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Ahoy.
 About four years ago I hopped aboard a sailboat for the fi rst time, tell-
ing the captain I knew what I was doing despite the fact I barely knew my port 
from starboard, let alone what mysteries “gybe the jib” contained. Th rough trial 
and error (mostly the latter) I’ve learned amazing amounts about sailing, the sea, 
weather, navigation, repairs, and how to make it work when sailing is geared for 
rich retirees. At fi rst everything seemed so impossible and daunting. Sailing is 
for folks with lots of money, ability, and know-how: all things I have little of. A 
friend of mine who I’ve sailed with several times said that sailing is one part ad-
venture and two parts misadventure. In response, the most important thing you 
can have is good problem solving skills. I’m constantly in some kind of problem 
solving scenario every moment of a sailing lifestyle: be it the endless battle to 
keep all the cabinets closed while at sea, fi nding ways to sneak a free dock, or 
maneuvering my way out of a busy port against wind and current under sail. I’m 
assuming the rich cruiser has some kind of gadget to thwart off  any potential 
problems, but without those you’re left  with a few simple tools and knots to solve 
a multitude of unexpected problems that tend to arise with urgency. 
 Th at being said, of course quite a few stories come out of these struggles 
to keep yourself and the boat together. Th ere are countless books written by or 
about sailors doing whatever it is sailors do: adventuring, fi xing things, going to 
romantic places, battling the sea and whatnot. And while these stories are incred-
ibly motivating and compelling they hold little relevance when you’re staying 
awake for days on end at helm cause your crew is sea-sick and your boat doesn’t 
have self-steering. Maybe if I keep sailing eventually my stories will look like the 
others, but for now they look like fi nger-paintings of Rembrant. Perhaps I should 
write more about warm waters, exploring islands, glowing algae, dolphins and 
sea turtles, sunsets and moon-rises. Th ose aspects are wonderful and keep me 
sailing, but they take up a pretty small amount of my overall experience. With 
that said, here’s a story that will probably keep you from sailing. If it doesn’t, send 
me an email. I always need crew to sail with.

Fair wind and following seas,
-steve, S/V Dorothy Ann, May 2011



Two Parts Misadventure
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 “So we’re going to sit here like REAL old salts and talk about the Old 
Bahama Channel!” Bruce said while emphatically slamming his beer on the table.
 He started a deep laugh that resonated in the small dining room and 
spread around the table. I joined in like the rest, not because it was funny but cause 
we respected Bruce and wanted to be in his favor. Plus, friends were slim pickings 
where we were so in turn we were a bit more desperate for friendships.
 That morning over the cruisers net1 someone announced an “old salt’s 
luncheon.” I had found most conversation with other sailors strays far away from 
the sea and focuses on hooking up your boat internet or affirmation of manhood 
through bland statements about beer and women. I jumped at the rare prospect 
of sailors actually talking about sailing. Being a young buck respectively and fairly 
new to this whole sailing thing, I’m still really eager to hear sailors tell tales of their 
passages riddled with the juicy logistical details. I called the announcer of this 
event, seeing if someone who was under half of the median age of almost every 
sailor in the harbor was tall enough to ride at the “old salt’s luncheon.” Turns out 
the label was more for marketing, like the “ye ole shoppe” tactic, and I was wel-
comed. I was on a mission to get information on my next trip: Luperón, Domini-
can Republic to Key Largo, Florida via the Old Bahama Channel.
 Seven months prior myself and a three other ne’er-do-wells had arrived in 
Luperón by way of the Bahamas. The boat, ol’ Dorothy Ann, had been secured in 
the harbor on a mooring waiting out hurricane season while I gallivanted around 
the world and hustled up more money to continue sailing. I was reluctant to leave 
the States for the DR as I was starting to settle into routines and friendships back 
home in North Carolina, but as they say: “to be whole is to be part; true voyage 
is return.”2 I took off alone on a plane from NYC to Santiago, a large town in the 
middle of the island of Hispaniola. I was the only gringo on the flight, and the 
immersion into an all Spanish speaking situation reminded me just how bad my 
Spanish was. I tried hard, but friends always remind me of the time where instead 
of saying “the United States” I said “the United Fish” in public. Or my attempt at 
apology thereafter consisting of “I’m sorry, I’m very pregnant.” This separation 
furthered the intensity of my leaving, and made me feel even more alone. I was 
talking to a older Dominican man during the flight, and he spoke at length about 
how great his country was. It was a sentiment shared by most people on the flight; 
when we approached the island people started talking excitedly, ending in a dra-
matic countdown and big group cheer and applause when we landed. It was the 
only flight I’ve been on where everyone celebrated upon landing. I kinda wish all 
flights did that, it sure helped lighten the anxiety I was having.
 I like the Dominican Republic a lot. It’s warm and astoundingly beauti-
1 At some popular seasonal anchorages sailors arrange a small-scale news broadcast/open forum 
called a cruisers net that happens over the radio in the mornings. this is where you’d find out where to 
play volley-ball, or what drink specials are going on at which tiki bar, for instance.
2 Ursula K. Le Guin
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ful. People are friendly, relaxed, and gorgeous. The music is great, along with the 
food, and there are abundant fruit trees throughout the lush, vibrant landscape. I 
was able to hitch a ride into downtown with a nice cosmopolitan woman from the 
plane (taxis were very expensive for my miserly standards and there’s no bus from 
the airport) and her tall fancily-dressed cousins. I was dropped at the rotunda, 
where a bus took me to a town nearby and I switched to a guagua for the last leg 
of travel to Luperón. Guaguas are cars or mini-vans that “play bus.” I remember 
taking one once and being quite impressed we could fit six people, a goat, and 
two chickens in something the size of a 1980s Honda civic. While traveling I was 
navigating the fact that being a gringo in country you’re often a symbol of wealth 
and things are priced accordingly. If you know the actual price (usually quickly 
obtained by asking the person beside you) you can usually get that or something 
nearby. Clearing a part of customs upon our initial arrival the official said it would 
be fifty dollars for the agriculture inspection (which consisted of a one minute 
conversation telling him we had no vegetables or fruits on board). I retorted that 
it’s ten dollars, as I had read. We agreed on fifteen, both leaving with the messy 
content of slight unhappiness and resentment that is present in most consumer 
interactions. The seller wishing they had gotten more and the buyer wishing they 
had paid less. In turn, the guagua was 55 pesos, not the 95 requested.
 Lynn, the person we rented the mooring from, was watching the boat. 
The last email I got from her ominously said the boat was in bad shape, there 
were rats aboard who had “gotten into things” and made a thorough mess of the 
inside. The last person staying on the boat told me about how they had to start 
sleeping outside cause the roaches got so bad. Needless to say, I was worried and 
intimidated of the likely futures. The walk to the bar where I was to meet Dorothy’s 
caretaker brought back fond memories of my time there months prior. When I ar-
rived we exchanged stories of the months past over a beer. It’s worth noting that at 
this point I didn’t really drink, and I didn’t drink beer at all. Although I came out 
triumphantly sober through the social battles of adolescence, I realized if I wanted 
to hang out with sailors I needed to start drinking beer. To this day I still don’t en-
joy it, but now I’m now equipped and armed with an important and useful social 
skill. It was a quick chat as the sun was going to start going down and we needed 
to head towards my boat. As she motored her dinghy through the beautiful harbor 
of Luperón, her tone changed quickly and she started talking about the condition 
of my beloved craft. She hadn’t been to check on it in months, so it was probably 
even worse than the abysmal state she had left it in. I was more and more worried 
as Dorothy came into view yet relieved to see the boat again. From the outside 
things looked surprisingly fine, quite clean actually. Months in the sun had left 
Dorothy with a bleached white quality. If I didn’t know any better I’d say the boat 
looked somewhat new. We pulled up alongside and boarded the boat and despite 
my anxiety I was pretty excited to be on my boat again, even if we had some catch-
ing up to do.
 The big moment came when I opened the companionway door and en-
tered the cabin. I felt as if I was opening a tomb, Lynn behind me like the character 
in the horror movie watching their friend for the last time as they march towards 
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their demise. The stale air started to escape and at first glance I couldn’t see any-
thing catastrophic with my eyes that had yet to get used to the difference in light. 
Things were put away nicely and were relatively clean. Clean that is, aside from 
the millions of tiny black streaks and pellets littering every surface inside. My first 
logical explanation was that it had rained tar in every direction possible during 
a freak hurricane localized to the cabin of my 29 foot boat. I stood aghast; it was 
quite a bit to take in, and I had no understanding of what had happened and what 
to do. Standing overwhelmed and dumbfounded, Lynn said her goodbyes vowed 
to drop by in the morning to check on me, perhaps unsure of my survival through 
the night. As she faded into the distance I felt like I was being left in a war-zone, 
my comrades leaving me to die fighting.

-2-

 My approach in these situations is “hit the ground running.” Busy your-
self to the point of not being able to process anything, because if you focus on 
working on the details you won’t even give yourself a chance to be suffocated by 
immensity of the task. I quickly realized that I had to get working immediately, 
more so for the fact that I was about to be consumed by anxiety, loneliness, and the 
burdens of the future than anything else. The sun was setting and I was going to be 
eaten alive by the hopelessness of the situation if I didn’t keep myself motivated. 
I was stuck on a boat overrun by creatures I had yet to meet, far away from the 
harbor docks and with no escape off the boat.
 As often happens, when night fell the swarms of squatters came out. I 
soon learned that there were no rodents or rats on the boat as Lynn had theorized. 
Just a seemingly endless dark red stream of cockroaches pouring en mass from the 
floors, walls, cabinets, crevices, and the endless catacombs that exist on my boat 
unbeknownst to me. Inside, every surface was undulating with varying sizes of 
the red slithering bugs. Outside, clouds of mosquitoes and no-see-ums attacked 
every exposed piece of flesh (which was a lot, being it was around 80°F at night). 
Having no chemical weapons to confront the hordes with, I decided to engage my 
opponents in the classic art of hand-to-hand combat. I ran into the cabin swatting 
and stomping, killing as many roaches as I could manage before retreating into the 
mosquito entrenched battlefield above. After my first thrust at their stronghold 
where I killed what felt like were hundreds of roaches I watched their kin drag 
away the bodies of the dead. Seeing the little ones dragging off their beloved dead, 
antenna failing through their death throes, added to the cryptic feeling of the situ-
ation. Far as I could tell they were resurrecting them by the dozens in their secret 
cabals located beyond my reach. To concretely back my theory of their sorcery, 
they just kept on coming undeterred. After quite a while of this game the blatant 
truth that I was fighting a losing battle caused me to retreat for the night. They 
could have the cabin tonight, but the deck was mine. Well, mine and the millions 
of flying tiny biting insects. The decisions offered were grim: sleep uncovered be-
ing eating alive, sleep completely covered drowning in sweat, or enter “the tomb.” 
Taking a mix between the first and second options, I got no sleep and to say I was 
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miserable would be quite a drastic understatement.
 Although at the time it felt like there would be no end to the suffering, 
the sun did rise eventually and it hailed the retreat of the insects. I heard the buzz-
ing of a motor as Lynn approached me from across the harbor. I was looking at 
salvation. Lynn standing on her boat with the painter1 in her hand and wind in 
her hair only added to the feeling of rescue. I needed to re-arm myself with better 
tools to face the hordes. As in, equip myself with a sturdy chemical arsenal. Since 
the nuclear convenience of bug-bombs wasn’t available in Luperón, I loaded up on 
bug spray, cleaning supplies, and drinking water. The short trek into town showed 
me warm bakeries, fruit trees, friendly people, and most importantly a world out-
side of the war zone of my boat. Not to be tempted by the sirens of dry land, I tied 
my bandana around my forehead as soon as Lynn dropped me at my boat again. 
This mentality, and Rambo-esque-attire, was indicative of the next two weeks. I’d 
spend all the daylight hours fighting mold and cleaning every square inch of the 
boat I could get to. At night I’d dart into the cabin and battle roaches, pushing the 
trenches farther day by day. It was a grim existence, but I was slowly winning.
 I would read when I couldn’t take any more chemicals or I had to wait 
for the Comet to set. I started with Adrift by Steven Callahan; it’s a story of a sailor 
shipwrecking in the north Atlantic and having to survive on a life-raft for 76 days. 
Survival stories, especially while I’m alone without someone to bring me back to 
reality, have an intense effect on me. I started eating barely anything (a can of soup 
and a few spoonfuls of peanut butter a day at most) as testament to the fact I had 
transitioned into ‘survival mode’. I started rationing my food stores (not figuring 
in there were markets covering the town) and barely eating, drinking, or sleep-
ing. A similar thing happened when we were sailing through the Bahamas and I 
was reading a story about the Karluk, a ship which wrecked in the Arctic. I was 
conserving food and making hardtack2 when my friend pointed out to me that we 
were in fact not struggling for survival in the harsh arctic but cruising in the tropi-
cal paradise of the Bahamas. To illustrate, I offer you the following journal excerpt:

 “i don’t really eat. i think it’s from reading too many survival stories. i 
usually have a bowl of dry oatmeal and peanut butter with water when i run out 
of energy midday. at night i debate if im going to eat or not. i have a lot of canned 
food at the moment, but can’t bring myself to eat it. what if i need it later? i have 
that dilemma with canned food. it just always seems like it should only be used 
in an emergency. i swear id eat hard tack and pemmican all day if i was prepared. 
drinking only the water i could distill for myself. what the hell is my problem.”

 Getting to and from the boat was quite the ordeal. The dinghy I had was 
just awful. At the beginning of the last trip we traded our small dinghy, “lil tippy,” 
with a solo sailor for a larger deflatable duly named “big tippy.” The lil tipster was 
great for two people, but as we were four on the previous trip it was becoming 
obvious we couldn’t really do what we wanted to do with it. I still to this day con-

1 The line attached to the front of the dinghy, used for securing it to all kinds of unstable structures.
2 A biscuit that never goes bad, used by arctic explorers and the like for food.
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sider that trade one of our biggest mistakes. Biggie T leaked air, took in water, 
wasn’t sturdy, took forever to setup, and was pretty much impossible to row with 
one person. With four people paddling we could get it moving at a barely excus-
able pace. At times someone would jump out to push us while swimming. Being 
alone I was rather against the odds, and rowing was a monumental task. Being 
that the Dominican Republic is subject to the trade winds I could rely on those to 
drift me onto shore during the day, then late at night I could row back when the 
wind would die or the land breeze would push me back to the boat. When other 
boaters would see me struggling to get around they would occasionally give me a 
tow. It was embarrassing often times, but a welcome gesture that made me several 
friends. If there’s to be an antagonist to this story, I’m awarding the title to big 
tippy.
 Time passed quickly. I made sailor friends in the harbor due to this new-
fangled “beer drinking” skill I had so cleverly developed. I tried my damnedest to 
work past the conversations about autopilots and water-makers and push them to 
regale me with stories of their sailing past. I would take hikes to beautiful hills and 
cliffs and watch waves from thousands of miles away crash against the rocks. The 
seemingly hopeless siege on the boat was going well and after just a few days I was 
able to sleep inside again with only a few instances of roach retaliation. I started 
reintroducing myself to the stars and watched comets and the ISS1 pass overhead. 
I spent a lot of time co-ordinating and setting up my future back home on the 
internet, along with sending lengthy emails to friends I missed dearly. After a few 
days I was content alone, and it felt really nice to be where I was.

