Boston – Plymouth (The backwards Pilgrims)

Oct/Nov 2001
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Boat:  Challenge Business 28 – AKA “Spirit of Hong Kong”

          67’ One Design, Open Ocean Racing Yacht 

          Displacement: Aprox 50 Tons – Steel Hull – Single Mast – Cutter/Sloop Rig

Normal Racing Crew – 14
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Our Crew: 8 

Skipper – Alex Phillips, England, Previous Skipper in 2000/ 2001BT (British Telecom) Global Challenge round the world race, Age 30ish

1st Mate – James Allen, England, Currently training for Skipper position for Challenge Business, Age 25

Stu Pask – England originally, currently between jobs, last working in Middle East as Manager/Engineer, Previous Watch Leader on 1996/1996 BT Global Challenge, Yacht “Concert” (Yacht has been renamed and painted for new sponsor “Spirit of Hong Kong”, so Stu has ended up back on the same boat he raced round the world) Age 30ish

Katherine O’Connell – Boston, nearly full time sailing bum, Foredeck Crew on 3 legs of 2000/2001 BT Global Challenge (I trained with Katherine in Boston in Spring 2000) Age 30

Ward Benson – San Francisco, Student Loan Business, Possible but doubtful Crew Volunteer for 2003/2004 BT Global Challenge (I sailed with Ward previously from San Diego to San Fran) Age 60ish

Stan Blazejewski – Dallas, Laid off from Nortel, Possible but doubtful Crew Volunteer for 2003/2004 BT Global Challenge  (I also sailed with Stan from San Diego to San Fran) Age 30ish

Craig Watkins – Boston, Was typing his letter of resignation when received e-mail about this trip, No previous sailing experience whatsoever, 26ish

Me – Milwaukee, Colorado, Florida – Took leave from current insanity in Airline business / World

Why we went:  (The excuse) The Challenge Business has been organizing round the world races for amateur crews since the early 90s.  They have had 3 highly successful races so far which originated in England, where sailing is as popular as football is here.  They attempted to repeat their success in America with a race scheduled for 2001/2002.  Several boats were moved from England across to the states to be used to train the Crew Volunteers. (“Volunteers” pay $50,000 for the privilege of spending almost a year racing round the world in 6-7 legs)  The boats are usually sponsored by major corporations, and individual crew “volunteers” are also encouraged to find sponsors for their berth fees, the idea being that the race can be done by anyone no matter what their financial status.  Since most of the potential US sponsors were Tech/Internet/DotCom types, they found it difficult to retain much interest in the race with the current economic situation in the states.  After attempting to downsize the race to a 1/3 way round the world event, they finally gave up on sponsorship and cancelled the whole deal.  This eliminated the need to keep boats in US, so started moving back to UK.  Our boat “Spirit of Hong Kong”, was not scheduled to go back until next spring, but a last minute decision was made to get it out of Boston before winter set in.  There was about a 3-week notice, which my friend Katherine passed on to me.  Timing could not have been better for me, so off I went.  
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Leaving Boston’s Rowes Wharf the 1st time

The adventure begins:  

With such short notice, it was difficult to put together a full crew of 14.  The skipper, Alex, was not willing to cross the North Atlantic in November with any less than 8 crew, so we just barely had enough.  If anyone had bailed out at last minute, it would have been a no-go.  Most of us showed up a day or two early to get the boat ready for the crossing.  I was concerned about who the rest of the crew was, as we didn’t know exactly who all was going until we all showed up in Boston.  I was quite happy until the last 3 showed up.  Having sailed with Ward and Stan previously, knew they would be a challenge.  Ward is 60-ish, about 100 lbs overweight, and horribly out of shape, but does know his way around a sailboat.  Stan was incapacitated by seasickness for the 1st 3 days on our previous sail trip, and has a reputation as a whiner.  Then Craig showed up, announcing he had never been on a sailboat in his life.  Uh-oh.  I immediately offered him some anti-seasickness pills or behind-the-ear (drug) patches I had along, but he declined, saying he wanted to see if he could get along without.  

