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It’s inevitable. No matter how much you try to speak to the nuances 
of  the nautical arts or the beautiful simplicity of  the ocean, the most 
common question I get when talking about the sea is, “What’s THE 
CRAZIEST thing that has ever happened to you while sailing?” 
Though I’ve often feared for my life, I typically downplay the inten-
sity of  the situations I find myself  in at sea. As a short answer to the 
aforementioned question, one time I sailed from North Carolina to 
Florida in the dead of  winter.

So there I was, a few days before Christmas sitting on the couch 
with Cap’n Ron, a 70 year-old southern gentleman who watched 
over my boat for the past few months. There was a cold rain flood-
ing the creeks nearby accompanied by overcast skies and a strong 
wind. I told Ron I was planning on casting off  my dock lines and 
leaving for ports south, which prompted the response:

“Now steve, I know two people who left on a boat out into the 
Pamlico1 on a day just like today, do you know what happened to 
them?”

I kindly and respectfully told the Captain that no, I hadn’t a clue 
what had happened to them.

“THEY DIED. They hit a metal stake and froze to death when their 
boat sank. You’d be a fool to leave on a day like today.”

With decades of  experience at sea and an intimate knowledge of  
the local waters, Ron was a respectable voice of  reason. But we 
had time commitments, and the weather forecast had no hope of  

1 The Pamlico Sound, a large, shallow, inland body of  water in North Carolina.
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as we couldn’t see any of  the buoys or land around us. No one 
responded, and the only glimpse we had of  a buoy was when one 
eerily manifested itself  out of  the fog, much too close to us. In the 
chaos of  navigating the inlet, a tern (a type of  sea-bird) circled the 
boat and landed directly in front of  the wheel. I took our avian 
visitor’s presence as an answer to our request for assistance, though 
they seemed as shaken up as we were. Despite being sea-sick, frost-
bitten, and terrified our now crew of  three navigated our way into 
the harbor, land slowing coming into sight as the steam abated.

Before taking a rest of  a quality only associated with the fact that 
you don’t have to wake up the next day, we left food out for our val-
iant guide; they left a pile of  bird shit on deck in return. The surreal 
scene of  palm trees and blue water while we were decked in seven 
layers of  clothing was slowly replaced by beautiful mid-January 75 
degree weather a few days later. Our friend Josh arrived in shorts the 
next week commenting:

“Wow, it’s beautiful here. Must have been a nice sail down?”
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getting to Ron-approved conditions. He brought us out to my boat; 
it was sitting high at the dock along the flooded roads. We started 
getting ready to leave in the morning, a frowning Ron shaking his 
head behind us. The engine, resurrected for the first time in months, 
spouted black exhaust to protest its wakening. I grabbed a coil of  
line to ready the sails, only to discover that it was frozen solid, as 
all the lines on the boat were. I held it up to show my friends, Ron’s 
disapproving gaze overseeing the whole situation. If  there was any-
thing we had an abundance of, it was premonitions of  disaster.

We puttered away from the dock and ran right into a sandbar along 
the poorly-marked channel. Upon freeing ourselves the engine died, 
leaving us as a true sailing vessel. When the rain stopped and the sky 
cleared it ushered in a biting cold that no amount of  layers could 
seem to combat. Soon, we told ourselves, we’d be in warm blue 
waters, surrounded by palm trees. The idea was to rush the boat to 
sunny Florida where we’d meet our friends and sail the Bahamas 
islands; the only thing standing in our way was 700 some-odd miles 
of  cold water and chilling winds. Neither Mike nor I had sailed in 
cold weather and the boat, having no heater or insulation, wasn’t set 
up for these conditions. During this voyage we didn’t see another 
ship sailing, which indicates how ridiculous it was that we went out 
in the first place Originally we planned to be a crew of  four, but 
for some reason the prospect of  sailing down the east coast in the 
winter seemed to deter, rather than attract, people to the voyage.

As we were getting accustomed to our new situation, Mike shouted 
“What’s that off  to port!?” with the inflection that hinted it de-
manded more concern than say a bird, beautiful yacht, or pictur-
esque island. I sprung up to see a rusty metal stake sticking proudly 

was below freezing. They provided unlimited warm food, a warm 
place to be, and warm blankets. I giggled myself  to sleep that night, 
overjoyed by being toasty, full, and dry. Experiences like these are 
the ones I tend to leave out when telling my family about my forays 
with yachting. In the morning we returned to the boat and contin-
ued south, en route to West Palm Beach where we would meet our 
friends in a week’s time. As if  things weren’t bad already, two par-
ticularly strong cold fronts were passing in unison that day, meaning 
a colder wind bringing more rain was forecasted. 