-3-

  Although stories about cleaning a boat in a foreign country are riveting, 
I’ll try to move on. Finding crew for this trip was difficult. Typically I work out 
which friends are going to come help me sail months beforehand, but since I was 
so reluctant to even start going on this trip I put very little work in finding crew. 
Luckily, my friend Monica was 100% in. She wanted to go to Puerto Rico and then 
back to Florida, and had sailed only once before when we went out on my boat 
for a day-sail. Various other people had expressed that they wanted to come but 
couldn’t make it for this or that reason. I was pretty intimidated by the prospect of 
sailing great distances with just one other person, especially a person who hadn’t 
been at sea yet (although later on in my stay in the DR I read Dove2 and it made 
me feel if a person more than a decade younger than me could sail alone around 
the world, maybe I could make it back to Florida). The whole process I was keep-
ing in touch with my friend Fritz, who said he could come along if I really needed 
help. I told him I could use help, but didn’t need it that bad, we could figure it out 
and I didn’t want to cash in my favors. After a few emails saying “ok well if you 
need help just let me know” and checking to see how things were going I got the 

1 International Space Station, comrade.
2 An autobiographical book about Robin Lee Graham sailing alone around the world, starting when 
he was 16. The ending is a let down.
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hint that he actually wanted to come along and was just waiting for a more direct 
invite. I told him if he wanted to come I’d love to have him and he should book a 
ticket immediately but I could do it without him. His flight landed three days later 
at an airport on the opposite side of the country, as opposed to the two airports 
quite close to Luperón. Two days of harrowing motorcycle, taxi, and guagua trips 
through the mountains and countryside later and he was aboard.
 With the crew assembled we started brainstorming plans. It was approxi-
mately 700nm1 to Key Largo, Florida. We had slightly less than three weeks before 
we had to be back to flights and obligations in the states. Within this time frame, 
it became obvious that going to Puerto Rico was way out of the question and we 
actually didn’t have that much time to make it back to Florida with stops. The only 
place I was insistent on going to was the Cay Sal bank, a tiny group of uninhab-
ited islands between Florida and Cuba. We talked about stopping in the Bahamas, 
and various other places along the way (although we would never even consider 
going to Cuba because that is ILLEGAL and classified as TRADING WITH THE 
ENEMY, the Red Menace) but agreed to play it by ear and see what time we were 
making. When sailing I think it’s best to have a plan but not a schedule since you’re 
dependent on the weather and there are always surprises (not to give it away, but 
‘surprises’ translates to ‘things breaking’). Talking to other sailors the most com-
mon advice was “You’re crazy if you leave now!” The conditions could always be 
better and you should wait for them to improve. That might be a great plan if you 
have plenty of time and are content to keep waiting, but I get antsy and am almost 
always on some kind of schedule. Also, perfect conditions are subjective and there 
are plenty of situations where things are good enough with a naïve and ambitious 
risk assessment, after all.
 Where we were in the world the trade winds blow from the east every day, 
all day. The only time this is different is if there is some kind of disturbance passing 
such as a strong front, storm, or hurricane. Hurricane Tomas had just passed and 
was replaced by a stationary front lingering over the area with a large storm far 
north in the Atlantic kicking up huge waves our way. If we timed it right we could 
get in the lee2 of the Bahamas islands and therefore protected from the far off swell 
utilizing the light winds presented by the passing front. I was excited about start-
ing the trip with a little lighter conditions so my friends who hadn’t been at sea 
yet could have an easier start. Soon enough we’d be having a smooth downwind 
passage, pushed by the trades and current (the Antilles current through the Old 
Bahama Channel). Things were looking good.
 The day we were planning on leaving was spent clearing customs and 
prepping the boat for the voyage. We filled our water tanks and decided against 
filling up our fuel tanks. By my estimates we had around eight gallons left and an 
extra five on the side. Being that I was planning on sailing the whole time, this 
sounded fine and I didn’t expect to need a full tank of fuel. We had very little fuel. 
This is known as ‘foreshadowing’ for future reference.

1 Nautical mile. A nautical mile is 1.13 statute miles for comparison.
2 The side blanketed from the wind. If the wind is blowing in your face, your front is the windward 
side and your back the leeward side.
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 Clearing customs was an awkward battle of haggling in my broken Span-
ish out of fees I didn’t want to pay and walking all over town. While I was haggling 
inside, some officials asked my friends “Why doesn’t your friend like our coun-
try?” thinking I was trying to miser my way out of fees because I had a bad vaca-
tion experience. One of the departments we had to clear out with was the navy. 
The marina de guerra (marina of war!) was quite close to where we were but the 
problem was the bridge had fallen down the night prior cause of the flooding from 
the hurricane. This made everything take a lot longer, as I had to walk around the 
city several times. I stopped in a gringo bar for a minute to wait for the customs to 
re-open (people take lunch between noon and two) and to say goodbye to some 
sailor friends. I naïvely forget how businesses work often, as I was promptly called 
to the back and asked to leave for not buying anything. Between being kicked out 
of the popular sailor bar and haggling with customs and the navy, it seemed due 
time to head out. I often try quite hard not to burn bridges, but sometimes they 
just fall apart.
 While we had hoped and planned to leave in the early afternoon, by the 
time we started pulling up anchor the sun had started setting. It would be quite 
difficult to get out of the harbor and to sea in the dark so we rushed to utilize the 
escaping daylight. Within an hour we would be left to the mercy of the ocean, our 
closest potential landfall over a hundred miles away and our destination around 
700 miles ahead of us. My biggest immediate concern was how my friends would 
adapt to life at sea. If worried they would get seasick, be unable to develop the 
necessary skills, or wondered if they would even enjoy sailing. I often forget that 
sailing is a lot of work and while the day-sail can be a nice vacation, this voyage 
was quite daunting and demanding. The night setting in always makes me anxious, 
and it’s longer in the winter months of the tropics. Sailing at night you’re often 
alone as other people sleep. It’s harder for me to stay awake or see hazards ap-
proaching. Most the storms I’ve been through have been at night so I always worry 
another will hit without me being able to see it coming. My anxiety was hopefully 
totally unseen as my wide-eyed boatmates pulled up our mud-covered anchor and 
we set off. After all, you can wait forever for things to get better.

-4-

 As we motored through the harbor some friends waved and signaled 
their air-horns as goodbyes, accompanied with a few full-moon salutes. It felt good 
to be moving again. I like staying in a harbor and living on a boat, but I was excited 
to be going out to sea again. As we navigated the narrow channel out of Bahia de 
Luperón we started getting tossed around by the rocky seas. It’s pretty common 
for inlets to be bumpy, the seas funneling through them becoming confused as the 
water depth shallows dramatically and the ocean flows in and out. To answer my 
friends nervousness, I assured them it would pass shortly and the sea would be 
much more comfortable once we got out of the inlet. When we got out far enough 
for things to calm down and to keep a safe distance from shore, it came time for 
one of my favorite moments in sailing: killing the engine. Engines are loud and 
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distracting, drowning out the sounds of the wind and the sea and replacing them 
with pumping cylinders and squeaking alternator belts. It tends to be quite a stark 
contrast when the engine is turned off and you’re suddenly left in relative silence. 
Our sails rolled out like red carpets welcoming the night breeze and ocean swell. 
I was energized and excited to be out again, it felt amazing. Fritz was consumed 
with the fear of sea sickness, and said he already started to feel it setting in. I told 
him it wasn’t anything to worry about and those feelings would pass momentarily. 
In truth I was incredibly nervous he would get sick right off the bat and be out for 
the rest of the voyage, I was trying to manifest his health. After a bit of explaining 
to Monica how to steer and handle the boat we decided it was best for me to rest 
for a bit while I could before anyone got sick or needed rest of their own.
 Despite the fact we were in the trade wind belt, meaning the winds should 
be blowing steadily from the east all throughout every day, the winds were blowing 
light and from the north. A little too light to keep us comfortably cutting through 
the waves, so our little boat was getting tossed around like a bath-toy by the ocean. 
I was enjoying one of my favorite sailing pastimes: lamenting the fact that my well 
planned voyage was being ruined by inaccurate weather predictions. I tried to lay 
down for a bit, but I was restless. I can never rest the first day at sea, I just lay down 
and worry for hours on end. It was a short attempt, soon I started to hear things 
changing. The boat was behaving differently and things sounded different. After a 
bit of time on a boat, you become attuned to the sounds of it in the water and start 
to be able to detect even small changes in the wind, steering, sail trim, or swell. 
Something wasn’t right.
 I could tell the wind was starting to pick up quickly. Where we were at 
it was very common for squalls1 to pass over frequently. During the daytime you 
can see them coming, characterized by dark looming clouds. At night it’s much 
harder to distinguish a benign passing cloud from a squall bringing heavy winds 
and rain. As the wind started to pick up quickly the boat started to heel over, going 
from a gentle five degree tilt or less to thirty degrees within a few seconds. I quickly 
started running around the boat to reduce sail while attempting to gently coach 
my friends on what to do, how to steer, and assure them and myself that this was 
fine and normal. With a little finesse we reduced both the sails and were back on 
course at a much more manageable state. The experience was pretty intense for ev-
eryone. The boat tipping a lot, Monica having to wrestle the wheel to keep control, 
everything being dark and not knowing what’s going on while Fritz in particular 
was struggling with hints of nausea. It wasn’t a new experience for me, but it had 
been a while and I worried about more squalls hitting while I was trying to rest. I 
gave up such futile attempts at rest and stayed up and about, trying to suppress my 
worry and seem totally unphased to my friends.
 Now, when I say the boat titled to thirty degrees I want to make sure what 
that entails is understood. Imagine the floor under you, in this case the only thing 
between you and thousands of feet of water full of kraken and megalodons, start-
ing to dump you towards the water. At this state most of your effort is used towards 

1 A squall is a basically a storm cell. Usually they produce sudden wind increases, changes in wind 
direction, and precipitation. They look pretty nasty and foreboding.
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“not falling.” Since the floor is no longer directly below, you’ll find yourself walk-
ing on the sides of the cockpit and cabin. At this degree of tilt, with your center 
of gravity significantly altered, tasks that once seemed effortless are monumental. 
Try making a sandwich, peeing, doing math, or even just sleeping while constantly 
falling and climbing around on the walls. To supplement this, the boat is bouncing 
through the waves throwing off your balance and sending anything not expertly 
secured flying around or off the boat. Now, imagine this happening suddenly at 
night while you’re steering the boat for the first time, the only assurance you have 
of the boat not flipping over being the words of your slightly-experienced friend. 
It’s pretty amazing watching people’s reaction when the boat when it tilts (us sail-
ors say ‘heel’) for the first time. For the folks who don’t know that it’s supposed to 
happen, it really seems like the end of the world.
 Monica did three hours at the helm steering the boat, as our agreed upon 
shift schedule requested. With three people, one person would do three hours 
steering then have six hours off. This was exciting to me, as plenty of my trips have 
been two people switching off every three hours or a couple times me on helm 
for long periods of time as my friends battled sea sickness. Most sailors I’ve met 
would never take the voyages I’ve been through without some form of autopilot. 
I think they’re incredibly smart. There’s really nothing romantic about staring at 
a compass for hours of, or all of your day while wrestling the wheel to keep you 
on course. With an autopilot it’s still necessary to have someone on watch, but 
it doesn’t become a huge hassle if the person on watch wants to eat something, 
navigate, pee, or do anything besides begging the compass card to point where you 
want. Particularly in heavier winds or downwind abandoning the wheel for mere 
seconds can result in a multitude of hazardous situations emerging as the boat 
swings violently with every wave and gust. At the end of this trip I made a ‘never 
again’ list for sailing long distances: one of those being that I wouldn’t do any long 
passages without some kind of auto-pilot. At the time of this writing, I still haven’t 
gotten one, but I’m quite excited about the potential future.
 After three hours were up I took the helm to relieve Monica. Fritz was 
officially sea-sick. He tried to lay down to preserve his health, but still felt awful. 
Awful to the point where soon after I took over he started vomiting. To compli-
ment it, the bucket he had vomited in he had promptly sacrificed to Neptune (lost 
overboard) while he tried to clean it. Losing a bucket may not seem like a big deal, 
but a good bucket is hard to come by on the open ocean. And if you’re as cheap as 
me, losing anything is a big deal. His sickness worried me greatly. Unlike a lot of 
nauseas, you don’t feel better after vomiting when sea sick. You’re not attempting 
to purge your system of some disagreeable substances, it’s the motion of your situ-
ation that throws your system off and causes you to empty yourself over and over 
again. Once it starts the only useful combatant is to sleep for long periods until 
hopefully you wake up not sick. There are drugs and herbs you can take before-
hand to prevent it’s likelihood, but once it sets in and you start vomiting none of 
those things can really help. My thoughts focused on what to do if Fritz didn’t get 
better. I assumed it would be around two days before he started becoming himself 
again and could perhaps take a shift at the helm, based on being at sea with other 
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sea sick friends. That’s a long time to be sick, and the only real relief was getting 
somewhere that wasn’t rocking all over the place. I went through all the nearby 
ports in my head, considering stopping for a spell to recover. Unless we turned 
around most of the nearby ports on the way were in other countries (Haiti or the 
Bahamas) which had customs fees and weren’t directly on our path. Plus even if we 
got there what good would it do if we had to just set sail a few days later, restart-
ing the same process? I thought we could keep going for a day or so and see what 
happens, as within that time frame there were still ports we could get to within a 
relatively short amount of time.
 During the night I wedged a bucket between the table and Fritz’s bunk 
in the cabin, so he could have easy access to it if he needed. At some point during 
the night, I heard Fritz scrambling around with a lot of commotion. Apparently he 
woke up feeling the need to vomit, and quickly began reaching out for the bucket. 
He knocked it over promptly, spilling its contents on the floor of the cabin and 
finding himself struggling in the dark to find the bucket again. It sounded pretty 
crazy down there from the cockpit. After a little time, the struggle stopped, with 
the usual vomiting sounds. It made me sad, as always, to hear my friend sick, but 
I assumed things were well for the moment. A minute later I saw Fritz slowly start 
to crawl up into the cockpit, his dark form barely visible in the cloudy night.
 “Steeeeeve?” he slowly said in a meek, sickly voice.
 “What’s up buddy?” I replied in my best friendly, accommodating voice.
 “I just threw up all over my face.” he answered. He couldn’t find the buck-
et, so he had cupped his hand over his mouth as an alternative. Moments after 
saying this a wave hit, he lost his balance, and fell into the cabin. I sighed heavily, 
things were looking grim.
 I sailed a double shift since I wanted to give Monica more than 3 hours 
of sleep. When we traded off, we had a short discussion about Fritz and potential 
options. Nothing looked good, and all the bail-out options seemed incredibly ex-
pensive (going to port and getting him a flight back from some tiny Caribbean 
airport). We decided to keep going and see how it went. I was exhausted at this 
point and tried to get a little rest as now Monica and I would be at helm for twelve 
hours a day if we split things evenly. I had done that set up several times in trips 
past, and it’s never really that wonderful. If doing hard sailing with little sleep or 
relief builds character, at this point I have quite the excess.
 I read in a book about Dr. Paul Farmer that there’s a Haitian saying “be-
yond mountains there are mountains.” In my life that means, whenever there’s 
something difficult there’s an endless amount of difficulties beyond it. This was 
exemplified when Monica woke me to take over after around one hour, she wasn’t 
feeling well. We switched out and the reality of the situation was setting in quickly. 
Despite having two of my friends with me, I felt incredibly on my own. If both my 
friends were sea sick, I had to be on helm for twenty-four hours a day somehow. 
I had to steer, manage the sails, navigate, cook, fix things that went wrong, try to 
take care of my friend’s needs and mine, and find some way to get rest. At the time, 
it seemed to be an impossible task. I was already tired, and getting hungry on top 
of feeling rather defeated and irresponsible. What was I doing, taking people who 
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hadn’t sailed beforehand on a voyage as long as this one? I felt as if I was refining 
an acute form of torture where I trapped nauseous people in a pitching and roll-
ing box where they had no escape for potentially a week or more while a madman 
drove them into the abyss.