We had planned our departure for Sun afternoon, Oct 28.  On Sat, we went out for a shakedown cruise, primarily to test the relative strengths of the new crew, and practice some emergency drills, such as our man overboard procedure.  However, our diesel engine overheated before we could really even get under sail power, so were forced to return to port to work that out.  Sun morning was spent finishing some test runs on the engine, and we slipped lines from Rowes Wharf in the heart of downtown Boston a bit behind schedule Sun PM.  Had a nice little sendoff committee, including Michele, who had flown up Fri night to see me off.  Waved goodbye to all, got about a mile out, started to hoist sail when the @#$%^&*+ engine overheated again, so reluctantly returned to dock.  So much for a smooth start.  (We really don’t need a working engine for this sort of trip, but it is a darned handy backup in an emergency, so decided it would be prudent to have it working properly before venturing out with a short-handed crew)

By Mon PM, we thought we had the motor sorted out, so made a 2nd, very unromantic departure, no one to see us off this time.  We paid homage to a Hawaiian goddess friend of Alex’s, Tin Hau (sp?), all of us throwing coins in the ocean and making a wish for the journey.  Didn’t take long for the wind and waves to pick up.  Nothing too bad for starters, but enough to send Stan (despite having every known anti-seasickness medication or device in him or on him) and Craig the rookie, to the rail to relieve themselves of dinner.  They were both incapacitated by “mal de mer” not to be seen in any useful manner for days, so our crew was now down to 6.  Ward would be out of breath and sweating profusely by the time he had exerted himself getting dressed for duty, so really down to 5-½ crew.

The Watch System (i.e. sleep torture)

When making an extended sail like this, some type of system has to be devised to allow everyone a chance to rest.  Almost all the Challenge racing crews use the same system.  The boat is split into 2 watches, one working above deck while the other rests below.  During the relatively warm daylight hours, a watch lasts 6 hours, from 8 AM to 2 PM, then from 2PM to 8 PM.  At night, it is too cold on deck to stay up there 6 hours, so we do 4-hour watches.  8 PM to Midnight, Midnight to 4 AM, 4 AM to 8 AM.  Since there are 5 watches (odd number) in a 24-hour day, every other day you end up on a different work/sleep cycle.  One day you work in the morning and sleep in the afternoon with 2 night watches, the next day you sleep morning, work afternoon with 1 night watch.  This not only wreaks havoc with your circadian rhythm, but also only allows for only 2 to 3 hour naps at night, as you only have 4 hours off.  It takes a half hour on each end of your rest period to get undressed and dried out or dressed up for the next watch, not to mention time to eat.  The watch that is “ON”, prepares any meals required, then serves them to the “OFF” watch before they come on duty.  After the watches change, the group that just came off duty gets to eat the meal they just prepared, then off to their bunks.  The new “ON” watch then cleans up the meal mess and gets ready to fix the next meal.  Needless to say, it takes a while to adjust to this system, if you ever do.  More likely, you work to the point of complete exhaustion, then simply pass out in your wet clothes until someone shakes you back to life to repeat the process.  To add to the sleep challenge, a noisy generator is running about 1/3 of the time.  On top of that, there are many times when the motion of the boat is enough to float you right off your bunk.  There are also times when you have to strap yourself in your bunk to avoid getting thrown out.  The last obstacle to sleep our crew had was due to the fact that we were so short handed.  For any serious work to be done on deck, such as a headsail change, it usually required all hands on deck to manage it, so we were occasionally awaken on our “OFF” time to suit up and help out.  It is truly amazing how little sleep you really need to survive.  There were many days I got little to none, but judging by the quantity and volume of snoring, some folks had little trouble.  Fortunately, none of us had to sleep in the same cabin as our cabin mates were all on the opposite watch, so we were never in the cabins at the same time, although I was lucky enough to have the berth adjacent to the generator, which vibrated my entire bunk.  
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The Sailing bit