It was relatively calm when we set out that morning; the weather 
began to intensify by the afternoon. The rain started as an icy-slush 
and the clouds began to descend. The wind increased and the waves 
matched it. Mike, plagued by sea-sickness, threw-up in the cockpit 
that night; I struggled to stay awake and operate the ship until he 
felt better. At sunrise there was orange peel all around, evidence 
that he had only partially removed the peel of  his midnight snack 
in the chaos of  the night. What seemed like a fog started to roll in, 
although if  I looked up I could see glimpses of  the sky. I didn’t 
figure this out until later, but the temperature difference between 
the warm ocean and cold air was so great that the sea was steaming. 
Schools of  fish were jumping out of  the water and flocks of  birds 
circled the boat; everything seemed chaotic and confused.

We couldn’t see more than fifty feet in front of  us, putting us in 
danger of  hitting other vessels and making our land-fall incredibly 
difficult. Our tiny air horn and small bell gave us no hope of  being 
heard above the howling of  the wind, while the steam guaranteed 
our tiny boat wouldn’t be seen. As we approached the inlet for West 
Palm Beach, I called out on the radio with a panic, asking for help 
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out of  the water, just waiting to impale us. Throwing the wheel over 
we passed by with a mere twenty feet to spare. I rushed down to the 
chart to find where we were, an often unknown gem of  knowledge 
whilst at sea. An incredibly small dot on the chart showcased this 
hazard, the word “stake” written beside it in tiny unassuming letters. 
With no land in sight, I couldn’t fathom why that stake was there. 
What purpose could it possibly have, other than to send fools like 
us to death? Ron’s disapproving face popped into memory; if  we 
would have died, frozen on that stake, he would have snuck to our 
graves and chiseled “FOOLS” onto our headstones.

At the next port we fixed the engine- quite the test for our fro-
zen fingers. The blunders continued as we put a rip in our headsail 
which took thirteen hours for our cold little hands to sew. After 
running over the float of  a crab-pot, we started taking on water. The 
language of  mechanics can sound pretty ridiculous out of  context 
and, complimented by the fact that sailing is full of  innuendos, it 
took the full suppression of  my inner middle-schooler when I was 
explaining to fix our leak I needed to “re-load the packing glad so 
the stuffing box properly lubricates the propeller shaft.”

When stopping to refuel, we revealed to a German sailor named 
Bruno that we were heading out to sea momentarily. “Oh, in THAT 
BOAT?!” he asked, pointing to our tiny plastic ship. He told us he 
wouldn’t dare venture out in his giant yacht, and couldn’t believe 
we even considered taking to the sea in the conditions out there. 
Having narrowly avoided the fate foreshadowed upon us from one 
old salt, we didn’t dare tempt fate again. We decided to split the trip 
into motoring down the inland waters of  the east coast when the 
weather seemed too rough to set out to sea, overseen by Ron and 

Bruno’s disapproving faces.

This was the winter of  2010, a particularly rough one for the east 
coast. After navigating the swamps and drunken draw-bridge opera-
tors of  South Carolina, we found ourselves out in 9F degree weath-
er with 25 knots of  wind and 6-9 foot seas. This translates to an 
air temperature of  around -12F where they say frostbite sets in ten 
minutes. In addition, because of  the waves, rain, and speed we were 
making we stayed wet the whole time. My friend was wrestling with 
premonitions of  sea-sickness and I with frostbite, despite my seven 
layers of  clothing. To say this was trying is a drastic understatement.

Having been out for five days thus far, our first stop in sunny Florida 
was Fernandina Beach. The wind was so strong that I worried if  we 
left the boat we wouldn’t be able to row against it in our little inflat-
able tender to get back home. While debating if  we would chance 
going to land we were swept away by said wind, making the decision 
of  going ashore rather simple. In the laundromat we encountered a 
sailing couple, given-away by their nice foul-weather jackets. There 
are times when I wonder what the differences are between us and 
other sailors. They were staying at a nice dock, hadn’t been out to 
sea in any of  this weather, were dry, and had heat on their boat. We, 
on the other hand, were drying everything we could carry, were wet 
and frostbitten, had little hope of  rowing back home, and, to really 
top it off, were eating fruit cocktail out of  a can we had smashed 
open with a rock in the absence of  a proper can opener. We were a 
different breed.

That night I had one of  the happiest moments of  my life. We found 
a church that functioned as a homeless shelter if  the temperature 
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