-5-

 One of the things I was working towards while planning this trip was 
having one other experienced sailor to come with me. Honestly I don’t have many 
friends who are sailors (although this is changing slowly, trip by trip) and I don’t 
think many normal sailing types would be subject to the accommodations of my 
boat. It’s smaller than most boats people sail on nowadays, there’s no auto-pilot, 
the cooking and bathroom situations are far more haggard than most yachts offer 
(a camp stove and sawdust bucket), and I feel generally less experienced than most 
sailors on top of being a complete wing-nut and weirdo that most people wouldn’t 
want to be in close quarters with. That leaves me with my group of amazing friends 
to choose from, who would be perfect if they had a little sailing experience.
 As we slowly plodded along the north coast of Hispaniola I felt totally 
overwhelmed and defeated by our situation. I thought I could perhaps make it 
through until things got better but the fact I was subjecting my friends to such a 
horrible experience was eating at me badly. I will also say, my mood while sailing 
is almost completely dependent on the wind and weather. If it’s beautiful out with 
a favorable wind I usually don’t have a care in the world. Soon as the wind dies 
out and I’m bobbing along going nowhere, the rain picks up, or things (including 
myself) start falling around the cabin and breaking I question why anyone would 
ever subject themselves to the misery of sailing. Luckily these ailments seem to 
be quickly cured by good weather, which perhaps knights me with the title, “fair-
weather sailor.” The wind was still light and from the north which showed how 
incredibly good I was at finding the few days of the whole year that the trades were 
stalled for days in a row. What should be a pleasant downwind passage was show-
ing itself as sailing close to a light breeze that died completely at times.
 When the wind picked up it consoled me. The view was beautiful as well. 
There was the stark contrast between the Dominican Republic and Haiti that so 
many people speak of. The DR having a lush and vibrant green forested coast to 
contrast the barren muddy coast of Haiti caused by its intense deforestation in at-
tempts to stay economically afloat. Haiti, being a country formed from a successful 
slave rebellion, is not fancied by the western world. The north coast was mountain-
ous and breath-takingly gorgeous. I had never taken a camera on any sailing trip, 
nor had I owned one in years. Trip after trip I’d try to describe the amazing things I 
saw and situations I was in, often resorting to “it was pretty sweet.” To change this, 
I tried to bring a camera to capture glances of my trip to share with my friends. 
More than anything as prompts for stories so I could remember and share my 
experiences. Naturally, I dropped it on the first attempt to use it while in the DR, 
rendering it useless. One of the lessons of life I’ve learned thus far is some folks, 
including myself, just can’t have nice things. 
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 In my better moments, I got lost staring into the mountains and the seem-
ingly endless expanse of beautiful blue water. Lost that is, until I had to change 
course to avoid the large amounts of floating debris that we always seemed to be 
heading directly into. With the ocean being so incredibly large collision at sea 
seems to be such an unlikely occurrence. The opposite is the case, where collision 
offers itself as the biggest threat when sailing offshore. With the recent hurricane 
and storms as the assumed culprits, I spent almost the whole time off the coast of 
Haiti avoiding logs and other floating hazards. Nighttime added to the anxiety as I 
couldn’t clearly see the potential threats approaching. I was already pretty anxious 
and sleep deprived, which just made everything more intense. Things were hard,  
and just getting harder.
 I had barely eaten and hadn’t slept in over twenty-four hours as both my 
friends were either asleep or still resting, managing their own struggles against 
sea sickness. Probably the only advantage to sailing close to light winds was that I 
could balance the sails and helm to allow the boat to steer itself for a few minutes. 
This allowed me time to navigate, trim sails, fix things, get snacks, and whatever 
else I needed short breaks for. When the sun was up I felt awake and able to take 
on the eleven or so hours of daylight we were getting that time of the year (this 
was in November). In honesty, when the sun was out I felt fine, I’m assuming from 
some kind of mental self-conditioning. As the night set in so did my anxiety. The 
sun slipped away with an air of seriousness, I always looked to it’s last moments 
over the horizon with the feeling of stepping up the a challenge as darkness slowly 
swallowed everything in sight. The fact that it was going to be dark for more hours 
than it was light and I’d have to be awake and steering for every second of it was 
incredibly daunting. To quote my journal:

 “im still scared of the night. i think i evolved this fear from sailing. when 
the twilight is ending, i just get full of this uneasiness, not knowing what could 
happen next. most of being at sea is trying to be comfortable not knowing what’s 
going to happen, night takes a lot of your ability to see things coming out of it. least 
it’s usually calmer at night in land. usually.”

 I kept thinking back to stories of solo sailors like Dumas1 and Slocum2 
who sailed around the world alone without self-steering. I’m made from similar 
pieces as they, I thought, so I should be able to sail alone a mere 700 miles. I’ve read 
dozens of books about solo-circumnavigators, my situation seemed so infantile in 
comparison. The night also brought the fear of unpredicted wind increases and 
shifts, floating debris and unlit boats, waves you couldn’t see coming and prepare 
for. Everything at night seems much more intense. If the wind picks up even slight-
ly it makes me think it’ll continue to do so to an unending degree. In my anxious 
state I watched every cloud thinking it could be a feeder band3 for an unpredicted 
1 Sailed around the world via the southern ocean without self steering, starting and ending in Argen-
tina. Basically an extreme bad-ass as chronicled in “Alone Around the Roaring Fourties.”
2 Credited with being the first person to sail alone around the world. Teller of tall tales, as document-
ed in the classic “Sailing Alone Around the World.”
3 Streaks of clouds pulling up moisture from the ocean “feeding” clouds into the hurricane.
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hurricane barreling towards us from just a few hours away and I was looking at the 
last moments of my life.

-6-

 Then the sun rose. It brought with it the calm that the night was over, 
illuminating the vast expanses of ocean around me and beginning to warm and 
welcome the new day. To say welcome is a vast understatement, I was giddy about 
the night being over. Today was particularly exciting, the wind increased slightly 
and I could see the end of Haiti. I delight in my small victories, as they’re often the 
best I can get, and leaving sight of Hispaniola was one of them. Soon enough we’d 
be crossing the windward passage1 and sailing along the northern coast of Cuba 
(which I had heard was gorgeous and had been looking forward to for quite some 
time). At some point during the day, as we started along the windward passage, 
I saw Fritz peek his head up. Now, someone getting out of bed might usually not 
seem like a reason for excitement, but seeing a friend vertical who for days past was 
only able to remain horizontal is quite a feat. I watched him slowly and carefully 
climb out of the cabin and into the cockpit. We were both silent, with slight smiles 
of apprehension, treating these as if they were his first steps of life. It was painted 
on his face he was under a tight watch, waiting for sea sickness to overtake him at 
any second. I was quite excited, partially because this could mean I might be able 
to get a break from the helm but more so that perhaps sailing would become an 
enjoyable experience instead of a tortuous one for my friends. We talked excitedly 
for a bit, Fritz hesitantly saying he wasn’t feeling significantly sick anymore. This is 
quite the miracle since our last interaction was two nights before during the whole 
“face-puking” incident.
 When Fritz felt as if he had tested the waters enough and was able to 
remain vertical and somewhat mobile he offered to take helm. This was the offer 
I had been waiting for the whole time. I could finally fix all the things I had been 
putting off, navigate correctly, eat well, and finally sleep. I stayed awake excited to 
be free of the ‘tyranny of the tiller’2 as it has often been called. After a pleasant spell 
of chatting and doing various tasks, Fritz continued to remind me that I should try 
to sleep, as he was unsure how much longer it would be until the sickness kicked 
in again. Hesitant to retire from my new-found freedom, and not wanting to shy 
away from a seemingly endless list of tasks to complete, I lied down and attempted 
to sleep. I hadn’t slept for almost two days I believe, so I was giddy at the prospect 
of getting some rest.
 Despite my complete lack of rest, I couldn’t sleep. I think it was because I 
had conditioned myself to be completely awake while the sun was out. I tossed and 
turned for hours, constantly worrying about something going wrong and checking 
on Fritz to see if he needed anything. After a few hours of this I came out into the 
cockpit, carrying a feeling of defeat and slight desperation with me. Soon enough 

1 The piece of water between Cuba and Hispaniola.
2 The tiller is a post connected to the rudder used to steer the boat. We have wheel-steering, so not an 
actual tiller, but most old salty sayings refer to tillers.
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Fritz would need to rest, and I would be back where I started, with the little time 
I had free wasted futilely. I’d be unrested and back on the helm for an unknown 
amount of time that always seemed like forever. I will say, just being away from the 
helm and steering was an amazing relief. I felt like I had my body back, I wasn’t 
just some appendage of the boat keeping it plodding towards a destination too far 
off to even think about. For that second, at least.
 As the night started to set in, the wind picked up significantly and changed 
direction. After reefing the sails to accommodate the new wind, it became appar-
ent that we couldn’t keep our course anymore. Sailboats like mine can sail about 
45° off from the wind in good conditions so having to bear away from the wind 
meant that the wind was more from the north-northwest now. As we managed 
to get the sails under control and sail our new close-hauled1 course I lamented 
about our situation. To reiterate, we were in the trade wind belt, where the winds 
blow from the east pretty much every second of every day of every year. Yet thus 
far we had been able to find ourselves sailing slightly into, and now completely 
into, the wind. I was going to have to tack back and forth to make progress. This 
was ridiculous. Sailing was much more demanding and engaging now, and Fritz 
enjoyed it. The boat was heeled over thirty degrees, the wind was howling, and we 
were crashing through the waves. This is a usual situation I’m in while sailing; my 
friends enjoying something exciting while I worry and harvest anxiety about it. 
What if the wind picked up even more or changed further against us? Sailing into 
the wind for a bit is exciting, but doing it for hours into days takes quite a toll on 
the boat and the crew. Plus the progress is much much slower, usually taking over 
twice as long to get anywhere. At least this trip wasn’t boring, I suppose.
 As mentioned before, the forecast had predicted a large storm far north 
in the Atlantic to kick up significant swell into the northern Caribbean. Looking 
at the forecasts before I left I found we’d be protected from that swell by the Caicos 
and Bahamas Islands. Protected except for one portion on the north-east coast of 
Cuba, exactly where we were about to be. In my initial predictions, we’d be far past 
it when those swells hit, but since we were traveling drastically slower than I had 
hoped, we were meeting the swell just in time. The night had just set in and the 
wind had picked up a little more. It was a lot to handle, and I predicted Fritz would 
get sea sick at any second. Based on the fact that we were needing to tack back and 
forth to reach our destination, our batteries needed charging, and I wanted to try 
to avoid this forthcoming swell, I decided to turn on the ol’ iron sail and motor for 
an hour. If we motored due north into the wind we would have a better angle of 
progress and would be closer to an area protected from the swell by the Bahamas. 
The motor was also the only way I had of charging the batteries, which has been 
a constant source of frustration since getting the boat (as of this writing I’m the 
proud owner of a 60watt solar panel, so now I have no scapegoat rationale for us-
ing the motor). We turned on the motor headed downwind to blanket the jib with 
the main and furl2 the jib it in. In the heavy winds the jib promptly twisted and 
1 Sailing as close as possible to 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.
2 Our boat, along with a lot of modern sailboats, is equipped with a furling system for the headsail. 
This means that instead of raising and lowering different sized and shaped headsails you could make 