Sailing one of these boats can be a real hoot.  They are big heavy steel-hulled boats, designed to endure long ocean passages in very rough weather.  Lightweight and faster fiberglass hulls just wouldn’t hold up to the years of punishing these boats take.  The advantage of the heavy hull is the ride it provides in larger waves.  The boat will push through waves instead of getting tossed about, so is a bit more comfortable ride.  The price we pay is that we don’t sail as fast as some other ocean racing yachts, however, we can maintain nearly 12 knots with the right winds, so still respectable.  (One Nautical Mile = 1.15 Statute Miles, one Knot = one Nautical Mile per hour, so you just add 15% to Knots for MPH) Before we left harbor, we decided we were too short handed to try to sail under spinnaker, a large headsail designed for light winds, but a handful to manage.  Sacrificed some downwind speed for safety, but turns out we had very few days where wind would have favored a spinnaker anyhow.  The boat does not accelerate as fast as lighter racing boats, but once you get it up to speed, has a very strong and powerful feel to it.  Know 12 knots doesn’t sound very fast, but on a big heavy boat, it feels fast enough.  

Since our Skipper, Alex, is a trained ocean racer, she placed a high priority on keeping boat speed at maximum.  This requires frequent sail trimming by the crew, and also fairly frequent sail changes so that the sail plan is always optimum for the current wind, waves and weather.  There were times we would change a headsail or reef the mainsail more than once an hour.  Changing the sails on these boats is a labor-intensive job, due to the size of the sails and high loads on the rigging.  Most of the winches on the boat required two people to operate, cranking as hard as they possibly could.  When the waves get big enough to be breaking over the bow, which was often, it means the sail change crew has to work on the front of a pitching deck, with waves pounding you constantly.  We wore inflatable life jackets with safety harness, and were often clipped onto safety lines to prevent us from being washed overboard by these waves.  We all took many a face-full of cold and salty ocean water, not to mention the occasional slip-and-slide trip down the deck.

When you travel 3000 Nautical Miles at an average speed of 9 knots, just ¼ knot of speed can cost you half a day of sailing. That is 12 more hours without beer, so as we were a dry boat, another reason for us to keep the boat speed up.  Besides sail trim and proper sail plan, the other important factor in boat speed is the skill and technique of the helmsman.   For some, helming skill will develop naturally, others never figure it out.  Basically, the straighter your course through the water, the less miles you have to travel.  However, almost every force of nature is trying to push the boat off course – wind, waves, current and swell.  If left to its own devices, the boat’s course will swing wildly about, so there is a constant need for the helmsman to make corrections, early and often.  Kind of like driving your car on a slippery road in a stiff crosswind.  If you get behind things, the boat will be all over the place, killing speed and making for a pretty uncomfortable ride for those working or resting below.  We have no auto-helm on these boats, 
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Craig at the wheel

the loads on the wheel can get quite high at times, we were doing up to 2 hour shifts on the helm instead of the usual ½ hour, and we had crossing seas (waves coming from the side of the boat) for much of the trip.  This all means helming was hell.  We had several crew who just plain couldn’t do it, either tiring out in a few minutes, or being so sloppy that they were chastised by the rest of the crew to the point of giving 

up.  Two weeks after the trip, as I write this now, I still have numbness in my hands from the many hours spent on the helm.  Although I enjoyed this chore, it took its toll.

