anything about it. I lost an anchor on my boat a year later and 
only then did I understand how big of a deal losing an anchor is. Anchors, and 
especially hundreds of feet of rode, aren’t the easiest things to come by for cheap. 
This was the second thing on my friend’s boat I had lost to the sea during my last 
minutes aboard (the first was a winch handle which had excitedly jumped off right 
before we left the boat at the end of a trip). Luckily I was forgiven, and we went 
home with the boat safely in port.

 I remember telling this story to the yuppie racers I sailed with when I got 
back to North Carolina. I thought something like this was a pretty common story, 
and most everyone on a boat would have one similar to it stowed away to break out 
when the embarrassing stories of youth surfaced. No one really did, they had kin-
da done it right from the beginning. Most of them had taken classes and lessons 
from the start and came prepared, knowing what situations they’d be up against. 
Even other sailors who had figured it out for themselves had experiences where 
they braved an unknown situation, but had usually come out victorious through 
some wacky series of adventures. My sea stories seem to be more of a series of 
failures, coming out a little ahead each time, but usually through dumb luck and 
not having any idea how much trouble we were actually in. Pretty much well after 
every sailing experience I look back and think, “there’s no reason I should have 
survived that.” There is a magic to that ignorance, where everything is new and 
you’re just doing it, though you have no idea what you’re doing or how it should be 
done. I find myself in those situations often, especially with sailing. I suppose it’s 
what keeps life exciting.

1 The line attached to an anchor.
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“As the sun started to set and we got into narrower water, the wind 
got gustier. At one point, Mary was adjusting the genoa sheet on 
the leeward winch when a gust hit. As the rail was buried and water 
was rushing into the cockpit, Mary’s knee locked up and she couldn’t 
move. Th is all happened really quickly, as these things tend to. Th e 
gust was persisting, and the boat was continuing to heel over more 
and more...”
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