14



wrapped itself backwards around itself several times on the forestay1, snapping 
and beating on the rigging with the wind.
 Beyond mountains there are mountains. It was nighttime and being that 
we were in the windward passage close to Cuba there was shipping traffic to keep 
an eye on. There’s a saying relating to collision at sea: if you can see it, it’s too 
close, unless it’s your destination. I was keeping an eye on one or two freighters, 
and there was one from the south that was moving at a course that could poten-
tially be concerning. Technically, boats under power (motoring) are to give way 
to boats under sail. I can count on one hand how many times this is honored, and 
if you think a freighter will give way to your sailboat I hope your life raft deploys 
quickly. Generally, always yield to the biggest boat and treat it as if it was being 
driven by a total lunatic, if anyone at all. The reason I break from the soon-to-be 
riveting story of “sailor vs. a wrapped jib” is to bring to light the fact that the north-
bound freighter was getting closer. The sea had picked up, and we were pitching 
and rolling around, making it hard to determine where we were in orientation 
to the oncoming behemoth. Regardless, we were getting too close for comfort. 
Shipping freighters move at incredible speeds and if they do keep a watch out I 
believe the job is occupied exclusively by the narcoleptic’s union. I attempted to 
radio the freighter several times just in case they hadn’t seen us with no response. I 
tried several combinations of descriptors and even tried in my broken and pathetic 
Spanish. Time and time again I waited to hear back, but there was nothing. If I 
was piloting a ship like that, I probably couldn’t hear the radio over blasting party 
music all night, so I sympathize. Honestly I only turn the radio on when I see other 
boats nearby or I think it’s a concern, so I shouldn’t be very surprised when other 
boats aren’t monitoring their radios.
 It was beginning to become apparent that despite the fact having a whole 
ocean to be in, our two boats we were in danger of collision. It’s a pretty amazing 
thing actually, despite the fact that there seems to be such an astoundingly small 
chance for two boats to be heading towards each other in the vastness of the ocean 
it’s usually the case. I’ve gone days without seeing another boat, then naturally 
the first I see is heading directly towards me seemingly hell-bent on running us 
down. Fritz was maintaining course, his inexperience lending him a comfort that I 
missed. There have been quite a few occasions where I’ll come up to see my friend 
who’s on helm for the first time piloting us straight into certain doom, completely 
oblivious to the danger and without a care in the world. It’s a beautiful thing re-
ally, and looking back at many of my sailing experiences they would have been 
defeated and ruined if I would have known what imminent danger I was in at the 
time. I was about to pathetically start honking my air horn in their general direc-
tion (a gesture that would have no chance over the hum of their engines) when 
they abruptly changed course. I’d like to think that because of my repeated radio 
attempts they might have checked their radar to notice that they were about to 
run down a small craft (which I doubt they would have noticed if they did), but 

it smaller or larger by wrapping it on itself. Like a big ol red carpet.
1 Metal wire connecting the top of the mast to the bow of the boat. One of the primary supports for 
keeping the mast up.
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regardless of the reason we were safe for that second. The story of the beautiful 
traditional sailboat coming into port in China after a around the world voyage 
only to be run down and destroyed mere miles away from a circumnavigation by 
a freighter that suddenly changed course kept coming to mind. The boat ahead 
could just be getting a better angle to run us down with anyhow. Playing with their 
food, to an extent.
 One of the reasons this was more stressful was that our maneuverability 
was compromised by the state of the jib, it was basically strangling itself with its 
own lines. The wind was heavy and the sail and sheets violently beat themselves 
over and over when under any pressure at all. I attempted to fix things from the 
cockpit for a few minutes before realizing I had to go to the foredeck and figure 
something out. Fritz, like a trooper, kept the boat steady while I rushed forward 
and started working. To save the boring details, I ended up taking over a half 
hour of undoing the sheets and manually unwrapping the sail to discover that it 
wouldn’t furl completely. This started the long process of manually adding wraps 
to the furling drum until we could get it all the way in. I’ll remind you that our 
friend the curious little freighter was plodding along right towards us for a good 
portion of this event. When they turned, it was a pretty epic sight seeing them 
scoot by at incredible speeds, almost flaunting how easily they could have ended 
this voyage for us.
 When everything was fixed I went back and relieved a very sea sick Fritz 
from the helm. He immediately scurried into the cabin to get some well-deserved 
and needed rest. So, here I was again, alone on helm at night for an unforeseen 
amount of time. Other than bringing a sick Monica food occasionally, I hadn’t 
seen her in days. I was incredibly tired and weak from lack of rest in general but 
especially now after wrestling the sails in heavier wind. We were at around thirty-
five degrees of tilt and jumping through the building waves, not the most relaxing 
state to be in. On top of this I worried about the waves from this far off storm that 
were predicted to come our way any second. We had cut the motor as soon as the 
sail was fixed (being that enough time to charge the batteries had passed) and 
weren’t far from where we started since fixing the sail had taken precedence over 
steering our desired course. Exhaustedly beating into the wind, I defeatedly waited 
for daylight to come and offer relief.

-7-

 The wind lightened, and veered to the north. I was starting to doubt the 
presence of these so-called ‘trade winds’, as I had yet never sailed in them. Even 
when we had sailed from the Caicos bank to the Dominican Republic months 
before across the trades they were stalled by a passing weather system and we had 
light north winds for our crossing. As the sun rose it gave me energy I desperately 
needed and lightened my mood significantly. I had accustomed myself to being 
awake for all the daylight hours; the sun wiped away my fatigue as it illuminated 
the north coast of Cuba. It was incredibly beautiful. The eastern portion of Cuba 
is called “the Orient” as it’s covered in a range of lush tropical mountains. One of 
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the most prominent ones being El Yunque, a flat topped gigantic mountain visible 
from very far away. I spent the whole day relaxed, slowly sailing along staring into 
the mountains. I wished my friends were feeling okay enough to be outside and 
see them, and I even considered waking them up for just a minute to take a look. 
Even though I hadn’t had rest in a long time, I was feeling calm and well. I notice 
when I’m having to keep going without energy I limit my movements and actions 
significantly. I think about the most efficient way to do everything in the way that 
would expend the least amount of energy possible. Other than steering and a few 
other basic movements, I think that day was spent basically just being with the sea 
and mountains as they rolled by.
 It gets loneliest at night, and the night came quickly. I think this would be 
a good time to talk about how I got rest, as I’m sure it’s a question at this point. In 
my life I have gone long periods without rest, and I’m generally known amongst 
my friends to be a person who stays up late and wakes up early in an attempt to 
squeeze out all the living I can get in a day. There are times though where my body 
just shuts down. It quits, and I can’t keep it going anymore. For rest I would sleep 
at night for a few seconds at a time, but a hundred times a night. Fritz said this was 
called micro-napping1, as learned from Nightmare on Elm St. (Freddy would get 
you, even if you micro-napped). This was not my preferred method of rest obvi-
ously, and it wasn’t actually restful at all. Basically I would nod-off and wake up 
startled and disoriented. The first day or two it wasn’t too bad, but a few days in 
I dreaded these naps and fought my body away from them. The naps always won 
out as my body would simply shut down. Being accustomed to the boat I could 
detect any changes in wind or our course. This became incredibly helpful as when 
I would nod-off, I would wake up when we got off course in time to fix it. We were 
in light winds most of the trip thus far (aside from the exciting little period in the 
Windward Passage) so we really weren’t in much danger while the sea was lulled 
me to sleep at night. The thought of just going below and sleeping, letting the boat 
do whatever it wanted to do, came to mind over and over. I would spend hours 
thinking about how much I wanted to do this, but never actually did. Dreaming 
of sleep when you’re tired is like dreaming of food when you’re hungry (which 
I also did). I imagined how wonderful a full night’s rest would be, or even just a 
few hour nap. I dwelled on the possibility that my body was so out of whack and 
conditioned to its new situation that I wouldn’t be able to sleep. When I talk about 
this trip I sometimes say I didn’t sleep, which I suppose is false being that my body 
wrestled me in protest to this insane voyage by shutting down and micro-napping 
for spells in the night. So yea, I suppose I “slept.”
 Another thing worth mentioning is my hallucinations. I had read about 
solo-sailors staying awake for long stints seeing other people on board or out in 
the sea. I’ve experienced hallucinations at other points during my life from lack 
of sleep, so it wasn’t a new concept. For the first few days they didn’t accompany 
my battles against sleep, but as the voyage went on they occurred frequently and 
intensely. They would usually manifest during my awakening from a few second 

1 I read more about this, “Polyphasic sleep,” later on. Apparantly it’s not good for you, but if you do it 
right it’s called the Uberman’s sleep schedule.
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nap as I started trying to make sense the world I was coming into. Often times 
my body would have to get used to being tilted over with the boat, so I’d wake up 
looking at the ocean and not realizing I was on a boat. This was incredibly startling 
and I always thought I was falling into the sea. I came to fear falling asleep as this 
fantasy happened almost every time I dozed off. I would jump startled and attempt 
to grab onto some kind of nearby support, then curse myself for not understand-
ing what was going on when I came to. The boat would cut a small wake as we were 
going along which would be illuminated white by the stern light. One time I woke 
up thinking this wake was a bunch of giant snakes, and since I was falling I came 
to realizing that I was falling into a pit of giant snakes. This was one of the most 
memorable and terrifying; I’m not particularly scared of snakes yet I don’t find the 
idea of falling into a pit of giant ones very welcoming. I had other hallucinations 
that dogs were all around me, or that other boats were everywhere about to run 
into us. They would almost always come and go quickly, as I would wake up very 
alert and quickly piece together the potentially terrifying situation. I would try in-
credibly hard to fight sleep, but my body often won these battles with a knockout. 
I heard things as well, often thinking it was my friends calling for my attention or 
saying some message to me. Occasionally I would respond into nothingness, but 
I learned to discredit these after a while. If anyone was gently trying to get my at-
tention I decided to wait to hear from them again before acting on it. I have to say 
these experiences weren’t particularly enjoyable, but retrospectively at least they 
were exciting. The joys of sensory deprivation have been a form of excitement I’ve 
unintentionally flirted with my whole life, after all.

-8-

 When the morning came we were passing Punta Materellimos, and very 
very slowly making our way up the coast. I could have walked faster for most of 
this trip to be honest. It’s something that people don’t realize at first I think, how 
slow sailing actually is. When we’re going at what is considered a good clip on the 
boat we’re really only going around 6 miles an hour, some of our fastest speeds 
yet recorded being between 8-11 mph. At this time, along with a good portion of 
the trip thus far, we were averaging between 3 and 5 mph, often times a little less. 
Speed on a boat is measured in knots, or nautical miles per hour, but mph is easier 
for the American land-locked reader to relate to. My apologies for not doing the 
metric conversions, rest of the world, as I assume you’re not reading.
 Fritz woke up at some point early on in the day. When I would see some-
one else wake up, a new world opened. All of the sudden, taking a break was a pos-
sibility. If this person would just take my place I could fix things on the boat, cook 
food, and if I was lucky maybe steal some sleep. Maybe I could read, or just relax, 
or anything. Anything besides steering. I would get desperate with a slight aggres-
sion in the back of my head that wants the person to take over RIGHT NOW as 
opposed to when they’re ready. I watch their every movement, wondering why 
they aren’t making that sandwich faster or if they really need to stretch right now 
in the face of my obvious desperation. Then there’s that moment when they come 
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outside, and sit down. Sit down, and let me continue to steer. Maybe take in the 
horizon, the breeze, the sun. Smile and yawn to the new day, the day I’ve been 
awake for along with the night before and the day before so on and so forth. For 
some reason I envision my ideal interaction to be more similar to hurried relay 
runners or tag-team wrestlers than friends casually sharing responsibility. The 
partner seeing the others desperation and doing everything in their power to 
throw themselves into the thick of things and relieve the others plight. After some 
short conversation, the whole time me desperately waiting for the offer to take 
over to be presented, we switched out. It’s some of the best news to hear. You’re no 
longer an organ of the boat, you have freedom of movement again. Well, freedom 
of movement on a 29 foot pitching and rolling space. It’s like a dog going from a 
cage to a back yard...which is tilting.
 I can’t remember if I was able to sleep. Being the sun was out I think 
I stayed awake, as I had conditioned myself to not be tired during the daylight 
hours. I believe I tried to lay down but I honestly don’t remember. A lot of the de-
tails of this trip are lost to the compromised state I was in. I wish I would have kept 
an active journal, but know that would have been impossible with the state I was 
in. We soon spotted a small craft closer to land, aside from the steady stream of 
freighters it was the first vessel we had seen since leaving port. A look through the 
binoculars revealed it was a small fishing boat occupied by two people. We were 
on course to go directly beside them and waved hello as we approached. All the 
small fishing boats we encountered off of Cuba were pretty amazing. Most of them 
looked like folks had done a lot of the construction themselves, as each boat was 
quite different and unique. The innovation, seaworthiness, and aesthetic design of 
some of the designs was pretty impressive. Definitely beat the “white boat with a 
blue stripe” approach (this describes our, and most, sailboats).
 Upon waving to the fishermen they held up their most recent catch, a 
gigantic swordfish. Once we came alongside their boat we tried to have a conver-
sation in my horrible Spanish and their thick Cuban accents. Even though Fritz 
is really good at speaking Spanish, it’s unclear if our small talk was understood at 
all and we were barely able to catch anything of what they were saying. They made 
some gestures that seemed to me they might be offering us the fish they had just 
caught. It was gigantic and being that we didn’t have refrigeration, Fritz didn’t eat 
meat, and Monica was sick, there was no way we could have taken such an offer. 
Plus, cleaning a fish that size would have taken me days and more energy than I 
could think about mustering. We told them a small piece would be great, and they 
cut off the tail for us.
 To make a long story short, I’m horrible at fishing. Despite being at sea 
for as long as I have I can count the amount of fish I’ve pulled into the boat on 
two hands. I’ve given the sea a vast assortment of lures though, I’m pretty good at 
getting a fish to pull on a line and giving them whatever bait or lure I’m using. It’s 
the getting the fish in the boat part that seems to escape me. The tail they handed 
us was bigger than any fish I had caught. Being that it’s completely illegal for us to 
give money to them (them defined as ‘the enemy’ in US law) and illegal for them 
to receive gifts from us naturally I didn’t give them anything for their hard work 
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and generous offer. That would be unethical, immoral, illegal, and supporting the 
vicious red armies that are just waiting to antagonistically rip apart our wonderful 
freedoms. We said some confused parting words that weren’t understood through 
our language barriers and went about our way.
 I do enjoy cleaning fish, but this was a daunting task for me. The filet 
knife I had was rusted and quite dull, the cutting boards I had were too small to 
accommodate the size of the tail, and I had very little energy. With a lot of time and 
bloody, messy, fumbling I was able to get it cut up into four very large filets. I ate 
a bunch of it raw, and it was honestly one of the best things I had ever eaten in my 
life. Hunger is the best spice, they say. In the Caribbean heat, fresh meat wouldn’t 
last long so I definitely over-ate by quite a bit to use up what we had. There was fish 
everywhere. The rack I was using to dry strips I cut was full, and I strung up larger 
pieces on fishing line. I had a whole pan of lightly fried pieces that I was slowly 
working on throughout the day with Monica’s aid. That day I just ate fruit from the 
DR and fresh fish, which is pretty much my dream diet. The dried fish ended up 
turning out really great and lasted quite a while. It’s one of the treats I offer guests 
on the boat, and I’ve given a good bit away to friends and as awkward unwanted 
gifts to my family on Christmas. You know, the kind of presents that are “original” 
or “have personality.”
 The rest of the day was an enjoyable sail, with Fritz being at helm for 
quite a while during the daylight. I still couldn’t sleep during the day, but got some 
rest. The night came and it was hard, but I was getting into a rhythm where those 
hardships were expected and easier to deal with. There was still worry though; the 
weather report we were going off of was from when we left Luperón many days 
ago. It looked favorable for a little over a week, but weather predictions aren’t reli-
able for more than a few days and not accurate for more than two in general I’d 
say. I had thought of stopping in a port simply to ask weather from the officials or 
anyone who might know. This sounded like a good idea, but I knew it would take 
a good chunk of time out of our progress. Maybe that sounds crazy, but because it 
was quite a demanding endeavor thus far the idea of adding effort and more time 
to this voyage was quite daunting. I also planned on asking passing freighters, but 
I hadn’t seen that many in the past two days and the ones I did see didn’t respond 
to radio. I was starting to get worried, and I irrationally assumed horrible things 
would happen at every turn.
 The thing I was worried most about was a late season hurricane. Techni-
cally, hurricane season is until the end of November despite the fact that a hur-
ricane in November isn’t very likely. It’s common to have a November hurricane 
every other year, and hurricane Tomas was at the beginning of the month; on 
paper it looked like we should be good. Late season hurricanes usually build really 
quickly and without a lot of warning, often starting in the Caribbean sea or areas 
nearby where we were sailing. Every time there was an erratic cloud formation I 
rationalized it had to be forecasting a hurricane that was about to be upon us. I 
scolded myself for being so stupid to take such risks sailing when we were and 
prepared for the worst. I was looking forward to when we got to our destination, 
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the Cay Sal bank, we would be able to get NOAA1 weather radio reports from 
Miami. If we could just make it there, maybe two more days or so, we would be 
fine I thought. With every port we would pass by I’d have a huge internal debate to 
stop and try to get an update. We’d pass them and I’d become frustrated about how 
foolhardy I was being for not stopping, trying to press on harder to get to the next 
one. It was really quite a stressful state and was eating away at me.