Life on deck

This facet of boat life actually begins below deck, when you dress for work.  Multiple layers of micro fleece, waterproof socks, (so far, this is also what you sleep in) a mid-layer of fleece or farmer john, then waterproof gore-tex outerwear which are called Foulies. If you know you will be getting doused, you might opt for a dry-suit as your top layer, with completely waterproof latex neck and wrist seals.  Kind of like being in a zip-lock bag.  Add gloves, hats and boots, then finally your life vest and harness line.  Of course, all of this must be put on in the few minutes you have to get ready, whilst being tossed about the corridor with the whole world tilted on a 35-degree angle.  By the time you get all this kit on, you have already worked up a pretty good sweat.  Now, go on deck.  If it is windy, you will likely be immediately hit by a fire-hose spray of cold salt water.  If you had anything dry on, its now salty wet, and will stay wet for the rest of the trip.  I quickly learned the value of good gear, and why sailors are willing to pay big $$$$$ for the best gore-tex gear with good weather seals.  Fortunately, I had both a dry-suit (borrowed) and a dry-top, along with boots that had gaiter type water deflectors, so I stayed mostly dry for the trip.  Others were not so lucky.  If you didn’t have neck and wrist seals, after your 1st trip to the foredeck in a blow, you were soaked inside and out.  After a few hours sitting on deck in wet clothes, some crew were shivering cold.  They would usually go below to find something dry, only to get it drenched the next time they came on deck.  Once clothes get as much as damp with sea water, they just never seem to dry out.  The only cure was to rinse in fresh water, making things even wetter, but then would actually get dry after a few days hanging below.  It seems there were few moments when anyone was dressed properly.  If you were suited up well for sitting on deck, the moment you had to do any physical work, you would quickly overheat.  If you dressed for high workload, you would freeze during the slack times.  Also, several times during a watch, you would have to go below to do chart work or cook/clean – instant heat wave.  Even if you were only below for a few minutes, you usually had to lose a few layers.  We spend a great deal of time in one state of dressing/undressing or another.  There were several who never dried out, living, working, sleeping, and eating in wet salty gear.  Rashes were common, and hands/feet started to shed skin like snakes, not to mention the stink.

Working on deck could range from hours of total boredom to a total physical commitment.  When the wind speed or direction was changing fast we were busy, sail trimming with winches, putting reefs in or shaking them out of the main sail, or changing the headsail.  Headsail changes are the most demanding.  The current sail is lowered, detached from the forestay, flaked into a sail bag, then taken below for storage.  The new sail is hauled up, attached to the forestay then raised and trimmed.  Our head sails weighed up to several hundred pounds, so it took 2-3 people just to drag one on deck.  It also takes 3-4 people to hoist one up or to gather one together when dropped.  For this reason, we would delay some of the more labor-intensive sail changes until the watches were changing, so as to have everyone on deck to help out.  If we couldn’t wait, we would have to wake up the off watch to suit up and help.  More sleep torture.

The noise level on deck could be deafening at times.  When the wind would blow over 25 knots or so, the waves would start to make a hissing sound, at 30 knots the wind in the rigging would start to whine, and above 35 knots, the sound coming from the top of the rigging sounded like the roar of a jet engine in the distance.  Conversation would cease, as even shouting couldn’t be heard over the racket.  We use a system of hand signals to communicate from the cockpit to those working up on the foredeck, as the only way to check for proper sail trim is to send one crew up to the bow to visually check trim via the telltales on the headsails.

One of the hardest parts for me was being awaken after a restless attempt at sleep, knowing that a cold and wet watch lay ahead.  It is just plain difficult to crawl out of a relatively warm, dry and soft place only to suit up, crawl onto the cold, hard, wet, steel deck, then immediately start into a reef or sail change.  It could be quite disorienting at night, given the stark difference between the environment below deck and on deck.  Warm and fuzzy to dark, noisy, tilted chaos.  This is the reason why our rule was to reach up from the companionway (stairway) to clip your safety harness onto the safety line before we even set foot on deck.  Way too easy to get disoriented when first trying to adjust to the new environment.
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Our playful friends

Deck duty was not all doom and gloom.  We enjoyed many crystal clear days and nights of star gazing, with a full moon for most of the 1st week.  Alex and James taught those interested the basics of sextant navigation, and I have a new appreciation for all the trigonometry and algebra I forgot from high school.  Dolphins joined us almost every day and night.  I could spend the better part of a quiet watch standing at the bow watching the dolphins surf the bow wake, and listening to their micro-gasps of air.  At night, they streamed a trail of phosphorescence that would signal their approach from quite a distance.  The light show the “glowing critters” (phosphorescence light emitting micro-organisms and plankton) put on at night was nonstop, and you could tell when you crossed areas that were richer in plankton life or jellyfish by the fireworks in the water.  When a big wave would sweep the foredeck, it would deposit them on the deck, where they would sparkle for several minutes in the dark.  We saw schools of glowing squid pass by on occasion too.  I was surprised to learn that there are seabirds that never have to visit shore except to breed.  We were accompanied by these incredibly talented flyers the entire voyage.  They actually use the updraft off the waves to catch lift, rising to about 30 feet, then would dive down into the wave troughs where they were protected from the wind to cruise in sea (ground) effect, then catch another free climb off the next wave crest.  Very much like hang-gliders flying along a ridge.  Some of the smart ones even figured how to catch free lift off the top of our sails.  They could remain aloft for hours with barely a flap of their wings.   While we would see them land on the water for a rest, can’t say I ever saw one catch or eat anything, although they appeared to be hunting for food day and night.  

We had a mixed bag of weather, from sunny to foggy, dry to torrential downpours, cold to cool, but never any bad storms.  The trip started out fairly cold, but by the 4th day or so, warmed to the point where we could actually work on deck without gloves, a nice surprise for us all.  We had fairly strong and steady winds for most of the trip, and sailed quite a bit with 2 to 3 reefs in the mainsail, and with our smallest headsail.  (Will explain for non-nautical types.  The size of the mainsail can be adjusted (reefed) by lowering it partway down the mast, then tying up the extra sail material on the bottom so it doesn’t flop around.  The headsail, or farthest forward sail comes in 4 sizes on these boats, and you select the size you put up according to the wind.  When you sail in light winds, you put the entire mainsail up with the largest headsail, and as the wind increases you steadily decrease the amount of sail you have up.  This keeps the boat from being blown over on its side by the stronger winds and makes the helming more manageable.  Having less sail up in strong winds can actually make the boat go faster, as the keel of the boat works better when the boat isn’t tilting too much.  The keel is the long, heavy protrusion that sailboats have under the hull, used to balance the sails against the wind to keep the boat from being blown on its side, but also acts sort of like an airplane wing to create lift so the hull doesn’t slide sideways in the water when the wind is pushing from the side)

We only experienced one major equipment failure – almost.  One evening it looked like one of the battens in the mainsail was broken.  We lowered the sail far enough to check, and it also felt broken.  Fixing it requires lowering the entire mainsail, removing the sail from the mast, then removing the broken batten, sawing a new one to fit the proper length, re-installing it and re-hoisting the mainsail.  We got it all down and removed what we thought was the broken batten, only to discover we had removed the wrong one – OOPS.  Re-installed that one, got the right one removed, only to find it wasn’t actually broken, instead there was just a big wrinkle in the sailcloth over the batten, that only made it look and feel broken.  Double OOPS!!  Got it all put together, then tried to reinstall the sail on the mast.  This requires one person to be hoisted partway up the mast in a climbing harness to feed the attachment points into a track, while everyone else tries to lift the hundreds of pounds of mainsail up to them.  The wind and the boat movement toss about this lucky crewmember, even though he/she is also lashed to the mast to minimize damage.  The wind was up a bit, and made this chore challenging.  We eventually had to jury rig a spare halyard to winch the heavy sail up, bit by bit, until we could get it all back on the mast.  Cost us a couple hours while we slowed and altered course to minimize boat rocking.  Lots of swearing and sweating, this is what the Brits refer to as a “shit fight.”  Screwed ourselves here, but many valuable lessons learned too.