-9-

 The next morning the trade winds came. It was amazing. We had around 
20-25 knots from astern in the Old Bahamas Channel, the piece of water between 
northern Cuba and the southern edge of the Great Bahamas Bank. This narrow 
piece of water gave us an extra knot of speed from the Antilles current and was 
more dangerous because of the close proximity of shipping traffic in a narrow 
space. Also there were hazards to either side, being that the water outside of the 
channel was quite shallow. One of the downsides to our new found speed was that 
the seas were getting larger and our course was rockier, making everyone more sea 
sick than the calm conditions we had previously. After some time our course lead 
us directly downwind, not an ideal point of sail. To run before the wind2 effectively 
I would need to rig a pole to hold the jib out to one side and a preventer line to 
keep the main on the other. With this the boat tends to pitch and roll quite a bit 
from side to side constantly, but the more relevant threat came from the fact that 
we’d be going really fast, and it might be more than I could handle alone in my state 
to keep the boat completely under control. If something went wrong I might need 
to take down the rigging that kept the boat downwind which would be quite a task 
to do alone while keeping the boat steered in a way that was safe. I avoided going 
directly downwind and sailed a little off course, switching sides in a slight zig-zag 
down the channel.
 Now would probably be a good time to harp on why it was a salty thing 
to talk about the Old Bahamas Channel at the bar in Luperón. It’s not a popular 
sailing route amongst the cruisers, mostly because it doesn’t provide a lot of stops. 
The north coast of Cuba offers many beautiful places to go and incredibly safe har-
bors, but it’s not a popular cruising route, especially amongst US citizens because 
of the embargo. Most folks go back through the Bahamas which offers weeks or 
more of pleasant island hopping with beautiful anchorages within a day’s sail of 
each other. It was hard getting advice about the route I was taking because not 
many people I ran into had done it. Going on a route like this one was considered 
“salty” and most people I was around had no idea why anyone would do such a 
thing when as pleasant as an option of a leisurely cruise through the Bahamas was 
presented as an alternative. My reasoning was that I was excited at the prospect of 
being out at sea for days on end, it was a more direct route to where I was going, 
and it offered stopping at the Cay Sal bank. The way most mistakes are made and 

1 National oceanic and atmospheric administration. They give us our weather through constant 
computer voiced broadcasts.
2 To sail downwind.
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dangerous situations are gotten into in sailing is from sailing on a schedule. I was 
sailing on a schedule. We had to get back in time for my friend’s plane tickets and 
other commitments. Hurricanes, trade winds, and shipping traffic don’t abide by 
this same schedule. Plus I had sailed through the Bahamas, I hadn’t been this way 
yet. I consider myself allergic to backtracking, and attempt to avoid it when other 
exciting options are possible.
 It was really delightful having wind. As I’ve said before the presence and 
state of the wind while sailing completely dictates my mood. Eventually Fritz was 
able to take helm for a minute and I poled out the jib, prevented the main, and 
sailed due downwind. It was fast, more involved to control, but enjoyable. There 
was more shipping traffic, and every vessel that passed I frantically tried to radio 
for weather reports in many different phrasings. Freighters continued to pass by, 
not noticing or caring about some small yacht trying to get their attention. I felt 
like a yippy little dog fighting for the attention of things much larger and busier 
than me. Eventually, out of all the ships, a cruise liner responded to my call. After 
being transferred between a few people I was able to get a weather report. A high 
pressure system was coming over the area in the next day and a half and it was 
going to quiet the wind down about five knots every twelve hours, getting down 
to 5-10kts by tomorrow night. Although I would have preferred more wind, this 
was great news as it wasn’t a hurricane, storm, or cold front passing. It felt great to 
know that I wasn’t going to be in any danger from the weather. It was beautiful out, 
we were moving quickly, and I couldn’t foresee any imminent danger. Yet again, 
sailing was enjoyable.
 Fritz was able to sail for a little bit but the rockiness of the building waves 
we were taking due astern put him under again. I sailed throughout the day and 
into the start of the night, taking down the pole I was using to hold out the jib so I 
wouldn’t have to do it alone at night in a dangerous situation. I worry a lot, if you 
couldn’t tell by now. The wind calmed down a lot, and the seas at well. Fritz got up 
to do a night shift, and I cozily went below to catch some sleep. I was giddy with 
excitement at the idea of three hours of rest. I almost laughed myself to sleep at 
the idea of rest outside of micro-napping. The weather report gave me a feeling of 
safety, and we were within a day or so of being at Cay Sal bank. Things were good.

-10-

 I woke up to my name being called. I went up into the cockpit and took 
helm while Fritz went below quickly. I had no idea what was happening, I felt 
incredibly disoriented. Fritz had said some things to me while we were switch-
ing out, but I couldn’t make sense of any of it. Everything outside of the boat was 
solid gray as if we were in a dense fog; I didn’t know where to steer to and couldn’t 
make sense of what the sails were doing. I believe my senses hadn’t even turned 
on yet, I seriously had no idea what was going on. I slowly started to piece things 
together, but I was feeling incredibly out of it along with being slightly scared and 
vulnerable. It came to me what course I should be steering, and with that I was able 
to make sense of the sails. I think for a good bit of time I was spinning around in 
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circles, as if I had been dropped into a boat without direction or any knowledge of 
how to steer. The outside world still hadn’t come to yet, I honestly can’t remember 
if there was fog or if I just couldn’t see outside the boat well. Fog was unlikely, so 
I’m assuming my senses were just failing me at that time. After a bit I pieced to-
gether that I had only been asleep for around 30 minutes, not 3 hours. Fritz had 
started feeling ill and had needed to switch out before we had planned. It felt like 
having the one present I desired most taken away. As the reality of the situation 
sunk in, I became depressed and stressed. I was at helm again, for an unknown 
amount of time, and definitely through the whole of the night.
 It was one of the harder nights. I slipped in and out of consciousness quite 
a bit, and had a lot of trouble steering us in the right direction. I was also quite con-
cerned because I needed to take breaks to do navigation in the channel and there 
wasn’t a way for me to do that  without stopping the boat for a bit. A slave to prog-
ress and out of all energy, this was an impossible task. I can’t remember much from 
that night other than using the bare minimum of my senses to vaguely keep us on 
course. My body was basically shut down aside from the basic functions I needed 
to preform my tasks. Eventually the stress got to me and I hove-to1, stopping the 
boat to find out where we were and make sure we were on a favorable course.
 Somehow, I’m guessing from my compromised state, we had drifted off 
course and onto the Great Bahama bank. The edge of the bank is littered with spots 
of water too shallow for my boat to cross and rocky sections of coral that could 
end our voyage, and my boat, easily. Somehow we had sailed onto the bank at a 
place free of hazards, and we were in a safe place according to the chart. The chart 
I was using was huge, it covered a gigantic area and offered no detail of the bank. 
I cursed myself for not doing navigation sooner, and how the only reason we were 
still floating was because of dumb luck. We could have easily hit something on 
the edge of the bank that would have punctured a hole in the hull and sank us. I 
was surprised how far off course we had gone, and started to blame currents that I 
hadn’t predicted or accounted for. Also, our batteries were low, and we needed to 
motor again. If we made good speed, we could make it to Cay Sal before nightfall 
the next day I calculated. I apologized after waking everyone up for a second to 
announce the plan of running the motor until we were off the bank and the wind 
picked up a little. I felt like I was selling them a promise, a promise of landfall 
within less than a day’s time. I assume captains have made similar promises to 
their sick and grumpy friends and crew all throughout history. If we did my plan, 
we’d resting at anchor by this time tomorrow.
 My friends were a little confused with my process of waking them up to 
make this decision. I did it mostly cause we agreed to split the cost of diesel at the 
end of the trip, and didn’t want to spend their money without asking first. They 
sleepily agreed and went back to bed, as I did all the steps necessary to get the 
engine ready. There’s a lot of good things about the engine we have. For instance 
it’s small, fuel efficient, and reliable for instance. Still, the turning of the engine is 
the anthem of defeat for me. It’s silly to think of things that way, and more appro-

1 A maneuver to stop the boat. basically backing the headsail, de-powering the main, and leaving the 
helm to leeward so the boat makes little progress into the wind.
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priate to think of the engine as a tool to use for specific purposes. I was using the 
engine to charge the batteries and because I didn’t want to subject my friends to 
another night at sea when we were so close to our destination. I felt their patience 
was already running thin and didn’t want to ask for more. I still thought that if I 
held course better, or did better navigation we’d be a lot closer and could make it 
under sail alone within daylight of the next day. If only I was a better sailor then 
we wouldn’t need to start the engine, I tell myself every time the clunky hum of the 
engine replaces the sounds of the wind and waves.
 The Bahama banks are pretty wonderful places. The ocean depth goes 
from hundreds or thousands of feet to thirty or less in an incredibly short distance. 
The water being that shallow takes on a turquoise hue that is very characteristic of 
the banks. I hear that it’s some of the clearest water in the world as stated by astro-
nauts. Seeing the bottom clearly at fifty feet is a rare and wonderful sight. Although 
I wasn’t excited we had mistakenly wandered onto the banks, I was excited for the 
sunrise to come and illuminate the Bahamas blue I hadn’t seen in months. At some 
point around sunrise, Monica stuck her head up into the cockpit. This was pretty 
significant as I don’t think this had happened since the beginning days of the trip. 
She came outside and sat down as I carefully watched for signs of seasickness to 
show up. We talked for a bit and both awaited the sun to show us the bank and 
its postcard-esque waters. That time came and we both watched coral, grass, and 
rocks pass 30 feet beneath us. It was nice, and it made me regret not having more 
time and being able to stop in the Bahamas on this trip. Honestly, we pass by so 
many beautiful amazing places without stopping on my sailing trips. Even out at 
sea we were slaves to schedule, expensive clearance fees, and our other commit-
ments.