Life on an angle

Life below deck gets interesting, if not just plain weird.  The challenge is going about the chores of daily life while your entire world is tilted somewhere between 0 and 45 degrees while pitching up and down constantly.  It starts the moment you awaken.  You first figure out which way the boat is heeled by which side of your bunk you are pinned against.  After un-strapping your bunk harness, you drag yourself to the side of the bunk you wish to exit, then start looking on the floor for your boots.  You need to get into them before you even set your feet on the floor, if not, your bare feet will instantly slip sideways into the wall, smashing toes.  Boots on, you pull yourself uphill (or lower yourself downhill depending on tack) into the hallway and slide along the downhill wall to the head, downhill side preferred.  (We had two heads, one on each side of boat, downhill preferred for safety reasons as there is less gravity to fight)  Taking care of the head duties can be the most dangerous part of the trip!  There are doors to hold you in, but the latches on ours were not reliable, and would explode open at the worst possible moments.  (I fell out on two separate occasions, landing with a crashing thud in the hall, bringing the entire crew to see what the racket was.  Could have sustained serious head (no pun intended) injuries, but luckily only trashed both of my elbows and arms.  Still healing a month later)  Fortunately, I was mostly clothed when I came flying out. 

Water does some interesting things in a boat.  Faucets miss the sink, and likewise, men miss the toilet, can’t be helped.  You see, a stream of fluid, when subjected to sideways gravity, curves.  Unfortunately, you never really know just how tilted the boat is when you are below, since there is little frame of reference.  So predicting just how much fluid stream curvature to allow for is a guess, usually wrong.  The good news is that the head is equipped with a showerhead on a flexible hose, so errors of judgment can be simply sprayed down the drain.  For sit down chores, we were equipped with “gimbaled” toilets.  Gimbaled defines anything whose angle can be adjusted so it lines up with level.  Unfortunately, they only tilted one direction, so if on starboard tack you could make the seat level, but on port tack, you were stuck sitting on a sloped seat.  Pity the ladies.  Fortunately, most of our sailing was on starboard tack.
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Gimbaled device on bottom of toilet, wooden grate over shower drain pan on floor

There is an old sailor credo – “One hand for the boat, and one hand for you.”  This is almost always the case, for any chore that you accomplish requires you to hold onto something to keep yourself from falling on your butt or being swept off the boat.  So, one must learn to do everything with just one free hand.  This includes washing, getting paste on your toothbrush and my favorite – putting in my contact lenses.  The tooth-brushing and contacts both resulted in my unexpected head exits.  We eventually learned tricky ways to wedge your body into corners to free up your “boat hand.”  We also outlawed the use of the door on the uphill head for safety reasons, (blame me for that one) but fortunately had curtains that sort of covered the door openings, if you had a hand free to keep them from swinging about.  The downhill head quickly became the head of choice, as there was less chance of falling out and more options for body wedging allowing a free hand for chores.  The marine head, although better than a bucket, still requires its user to earn relief.  It requires about 50 pumps to flush properly, often backs up and never smells very good, using seawater for flushing.  Yes everything is pumped directly overboard, but in contrast, our “gray” water, from sink and shower drains, goes into holding tanks first.  We eventually pump these overboard when out of port too.  Everything in a boat that fills up with water has to be pumped out by hand, this includes shower drains, sink drains, holding tanks and bilges.  No rest for our weary arms.
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Curtain hanging out into companionway due to boat heel

Now back to your cabin for the 1st stage of the dressing ritual, again fighting gravity and g-forces with every move.  If it was mealtime, you worked your way to the salon.  Here again, side-gravity changes the way things behave.  Imagine eating at your dining table with someone holding one end up 35 degrees.  Any fluid in a cup or bowl is constantly trying to escape, drinking from a cup is like trying to drink in a car with the driver repeatedly slamming on the brakes, then stomping on the gas.  Our table had dividers to keep plates and such form zipping about.
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Stu enjoying a snack at our “Azores Limboi Party”

We did use mealtime as an excuse for a couple of “parties.”  On Halloween, we conjured up some makeshift costumes, some masks, carved a couple of jack-o-lanterns to light the deck and even baked pumpkin seeds.  Failed miserably at taffy-apples though, due to lack of proper candy thermometer.  Shouldn’t every well-equipped boat have one on board?  We got bored mid trip, and decided to have a limbo, or “limboi” party as James spells it.  Decorated with a Caribbean beach motif, a little Jimmy Buffett thrown in, were going to use the boat hook as a limbo pole, but decided would be too risky to all involved to actually try to duck the stick with the boat flopping around.  Besides, limbo party was delayed a day due to above mentioned “shit fight” occurring just when party was originally scheduled.  Amazing what you can conjure up and improvise with “things on hand.”

Got to eat

Now imagine trying to make a home cooked meal at this crazy angle.  We made most of our meals from scratch, with fresh raw ingredients along with a few canned goods.  Our menu had a decidedly British influence, or as Katherine has called it – “sticky carbohydrate hell.”  When sailing in cold conditions, a person can burn from 3000-5000 calories a day, and our menu is planned to provide that.  We had either potatoes (hand peeled and smashed) or pasta with almost every meal.  We even baked hand made fresh bread daily, in a propane oven tilted wildly to the side, providing for some interestingly shaped loaves.  Occasionally, we fixed “boil-in-bag” meals, which are used by the race crews to supplement their freeze-dried fare.  Considered a treat by them, they were just OK by our standards, although easy to prepare and clean up, as all you do is drop a sealed meal in a pot of hot water.  The desserts were quite nice though.  Turns out it wasn’t as cold as planned, but we all ate like it was, so all of our weight-loss-across-the-Atlantic plans didn’t exactly work out.

One blessing was the gimbaled propane stove, which adjusted for boat heel but not for pitch changes.  Even though the stove would swivel sideways with the changes in heel, any fluid in a pot would still slosh about from the constant pitching.  Sometimes it got so rough, you had to tie the handles of the pots to the stove to keep them from jumping off.  When it was your turn to cook, (we all shared in all the duties) you were required to wear your waterproof bib trousers in case boiling hot water splashed on you.  The galley was usually the hottest place on the boat, and was the last place you wanted to wear heavy bibs, so cooking duty meant a guaranteed sweat bath.  Again, a method to do everything in the galley with one hand busy holding on had to be discovered by us all.
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Alex shows off her onion loaf
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Craig steadies the stove, MMMMMM – more rice

If you didn’t end up with too much of your meal on you, it was time to finish suiting up for deck duty.  Problem here is that all the wet outer gear is stored in one tiny closet just at the bottom of the stairway.  This means everyone ends up trying to occupy the same tilted space while they are struggling into their last layer and life jackets.  Lots of bumping and grinding and oooommmpphing.  Finally, grab your wet gloves and hat, and up you go into the wet and windy world.

Speaking of wet gear, imagine what 8 to 14 people and their unwashed bodies and unlaundered gear start to smell like after being enclosed in a small space for days?  Although we all did our best to maintain some level of hygiene, it didn’t take long before you could tell which cabin door was open by its distinctive odor.  We did have hot showers on board, but they consumed excessive water, and running the fresh water maker (de-salinator) also required running the noisy generator, which we avoided to make sleeping easier.  So, showers were rationed to about one every 4-5 days.  I used alcohol wipes and baby wipes to make up for lack of showers, but still not as good as a thorough dousing with fresh water and soap.  Laundry could be done by hand, but took several days to dry out, so many didn’t bother.  I never knew I could smell so bad, but was in good company, so not many complaints.  You can’t get a good appreciation for this until you greet a boat and its crew arriving in port after a long passage.

Boat speed vs. Hurricanes Michelle & Noel (or) nearly the “Perfect Storm”
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Noel heading our way