-11-

 The wind started to pick up and we cleared off of the banks. I shut off the 
motor and we set sail again, invigorated from the distinct quiet left from a dying 
motor. It was a beautiful day, and the trades started up again. The wind was lighter 
than the day before, and clouds rolled in adding a stuffy and sticky humidity to 
the air. Still, it was enough wind to move us at around four and a half knots and it 
was coming off our port quarter1, probably my favorite point of sail2. After a little 
navigation it became apparent that the speed we were going wasn’t enough to ful-
fill my earlier proclamation that we would arrive by sunset. I don’t like to approach 
unknown ports or anchorages in the nighttime; I’m worried about running into 
unmarked or unlit hazards, being unable to tell the surroundings and depths of 
the water around me, and approaching land without being able to see it. This being 
said, I end up entering almost every port during the nighttime. I found very little 
information on our destination, Anguilla Cay on the south east side of Cay Sal 
bank, in my pre-voyage research. All the islands on Cay Sal were rocky and rela-

1 The quarter is in between the stern of the boat and the side (or beam), so behind you but not 
directly if you’re facing forward.
2 What position the boat is taking the wind to. Close-hauled is one of these, for instance.
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tively low-lying, so approaches at night were definitely not ideal. If we were to get 
close to Anguilla at night, I’d opt for spending the night out at sea and approaching 
the anchorage once we had significant daylight, an option my friends were incred-
ibly displeased with. The other option, motor-sail and hope to get there in time.
 Yet again, we turned on the motor. With full sail up and the motor push-
ing us we were going around five and a half knots, sometimes a little more. This 
extra push gave us a fighting chance of making it in time. Fritz woke up and joined 
us outside. This was the first time since we left Luperón that all of us were vertical 
and outside at the same time, a pretty significant situation considering everyone’s 
previous states. We started preparing a meal when Fritz noticed a ship far off head-
ing our direction. I couldn’t quite tell because of the distance, but it looked like a 
large  vessel. We continued on with what we were doing glancing at the approach-
ing boat occasionally in case it seemed we were on a collision course. Eventually 
the ship deployed a zodiac1 that came speeding our way with blue lights flashing. 
In a sense, we were getting pulled over at sea.
 I had never been boarded by the Coast Guard, customs, or anyone be-
fore coming to Florida. At the time of this writing I’ve been boarded by the Coast 
Guard 3 times, customs twice, and stopped by the Coast Guard one additional 
time (avoiding a boarding by showing the paperwork that I had been boarded 
the day before), all in Florida. Months prior when I saw them approaching at full 
speed I got on my radio, which is below in the cabin, and tried to hail them. They 
didn’t respond, and upon boarding questioned me about going below while they 
were approaching as it “seemed suspicious.” The officer that was leading the search 
was a “gung-ho” type who made sure we knew he meant business. One of the first 
questions they ask is if you have a firearm aboard, and if you do they ask to see it 
immediately upon boarding. We have a small rifle, and when I was going to show 
the boarding officer it upon his request he passed onto me that “just so you know, 
I’m an incredibly quick draw.” I asked incredulously if he was threatening me to 
which the response was “let’s not take it there.” The boardings are usually more 
annoying than anything else, and especially so when they try to flex their muscles 
and power. The addition of the homeland security aspect to the Coast Guard has 
motivated them to a more militaristic demeanor. Yeah, it’s annoying.
 They circled us in their zodiac a few times, staring. I waved, with no re-
sponse. It felt like a sea-safari of sorts. Them blankly staring at us through their 
matching government-issued sunglasses, us waving back and exhibiting normal 
watched behavior. I tried to say hello a couple times, as I had no idea what other 
reason they would find themselves out here other than to interact with us. After 
some time, and once they were perhaps a boat length away, they hailed us over an 
incredibly loud speaker. This was quite ridiculous as we could have easily talked 
without said device, but I suppose it’s protocol. They asked me a question or two 
about the boat, and then asked me to respond via our radio. I said we could just 
talk fine like this, but they insisted. I went below and turned on the radio where 
they asked me what the length of the vessel was. Another aspect that made this 
especially ridiculous was that their loudspeaker was still on, making it so everyone 

1 Really fancy inflatable motor boats the Coast Guard and many other people use.
25



could hear our radio communication loud and clear. I responded, via radio, “29 
feet, over”, the loudspeaker projecting my response into the cabin and all around. 
After a few moments they instructed us that we were going to be boarded. I don’t 
know what else they would have done, other than perhaps circled us more and 
taken pictures or something.
 Upon hearing this I cut the engine off and hove-to, to stop us. I suppose 
I should have announced such a maneuver as it seemed to put them on guard and 
ready to pounce upon my sudden movement. Regardless, they approached and 
started filing onto the boat. Three of them got on board while one remained on the 
zodiac. I’m unsure of other sea-farers experiences, but the  officers that do board-
ings tend to be really young. If I had to place the three boarding officers I would 
say no more than twenty one. They went through a typical question or two about 
firearms and if they could see the bilge. I showed them the bilge to ensure them 
that no, we weren’t in immediate danger of sinking. When I handed the officer the 
rifle he awkwardly attempted to check it to see if it was loaded, passing the barrel 
right in front of my face while doing so; which for those who don’t know is a big 
gun safety faux pa. One of them was fumbling around a clipboard, going through 
a checklist while the others looked over his shoulder and asked a few questions 
and to see some of our safety equipment. We handed our passports and boat reg-
istration to the zodiac driver and he zipped over to the mother ship to run them 
through their checks. This gave us a moment to idly chit chat with the boarding 
officers, who we learned were from Galveston Texas. I asked if they had ever been 
to Dominican Republic, and they responded “yea we’ve gone to dom rep a couple 
times.” 
 Now, I had heard the country referred to as “the DR” plenty of times, but 
“dom rep” was a new one. I wondered if they went there because the drinking age 
was lower. They said they had tried to radio us before boarding and asked if we 
had heard them. I told them I didn’t go below because when boarded a time before 
I was told it looked suspicious. They all stared blankly with that “oh yea I never 
thought of that” expression. One of them would radio back my answers to the 
mother ship, spelling things out with code. Once when boarded an officer started 
spelling something back saying things such as “B as in boy, A as in Alex” and 
whatnot. I asked him why he didn’t use the spelling code that all military and ships 
use, bravo, alpha, etc. He said “well, we have a couple we use” with embarrassment. 
They fumbled around a bit more, it becoming obvious they were either in training 
or fresh out. When leaving our boat, one lost his footing and barely avoided fall-
ing into the sea by hanging onto our rigging. It was pretty much indicative of the 
whole experience. We went about our way and they on theirs, having lost maybe 
an hour of progress. If we didn’t make it to Anguilla by nightfall, I was blaming it 
on the Coast Guard.

-12-

 About an hour or so later, the engine stopped. Previously I mentioned 
how this is one of my favorite sounds on-board; I’d like to now amend that an en-
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gine stopping intentionally is one of my favorite sounds on-board. Foreshadowing 
this event was our failure to refill our gas tank before leaving port, making this one 
of those mistakes you saw coming from literally miles away. I assumed that we had 
run out of gas, and were now left with just our five gallons of diesel in the extra 
gas jug. Being that I wanted to save that for getting in and out of port and danger-
ous situations (we still had a little under 200 miles to go before Florida) I opted to 
continue sailing and save the gas for later. Under sail we had little to no chance of 
getting to Anguilla before nightfall, and would have to spend another night out at 
sea, most likely right outside our anchorage waiting for daylight to come. While 
accepting similar fates had become a daily activity for me, I could feel the oncom-
ing mutiny. I envisioned being jettisoned into the Atlantic, dejectedly bailing and 
inflating big tippy upon failing my pledge that we’d get to land by nightfall.
 The odd thing was, the motor was stuck in forward. I couldn’t get it to 
shift to reverse where I keep it while underway (so the propeller isn’t spinning 
with our forward motion). While I was looking at the transmission on the engine 
someone looked behind our boat and noticed something in the water just a few 
feet behind the rudder. It was bright and tropical colored, and moved as if it was 
swimming to keep up with the boat. We looked closer, and came to the conclu-
sion it was a fish attached to a line that had become stuck on the rudder. The fish 
was absolutely beautiful we all agreed, colored tropical blues and yellows, but was 
probably dead and we were just stringing it along. The whole thing was pretty 
mysterious, how did a fish get caught on a line, then get caught around the rud-
der? Regardless, I took the boat hook and after several attempts pulled our fish up 
to the surface while we all commented on how gorgeous it was. When it came out 
I felt pretty ridiculous, as our beauty was just a clump of brightly colored fish net-
ting. Things started piecing together, and it seemed that we had run over a clump 
of line, fouling the propeller and seizing the motor to a halt. The prospect that 
we weren’t out of gas after all was appealing, but the job of freeing the prop was 
daunting. I don’t know how to do it without getting in the water and either un-
tangling or cutting off whatever is around it. Luckily, Fritz came to the rescue and 
volunteered to jump into the Atlantic, swim under the boat, and take a stab at it. 
We set him up with a mask and the sharpest knife I have rigged to a lanyard on his 
wrist. Equipped with board shorts, diving mask, and knife by his side he looked a 
warrior ready for battle. A few minutes and barnacle cuts later, we were free again 
and the motor started right up. Mutiny avoided, temporarily.
 While everyone was below, I sighted Anguilla. There’s something satisfy-
ing about spotting tiny islands, even just as a lump on the horizon. They seem so 
easily missed it feels like an accomplishment to spot them. I doubted for a while 
if said lump was land, but as it grew I felt assured that we were approaching our 
destination. I hadn’t seen land in around two days, and when it grew to a size that 
looked worth mentioning I told my friends the classic and welcome “land-ho.” The 
longest I’ve been out of sight of land was sailing to Maine, and I believe it was five 
days. There’s a feeling of finality upon the end of a voyage, and it’s intensified when 
accompanied by sighting land. Problem was, the sun was setting faster than the 
land was approaching. Anyone who’s spent time in the tropics can attest to how 
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quickly it becomes dark when the sun gets near the horizon. We saw our goal, and 
were watching it slip out of our grasp. Then the wind died. And the engine.
 The rocky seas were sloshing the small amount of gas in the tank around, 
making it so the fuel wasn’t feeding into the engine and air was getting into the 
fuel lines. Being that we were so close, we emptied the five gallon jug into the tank. 
Retrospectively, I should have kept at least a gallon aside, as not having extra fuel 
was a constant point of worry for the rest of this trip. The engine started again, and 
I listened nervously as the engine bled the air from the fuel lines. If you couldn’t 
tell already, engines are constant trouble. If we didn’t have one we’d have the prob-
lem of a graceful slow sail to port through a star filled night, instead of the ones we 
were having. “You can spoil everything, trying to go faster than nature” after all.1

 I’d like to emphasize that I hate approaching unfamiliar ports or anchor-
ages at night. Despite all the attempts I’ve made, I can count on one hand how 
many times I’ve arrived during the daylight as opposed to the almost endless 
amount of times we’ve arrived in the dark. I always say I’ll just wait outside the 
port or anchorage until sunlight, but my impatience almost always lures me to at-
tempt it at night. That being said, we started making preparations for approaching 
the island as the night set in. I had read as much as I could find about the Cay Sal 
bank and Anguilla before leaving, but that amounted to a few blurbs on the inter-
net and one article that didn’t go to Anguilla. Luckily, in the sea of internet sailing 
blogs someone had dropped the co-ordinates of where they anchored behind this 
island. This enabled me to plot a course for there after rounding the southern tip 
of the island. The land stretched north-west to south-east, being a very skinny 
long island, and we wanted to be on the western side to be in shallow water and 
protected from the constant easterly winds and swell.
 We did all this slowly, noting the depth of the water going from thou-
sands of feet unable to be read by my depth-sounder to around thirty feet when 
we got onto the bank. As per usual with approaching ports at night, I was very 
nervous this whole time. Not only was my trust in the engine wavering, but we 
were approaching a rocky uninhabited island on a shallow bank in the middle of 
the night. To supplement this fear, we didn’t have good charts for the area. Hon-
estly I couldn’t find any in my searches beforehand. The charts we had showed 
little detail and comparing a few of the ones I had found all placed the islands a 
little differently. This being said, I was planning on relying on visual navigation for 
our time on the Cay Sal bank which depended on good daylight and clear skies. 
We nervously edged closer to the silhouette of the island and set anchor at the co-
ordinates obtained from the blog. I’m often a grumpy luddite about blogs, but to 
whoever put those up, thanks.
 The night before I had made lentils and rice for Fritz and I’s dinner. As 
usual things went awry and in my attempts to lightly salt our much awaited feast 
I dumped a monumental amount of salt on it. When he went to wash the pot 
out over the stern I was below and heard him yell, “Oh my god SHARKS!!!” with 
the typical Fritz squeals. Now, I think it’s important to explain that so far on the 
trip Fritz would every so often make statements regarding the possibility of seeing 

1 Bernard Moitessier
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sharks, then promptly freak himself out. I’m hesitant to say he had a fear of sharks, 
I think I’d say he was anxious or excited about them. I smirked at his exclamation, 
thinking he was making a joke, and continued tidying the boat up after our long 
rough sail. He frantically called me to come outside and said to hurry. The moon 
was bright enough so that we could see the rocks and coral at the bottom, along 
with small waves breaking on the rocky and foreboding coast nearby. Fritz swore 
there were sharks about, but I couldn’t see any. He said when he dipped the left-
overs in the water a few sharks immediately sprang up and devoured the food. Re-
peating the experiment, we threw a scrap of food into the water and as testament 
to his excitement it was devoured by a group of voracious sharks within seconds.
 It was quite a sight. The islands on Cay Sal bank were incredibly bar-
ren, and the seeming desperation the sharks exhibited showcased that. Bruce, the 
original foreboding voice of the story, dismissed the islands with a sentence or two 
upon my showing interest. I think that’s what motivated me to go there, the fact 
that there was so little information I could find about it and very few people I had 
talked to had ever given it any time. After almost a week of time sailing along the 
east side of the bank, I understood why it was so untouched. The bank is pum-
meled by the trade winds and the accompanying swell constantly, in addition to 
the multiple ocean currents that wrap around it. The islands are very small, and 
aside from bugs and migratory birds taking a rest we saw very little life.
 Aided by the brightly shining moon we caught a glimpse of the island. It 
looked similar to many Bahamian islands I had seen, rocky and covered in scrubby 

bushes and short trees with a small sandy beach dur-
ing a break in the rocks. The water was completely 
clear and we could see the bottom perfectly. We were 
protected from the trades as we were anchored close 
to shore, but the boat was rocking quite a bit from 
a swell from the south-west which we were com-
pletely open to. I couldn’t figure out where the swell 
was coming from, but it made the anchorage really 
uncomfortable. No matter where you’re at on Cay Sal 
you’re exposed to some wacky current or swell. The 
next morning I tied another line to the anchor rode 
via a running hitch and ran it to one of the cockpit 
winches. Upon winching this in, it caused us to turn 
to take the waves more on our bow and not to our 

beam, making things much better and more comfy. I should have done that before 
we went to sleep, as the whole night we were wrestling to stay in our bunks. I was 
exhausted and just powered through the discomfort and tried to rest. 

-13-

 As we started going north along the bank’s edge there was less and less of 
the already minimal vegetation present on the tiny islands. The next islands along 
the east bank were listed as Damas Cays, or Damas rocks depending on which 
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chart you referred to. They, and every other land mass we encountered after An-
guilla, were just rocks sticking out of the ocean. It looked kind of awkward really. 
Nothing but endless ocean as far as the eye can see, and then this little square rock 
plateau sheepishly jutting out. It had just enough space and the right shape for us 
to hide and anchor behind, the sound and spray from crashing waves reminding 
us that the full wrath of the ocean was less than a hundred feet on the other side 
of our rock. During our whole journey here our boat was circled by sharks and 
barracuda who eagerly snapped up anything resembling food within seconds of 
it touching the water. When I was describing the bank to a friend later on he said 
“Whoa, sounds like a level from Mortal Kombat.” I think that’s accurate.
 We didn’t see another person or boat our whole stay there. The first few 
days we spent hiking around the island, swimming in the clear water (on the 
beaches, the entourage around the boat was too foreboding) and exploring the tiny 
islands. We hiked the quarter mile or so to the ocean side of the island through 
rough brush and small silver palms, where the full force of the ocean battered 
against the rough rock faces and ran along the sandy beaches.  The sand on those 
beaches was the softest and finest sand I had ever felt, it reminded us of snow. 
Snow that was massively littered with plastic and other trash. I think “recycling” 
translates to “throw it all into the ocean” for a lot of places. Dealing with trash on 
islands is a difficult issue I imagine, often times you’ll find plastic and other trash 
lining all the beaches, roads, and rivers. In Luperón, there was a brick box that all 
the cruisers and other boat people threw their trash into. One day I walked by it 
and it was on fire until it burned nearly empty. I figured maybe it was better than 
the massive amounts of trash that flooded the harbor from the river every time it 
rained. Not to say this is only an island issue, anyone who has had to dodge trash 
bags floating off the coast of New Jersey can attest to this as well. Other than the 
crosses mounted on the hilltops and the sweet beachfront hang someone had con-
structed (a line of car seats with a grill next to them) trash was the only reminder 
we had that people other than us existed.
 A cold front passed after our first day, bringing wind and swell from the 
west which we were completely unprotected from. With a little scouting, we found 
a cozy little nook shined with promise. It was a situation I had been in several 
times: ducked behind a tiny outcropping of an island hoping your anchors hold, 
cause if they don’t you’ll be on the sharp rocky shore within minutes. After the 
front passed, the winds turned to their normal easterly direction and strength-
ened. Monica was getting antsy I believe and suggested we go sailing the next 
morning. I voiced that I was still exhausted from the practically solo sail to Cay Sal 
and thought it would be really strong conditions, not dangerous since we would 
be protected from the waves, but intense. We went back and forth in a situation 
that looks familiar to anyone who has been in a consensus based situation, and 
eventually “consensed” to day sail up the islands. Soon as we pulled up anchor and 
set reefed sails the boat slammed over thirty-five degrees as we beat into the over 
twenty-five knot wind. Things flew about the cabin and we all assumed positions 
to keep us from falling into the sea. Although it was really exciting for a bit, it was 
trying. At least no one was sea-sick. We sailed up the island chain a small bit and 
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set anchor to explore another one of the islands. The genoa1 didn’t furl all the way 
in the strong winds, so we just lowered it and left it on deck. Upon returning to the 
boat after our island adventure, we attempted to raise and furl the sail again. It got 
caught on a turnbuckle cotter pin while we were raising sail and I watched the sail 
rip more and more every time it flogged in the strong wind. We took the sail down 
as quick as we could, but in that time the sail ripped a significant amount.
 Now, I’ve done my fair share of sail repair I’d say. One particular time 
comes to mind where on New Year’s Eve and New Year’s Day my friend and I 
hand-sewed a sail in below freezing for two days, falling asleep while working then 
starting again upon waking. Seeing a sail rip, in any capacity, just makes me think 
that I’m about to have to repeat that experience for the foreseeable future. I knew 
exactly what my life was going to look like for the next while: cramped hands, ach-
ing back, frustrations with not enough working space, and lots and lots of work. 
Basically, I’d be sewing by hand through multiple layers of plastic (dachron) with 
a large needle and thread. To top things off, I was still pretty fatigued from all the 
sailing. Most vacations are relaxing, just not for everyone.
 The next thirteen or so hours of my waking life was spent patching the 
three foot rip, although I did take one break to swim. Problem being, we still had 
our posse of sharks circling us. To be clear, I feel confident that these sharks were 
nurse sharks, although there was debate amongst the crew. These sharks are not 
known to usually be aggressive to humans although there have been reported un-
provoked attacks and guides advise “do not take swimming with these creatures 
lightly.”  I figured it was worth a try though, what could go wrong? I started by 
dipping a flipper in slowly, seeing if there was any response. Nothing. While I 
tested the waters, Fritz and Monica sat watching. What would they have done if I 
had gotten bit? We were hundreds of miles away from other people across rough 
stretches of sea-sickness inducing ocean. I suppose I felt comfortable enough to 
risk it, although I would have felt pretty stupid bleeding to death in Cay Sal from 
a easily predictable shark attack. Fritz always reminds me of one of his favorite 
stories he heard on ‘news of the weird’ about someone chumming for sharks off 
one side of his boat while he son swam playfully off the other side, then being 
surprised when his son fell victim to a shark attack. That’s pretty much how the 
explanation would have gone for me too.
 “Did he know there were sharks under the boat?”
 “Yea. He saw four before jumping in.”
 Doesn’t sound too glamorous. As testament to my successful swim, I am 
writing this. I slowly tested more flipper, then a leg, then more of myself before 
jumping in and looking at them underwater. They remained uninterested in their 
new visitor. I swam over to some rocks, looked at fish and coral, then got back to 
work, sewing until nightfall for the second night in a row. When I was finished it 
was functional, but definitely the most rushed and ugliest sail repair I’ve ever done. 
To this day it holds strong, sturdy, and a constant reminder to my poor standards.

1 A large headsail usually used for sailing in lighter airs. With a furling headsail it’s a genoa when all 
the way out, basically.
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 The first night of sail repair the wind was really strong. We hadn’t an-
chored as close to shore as I was hoping so were getting more wind than we could 
have been if we were closer. With the sail ripped, and me being amazingly stub-
born about using the engine, we spent a rough and rocky night at anchor. I got up 
every little bit to see if we were dragging anchor, which I do every night really. It 
wasn’t clear until the morning, but we had dragged a good fifty feet or so through 
the night. This was the first time I had dragged anchor, and it was because of me 
being lazy. I felt like a failed sailor yet again, and even more so when Fritz and I at-
tempted to row out another anchor in the dinghy unsuccessfully against the strong 
winds. After the sail was repaired and we were getting underway the anchor was 
really hard to pull up. Turns out, we didn’t just drag, but bent one of the flukes of 
the anchor a full ninety degrees. It didn’t look like an anchor anymore, just like an 
awkward piece of metal. All of that needed to be set aside til later as we were drift-
ing and had to begin sailing soon as the anchor was up.
 That day we sailed up the chain more to Damas rocks, which were liter-
ally, just rocks. The wind had calmed down to 20-25 knots, which is still a good 
bit for our little boat. More importantly, once we got out of the protection of an 
island and were exposed to the swell from the ocean the waves were choppy and 
large. Hitting the edge of the bank, the water depth changed quickly from 1200ft to 
30ft, which caused the waves to become steep and break at times. It was a bumpy 
ride. We spotted another rock jutting out of the ocean to the west of the rim of the 
bank. That seemed really odd, since all the islands were on the edge of the bank. 
Upon getting closer, I thought it was a wrecked ship. We all looked as we passed 
it, unable to stop if we wanted to get to our desired anchorage before nightfall. 
One of the problems was, it was really hard to find a good place to anchor. There 
wasn’t any place we really found that offered good protection from the wind and 
surf that wrapped around the rocks. The closest thing we could find was this tiny 
rock with a small crescent-shape dent it in that we could snuggle up inside. I typi-
cally like to anchor in less than ten feet of water, but as we approached this rock 
it stayed around thirty feet consistently. We inched up closer and closer to the 
rock, expecting it to shallow up as the rock jutted from the ocean. When we set 
anchor, in fourteen feet of water, we were around ten feet away from the rock. 
After setting out another anchor, as our little bent one was less trustworthy now, 
we were nested behind a tiny rock with no other land in sight. It felt really odd, to 
be holding this little fort in the middle of absolutely nowhere. If the wind, tide, or 
anything changed to the west, we were in a bad situation. We spent the rest of the 
daylight hours debating what the mass we sailed by could be. And island? A large 
shipwreck? Fritz thought it was an oil platform of sorts. We made plans to end our 
queries and check it out in the morning. 
 The morning brought yet another day of high winds, more than the last. 
Just a hundred feet or so in any direction we would have been in the thick of it, 
but our little fort held us safe and sound. I felt like we were playing hide-and-seek 
with the sea, and we were totally doomed if it found us hiding out. Pulling up the 
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anchors was quite an ordeal in the wind, and as soon as they were up we started 
going fast. It was a down-wind sail to our exploration sight, and we were flying 
in the 25kt+ breeze. As we got closer, it became obvious that the object in ques-
tion was in fact, a shipwreck. A large, but not huge, shipping boat that was on its 
side, half of it exposed in the shallow water. I was hoping to anchor in the lee of 
the wreck to have protection from the wind and waves, but the angle of the wreck 
combined with how the waves were wrapping around it offered very little comfort. 
To get as close as possible, we turned on the motor, which immediately seized up. 
To be honest, I can’t quite remember what happened, it all blurs together in the en-
gine failures upon engine failures. I do remember, even when we got it running we 
were barely making any progress against the seas. The wind was gusting to thirty 
knots or more, and the seas were pushing us back significantly. The slow progress, 
engine failure, and the fact that I was still quite worried about running out of fuel 
at any second made for a stressful situation. Still, we were able to let out our little 
bent anchor and sit still in 34 feet of water, the deepest I think I have anchored that 
boat in.
 While the grappling hook was my first choice to get to the wreck, we 
tied several hundred feet of line together and put it in the dinghy. Our mission-
impossible plan was rowing big T over to the wreck, but in the incredibly likely 
situation that things would go wrong and we wouldn’t be able to row against the 
seas we had a life-line to pull ourselves back on. Being that our anchor situation 
was precarious to say the least (sitting in 34 feet of water in 30kts on a bent hook), 
I decided to stay on the mothership and make sure it didn’t drift away and meet the 
fate of our exploration site. Monica and Fritz got in the dinghy, and with a big push 
started on their way. I felt like I was watching my kid’s little league-game (footnote: 
I don’t have kids), cheering on my friends as they slowly crept closer to the wreck. 
Rowing big tippy is similar to biking on a flat plane in the lowest-gear possible. It’s 
a lot of effort for an incredibly small amount of progress. Despite the fact that it 
took quite a while to get that hundred feet, they made it and tied up to the wreck, 
waves crashing into the dinghy the whole time. After it seemed like they were tied 
up well, I secured the life-line properly and went below.
 It took me a minute to realize it, but I was alone. For the first time in 
weeks I wasn’t within 29 feet of another person. I loved it. I lounged out, played 
guitar, read a little, and just enjoyed my sacred alone time, every now and then 
peeking to make sure no one had washed away or was making distress signals. 
I will admit, I was sad about not getting to explore the wreck, but with the pre-
carious situation the boat was anchored in it wasn’t worth the risk. In turn I gave 
them a bag, my multi-tool, and the request to salvage everything they could find 
of value. Less than an hour passed when I peeked up to see them pulling their way 
back on the lifeline, hopefully with a boat full of treasure. Fritz greeted me with a 
smile and handed me a heavy bag full of goodies. Navigation equipment? Books 
and charts? Instruments? I had no idea what to expect, but was pretty excited. If 
nothing else we had just found treasure on a shipwreck. I suppose you could call it 
‘salvage’, but I’d like to glorify things at least a little bit.
 Fritz found an article on the shipwreck a month or so later online and 
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sent it to us. The boat was a small cargo ship, the “Mystic,” traveling to Haiti with 
containers full of medical supplies and a SUV aboard. They hit rough weather, and 
when they found themselves on the shallows of the poorly charted Cay Sal bank 
they hit something and started sinking. Upon receiving their distress call, the US  
mobilized and once it became apparent the boat was sinking faster than they could 
save it, the crew abandoned ship. All ten crew and one dog were saved without 
injury. The incident happened in September, and we were there in mid-November. 
The Mystic didn’t have the appearance of a ship that the salvagers had gotten to 
yet, the winches and lifeboats were still there for instance. My friends said it was a 
crazy sight aboard. There was diesel leaking everywhere, and most of the boat was 
underwater. Because of the roughness of the sea, they couldn’t fully explore the 
wreck or dive around it. I feel like we missed a lot of opportunity because of this, 
but we did come out of it with some treasure. Twenty-two pounds of it to be exact. 
We salvaged the shipwreck and all we got was twenty-two pounds of tomato paste. 
Can’t say I’ve opened any of it, but the next food drive I run into will probably be 
rather excited.
 I had to fight my sense of adventure to not go aboard the wreck. It felt 
really awkward to start pulling up anchor and deny my desire to go exploring, but 
leaving the boat with my inexperienced friends aboard in those conditions was 
outside of my comfort. We spent the next hour or more sailing upwind to nuzzle 
behind our tiny little rock to get ready for the next leg of the trip. We were to leave 
in the afternoon for Key Largo, aiming for a arrival the morning after.
 There was one other memorable occurrence before leaving Cay Sal. The 
anchor rode feeds into a small opening in the deck, covered by a shiny small metal 
cover. We had lost the original one forever ago, and the replacement one I got 
never fit quite right. While pulling up the anchors I was able to knock the cover 
off deck and to the bottom of the 30 feet of water we were in. Jumping in the wa-
ter with flippers and a mask to retrieve it, the first thing I noticed was the sharks 
were a lot bigger up here then where we were initially in the bank. It made sense, 
this was a much more remote and inhabitable seeming area. I mean, it was a rock 
with nothing but a shipwreck in site. In addition to the four sharks, all around 4 
feet long, there was a rather large barracuda lurking in the distance. One of the 
basic tenants of diving safety around sharks and barracuda is to not wear anything 
shiny. Shiny metals, such as the brightly polished anchor-well cover I was diving 
for, look like fish and make you more likely to be attacked.
 After a minute of uneasiness I popped up for a minute and thought. The 
cover was thirty feet down, a depth that is difficult for me to dive at. There were 5 
predatory fish within sight, and I didn’t even know exactly where the cover was. I 
poked down again to the same sight, but with the barracuda considerably closer 
yet still floating with the relative stillness and toothy smile they have. I reconsid-
ered my dive, it seemed like worse and worse of an idea. I went up one more time, 
to see if I could get a good deep breath before making my first dive attempt. When 
I went down again, the barracuda was much too close for comfort, and along with 
the four sharks made quite the intimidating welcoming committee. I abandoned 
the cover, Poseidon had won this round. I still haven’t gotten another, and water 
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gets in the opening frequently.

-15-

 The trip to Key Largo was around 90nm (nautical miles). We would go up 
the rest of the Cay Sal bank during the daylight and cross the Gulf Stream at night, 
hoping to get close to Florida around sunrise so we could navigate the coral reefs 
that surround the Florida Keys (especially Key Largo) with some daylight. Based 
on the fuzzy weather report from Miami we had gotten I predicted the voyage to 
take around eighteen hours. It started fine, with a breeze around 15kts coming 
from our starboard beam. It felt different than the rest of the voyage thus far. We 
were going to our final destination. By the next day the boat would be back in the 
US, after over nine months of being away. It’s hard to describe that feeling, the feel-
ing of return. Coming back to things that are familiar, and coming to the end of a 
goal. As soon as we got to Key Largo I was going to have to sail to Key West on my 
own, so it was going to be a fleeting sentiment.
 When we got off the bank, the swell started to increase and sea-sickness 
cast a plague upon our house yet again. Monica and Fritz, despite their increasing 
time at sea, didn’t feel well. The seas were a little rough, and I knew things would 
get even worse when we hit the Gulf Stream. For the unfamiliar, the Gulf Stream 
is a warm water current that flows from the gulf of Mexico, up the straights of 
Florida, and to Cape Hatteras before turning east towards Europe. Where we were 
crossing it was flowing between the Florida Keys and the Cay Sal bank from west 
to east. It’s common practice to cross the Gulf Stream with the wind going along 
with the flow of the current. Our situation was the direct opposite. The wind was 
blowing from the east, and directly opposing the strong current. I had crossed the 
Gulf Stream before with an opposing wind upon coming to the Bahamas. It makes 
the waves grow more steep, and break more often. The sail is much bumpier, but 
the time before I didn’t feel it was a dangerous situation so felt alright about doing 
it again. Plus, we had a schedule to hold that was approaching quickly.
 As night started to set in, the wind increased. I found myself alone again 
out on deck with a wind slight over 20kts and waves building to 6ft. There were 
clouds coming in and it was an incredibly dark night. The boat was flying through 
the water at an incredibly rate. We cut through waves and made great use of the 
strong east wind, our speed recorded at 7-8kts when I would check (our navigation 
predictions were based upon going 5kts). It felt great to go that fast, but with that 
speed we’d reach the dangerous reefs lining the Florida Keys at night, something 
we were trying to avoid. A nauseous Fritz was able to take the helm long enough 
for me to reef the sails, before noticing in the dim light that there was an incred-
ibly foreboding cloud approaching. I donned my rain gear and clipped in, reliev-
ing Fritz of the helm and predicting the worst. I was expecting heavy rain fall and 
gusty winds, as often is associated with approaching squalls. The drizzle started 
and within seconds became a downpour. A downpour with no wind.
 Being in swell and waves without wind is an infuriating situation. With-
out wind in the sails the boat just bobs around, mercy to the waves with nothing to 
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stabilize it. I wrestled with the sails, pulling them in so the boom would stop flying 
across the boat and the jib would stop snapping across the deck. My friends were 
sealed up in the cabin below and afterward said it sounded crazy up on deck. The 
sound of things banging around and how it reverberates throughout the rigging 
makes it sound like the end of the world down there, even though there was no 
wind to be had. The whole time we were coasting above 7kts I was asking for less 
wind, so we wouldn’t get there so early. As yet another example of being careful 
what you ask for, now we had no wind at all and virtually no forward momentum. 
This lasted for another half hour or so before the wind filled back in from the same 
direction and with the same force as it was before. We continued to race towards 
our destination through the dark night, myself still at helm with my friends resting 
below.
 All the times I’ve crossed the Gulf Stream I end up asking myself “am I 
in it right now?” over and over. At night it’s even harder to determine, as I usu-
ally look at the shape of the waves to determine it. The point at which it tends to 
become glaringly obvious is if you’re in the current with opposing wind the waves 
start breaking steeply, dumping unusually warm water over you in the cockpit. 
Breaking waves over my head responded to the question of if we were in the Gulf 
Stream. Like most things, I assumed it was to get much worse and it was only the 
beginning. The ride was bumpy, and let it be known it is not my advice to head into 
major currents with opposing winds, but it wasn’t dangerous. The worst thing was 
keeping an eye on all the other traffic. We passed a significant number of freight-
ers that night, and although we got close enough to a few to rise concern from me, 
we didn’t have to take any evasive maneuvers. What was more confusing than the 
shipping traffic was the cruise ships. Cruise ships are abominations, they look like 
floating city blocks plowing through the seas at insane speeds. At night, they have 
hundreds of bright white lights glowing from all over deck. This makes it hard to 
see their navigation lights, and become oriented with which way the boat is head-
ing and any other light signals the boat is trying to display. They look like the Borg 
ship during a party night, basically.
 Cruise ship after cruise ship passed full of all hours parties, non-stop 
buffets, and planned entertainment past my wildest dreams. The light pollution of 
Miami (which is visible for over a hundred miles at sea) was becoming brighter 
and I started to see small red flashes from the radio towers, denoting we were 
approaching land. Looking at the charts I was able to determine that we were ap-
proaching one of the radio towers on Key Largo, so I gave myself a pat on the back 
(literally) for navigating across the Gulf Stream correctly (you have to factor how 
much the current will set you off course into your navigation). I kept a lookout for 
lit buoys which would orient me to the location of the reefs. It was still nighttime 
and many hours away from dawn, not a good time to be searching for a path to 
land in a reef-dense area. Yet again we were approaching a unfamiliar anchorage 
at dark, which seems to be the case no matter how many times I swear against 
repeating it. I always treat staying out through the night as an option, waiting for 
the daylight to make a safe passage. In all the times I’ve come into harbor, mostly 
at night, I’ve done this once. Now I was tired, and wanted to be resting at anchor; 
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the prospect of spending many more hours floating around keeping watch before 
doing more sailing was daunting and exhausting. Our destination was so close, I 
just wanted to be there.

-16-

 There’s a shallow bank that stretches off the Florida Keys before drop-
ping into the Atlantic. The shallows are lined with coral reefs, one of the largest 
sections of coral in the world. In the daytime, with good light, you can tell by the 
water color the depth and often times see the reefs below. There are lit markers to 
show you where some of the reefs are, but no clear path to guide you in. As we ap-
proached land the wind and swell started to die down. I was really nervous about 
a nighttime approach, but felt oriented enough with our position to offer some 
ease. In order to know when we hit the shallow waters of the bank I turned on the 
depth-sounder.
 5.2ft. 6.4ft. 4.3ft. The numbers flashed on the display, and I flipped out. 
I instantly turned the boat directly around, turning to where I thought deeper 
water would be. My boat draws 4.5ft, meaning that’s how deep of water my boat 
needs to not run aground. All the numbers were so close to my draft (and some 
being under due to the fact that my depth sounder is calibrated incorrectly) that 
I determined we were on top of a coral reef and about to be torn apart, sinking 
a few miles from our destination. In a panic I turned on the GPS and hurried to 
plot where we were, scurrying up to read the numbers of the depth-sounder that 
certified that we were, in fact, doomed. I had to have done something wrong in my 
navigation, I thought we were still at least a mile off the reefs based on the lights I 
was reading. Ol’ Geepus (aka GPS), being the temperamental creature that it often 
is, was taking its gracious time to get us co-ordinates. Every second felt like hours, 
I was just waiting for a definitive crack to signal the end of our journey. I didn’t 
wake anyone up, the offense of killing us all off didn’t need to be topped off by dis-
turbing my friends slumber. When the GPS gave us our co-ordinates and I quickly 
plotted us, it turns out we were a mile from the reefs, heading right back into the 
Atlantic.
 My depth-sounder doesn’t really get readings over 100ft. It isn’t strong 
enough. So, in lieu of that, it will just flash any ol’ number it feels like. Occasionally 
it flashes 88 over and over. That night depths under six feet seemed to be in style. 
It still didn’t matter how logically I approached the situation; I knew we weren’t in 
any danger of running aground but having that LCD flash numbers that dictated 
our demise was a gigantic source of anxiety. I was tired, stressed, and anxious. I 
turned the boat back around and with much effort and stress attempted to set a 
course on the chart and plug it into the GPS. Basically, this process is determining 
a series of way points I wanted to pass through, getting their co-ordinates off the 
chart, then plugging them into the GPS. With that, I could have the GPS out with 
me and follow the dots. Like playing a video game. Doing this, while having to 
steer the boat in light (10kts) winds and being worried about running into coral 
reefs in the dark, was stressing me out immensely. The whole time the LCD glared 
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at me, telling me everything I knew was wrong and I was in fact moments from 
crashing the boat into coral outcroppings.
 For me it was quite a feat to keep everything going. I was quite tired and 
stress had played a number on me. Balancing the time-consuming navigation and 
handling the boat single-handed was tiring. I felt defeated and needed a break. 
Luckily, in one of the best stints of good-timing I’ve ever seen, Fritz popped his 
head up. I don’t know how I came across, but I tried to remain cool, like I had it 
under control but would very very much appreciate help. After getting himself to-
gether, Fritz took the helm, leaving me to devote all my energy to navigation. It felt 
so good to not be at it alone, to be free from the tyranny of the tiller. I’m a person 
who definitely does better with stress with other people around. It always seems 
like the end of the world when I’m alone. Maybe this whole voyage was pretty 
mundane, but being alone for most of it made it more intense.

-17-

 Slowly, we made it towards Key Largo. We navigated the reefs, and around 
4am set anchor outside of a channel leading into the town. I asked them to wake 
me a little after sunrise, and passed out. My ever-benevolent friends let me rest 
a little longer, and we started into Key Largo around nine in the morning. It was 
so odd to see other boats sailing around, and incredibly unnerving to be around 
Florida-style homes with palm trees and fancy yachts. We motored around the 
channels lined with perfectly manicured summer homes searching for a place to 
refuel. It had been nine months since I had bought fuel, when we left Florida for 
the Bahamas. We also needed to clear in with customs, which we could do at Key 
Largo according to the  kids that boarded us days earlier.
 Interacting with people at the fuel docks, and just being back in that en-
vironment felt so odd. No one knew what I had just been through, and no one 
cared. There was business to do, lawns to mow, hummers to be driven. My recent 
experience was incredibly different from what people’s day to day lives consisted 
of so I was finding it hard to relate to anyone or anything around me. I was feeling 
really alive and sensitive but met with the usual reception that dirty kids in rich 
places are met with. Sometimes I forget that boats, especially sail boats, are for rich 
people. Also the familiar oppressions inherent in living in America were every-
where. In the architecture, attitude, displays of wealth, fear, human interactions, 
and everything around me. Every two feet there was a sign telling you not to do 
something under threat of arrest, security camera, or fence. I can’t say I was glad 
to be back.
 We called customs as instructed by a gigantic sign at the dock threatening 
us with all kinds of nastiness if we didn’t do so immediately. They asked a series of 
questions that I answered, and everything seemed to wrap up nicely. They men-
tioned in the end that we just needed to drop by and show our passports and it 
would all be complete. I asked where the office in Key Largo was, which is when 
they told me that there wasn’t one, and we had to report to Key West or Miami. Re-
port within twenty-four hours, or face a $5,000 fine per crew member, burdened 
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onto the captain (in this situation, me). At the mention of the recommendation to 
stop in Key Largo from the Coast Guard, customs was happy to inform me that 
they were separate agencies and the Coast Guard didn’t know what they were talk-
ing about.
 We started booking it. I needed to find an anchorage, anchor the boat 
securely, get to land and start making our way to Miami before customs closed 
that day. When we were coming in I noticed some boats anchored behind a small 
mangrove island, so I headed there. I secured the boat as quickly as I could while 
Monica and Fritz packed their things. They were flying out soon, so if we were 
going to Miami anyway they were just going to leave from there. In this frenzy, I 
was finally able to get in touch with the customs office and get their address, and 
the information that they were open until around 8pm. Once we were all together, 
we rowed to where the other dinghies were and started walking to the highway. As 
would be brutally proven to me in the weeks to come, hitch-hiking is not easy in 
Florida (it took me three days of hitching to make a nine hour drive at Christmas). 
It took us quite a while, but we got a few rides up to the southernmost Metrorail 
stop where we could take the train towards the port and towards customs. Miami 
isn’t a city made for people walking, everything is huge and spread really far. It 
took us ages to get near the port, and even longer to walk to the customs office. 
It was difficult to find, and we ended up looking like sketchy kids with backpacks 
crawling around government buildings. When we finally found the small room on 
the third floor of a non-descript building, we were able to clear back into our home 
country. They glanced at our passports, with little care and no discretion, and told 
us we were good to go. It took us all day and slightly into the night to get there, and 
just a minute to go through the silly and useless process.

-18-

 There was little time to relax. I had to get back to the boat and start sailing 
to Key West, alone. My father would be there to meet me in three days for another 
sailing trip. We stayed with amazing friends in Miami, and the next morning I 
woke up to start heading back to the boat. Fritz, surprisingly, decided to go with 
me. It was Thanksgiving, and we had told each other we would go out to all-you-
can-eat soup, salad, and bread sticks at Olive Garden to celebrate (we classy). I 
found out about a series of buses that went back to Key Largo, and we started on 
our way back. We gave a rushed goodbye to Monica, and she started her trip back 
home thereafter.
 The buses take all day, as anyone who has taken the buses from Miami 
to the Keys knows. We stopped where I knew there was a Olive Garden close by. 
“Close by” as in over two miles away, which for spread out Florida suburbs was 
the best we could get. I had called the day before to confirm they were open on 
the holiday, but during the long, long walk it was becoming glaringly obvious that 
nothing was open despite their guarantee. We held our faith in the promise they 
had given us the day prior, the promise that our journey would not be in vain and 
we would soon be gorging upon all the greens and gluten we could imagine. Even 
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seeing the dimly lit Olive Garden, without a car in the parking lot, didn’t turn us 
from going to their doorstep. Everything had been going awry, our victory dinner 
wouldn’t be stolen from us.
 The outcome is obvious, and the walk back felt twice as long. We hopped 
back onto the slow night-time bus ride, and waited out a transfer at Walmart. In a 
last ditch effort for a dinner buffet, we walked to a southern buffet restaurant next 
door, only to have the door locked in front of us due to an early holiday closing. 
I used my food stamps to get us salads, sandwiches, and a Oreo ice cream cake. 
We ate it in the parking lot of the Walmart, having our Thanksgiving dinner while 
waiting for a late night bus. The row to the boat was long and difficult, at times we 
didn’t know if we could fight the wind. All night we excitedly chatted about what 
new music we were into. The next morning I would drop Fritz off at sunrise and 
start sailing alone. We rested on our bent pathetic little anchor, holding us strong 
and secure all through the night.
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contact : stevevonsteve at gmail dot com



“You can spoil everything, trying to go faster than nature”

blueanarchy.org