Our planned route was originally selected to get us to England quickly, but to also avoid rough seas and bad weather.  Some of you may know that a thing called a “great circle route” is the shortest distance between two points on a globe, but it appears to be a curved line when actually drawn on a map, due to trying to represent something sphere shaped (3D) on a flat (2D) map.  If we plotted the “circle route” from Boston to Plymouth, it took us directly over an area off the coast of Canada called the “Grand Banks,” and also over the nearby “Flemish Cap.  These are areas of relatively shallow water, 100 to 200 feet deep that are surrounded by much deeper ocean.  When the large and powerful swells of the deep Atlantic meet these shallow areas, the seas can get pretty nasty, even in relatively calm weather.  It is for this reason that most sailors usually avoid sailing over them, and that was our original plan.  (If you read or saw “The Perfect Storm,” this is where the Andrea Gael sank, trying to outrun a hurricane to shore)  We plotted our route to pass south of the Grand Banks, then to join a circle route for the rest of the crossing.  This started out well, but about 2 days out, our weather fax showed two large low-pressure storm systems (i.e. wanna-be hurricanes) developing to our south, heading straight for the Grand Banks.  Hmmmmmmmmm, what to do.  Our dilemma was this, if we stayed south of the shallow water to avoid a rough ride, we were more likely to get clobbered by the storms which would give us an even rougher time of it.  If we shortcut across the shallow water, we would certainly have a few days of bouncy-bouncy, but might be able to outrun the storms, provided they didn’t pick up speed.  If they did speed up, we would be doubly screwed, over the shallow water and in bad weather.  The whole crew discussed our options, voting for the shortcut.  Of course, the next day the storm closest to us picked up speed, and the one behind it became hurricane Michelle.  (Interesting coincidence)  Seems that day we lost in port playing with our engine just might have some serious consequences.  However, very fortunately for us, we also picked up our boat speed, as the winds rushing into the low pressure combined with a very large and strong high pressure in front of us to give us favorable wind.  Alex could be heard chanting, even in her sleep – “boat speed, trim, stay on course, boat speed, trim, stay on course, boat speed, trim.”  It was a pretty motivated crew for a while there, with no one complaining about sail changes or reefing.  A day later, the 1st storm also reached hurricane strength, earning it the name Noel, but only briefly.  We spent the next week watching every weather fax with increased interest as these two storms combined into one pretty strong storm.  This was almost exactly the same scenario as the “Perfect Storm.”  We slowly inched our way out ahead of the storms, but the high winds (35 knots) combined with the shallow water did make the ride a lot less than enjoyable.  Eventually we sailed out of the shallow water, and into the back side of the big high pressure, which we followed for most of the rest of the trip.  Cheated death again!!
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Michelle after hitting Cuba and Florida

The last few days were mostly good sailing, and we were all settling into the routine.  While at the helm one day, I was startled by a very loud bang!!  Sounded like either thunder or a cannon.  There were no storms around, but was hazy, so I wondered if there might be a navy ship nearby practicing or trying to warn us.  Alex came on deck, also wondering what was up, suggested it might be a sonic boom.  I have heard them as a child, and also when the space shuttle lands in Florida, and figured she just might be right, as Concorde had just resumed flights about a week earlier.  Sure enough, everyday for the next few days, we heard them at about the same time of day.  Once, we were even able to see the contrail above us just after the boom.  The 1st day we only heard one, but the rest came in closely spaced pairs.
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Land HO !!!

Our ultimate destination was the port city of Plymouth, but we were getting thirsty, so decided to make 1st land in Falmouth, which is about 60 miles sailing to the west of Plymouth, on the southwest corner of England.  The days and then hours counted down until we would see land.  Arrived in the picturesque Falmouth harbour about 3:00 PM, and were greeted by a pod of pilot whales that surrounded our boat as we came in.  They played lazily around the boat, with one even jumping up and doing a ¾ flip in the air for us.  Welcome to England !!  

We had planned about 19 to 20 days for the crossing, but due to the good winds, not to mention the skill of the skipper and crew, we did it in 14 ½ days.  Believe we set a record for Atlantic crossing by any of the boats in the Challenge fleet.  Turns out we also set a record for the most miles logged in a 24 hour period by any Challenge yacht ever – 277 Nautical Miles.  That is actually quite amazing, when you consider we were short handed and half of us were pretty much rookies, compared to the Challenge race crews with much more experience and motivated by the competition of a race.  A proud moment, especially for our skipper Alex.

Had to stay on boat for a couple hours to officially clear customs, then off to the pubs for some well-deserved beer.  We all satisfied our need for fresh meat at a restaurant, did a mini pub-crawl, then ended up in a nightclub, drinking and dancing till close.  Stumbled happily back to the “stinky boat.”  Up early next AM for showers and quick shopping, then sailed off towards Plymouth.  Forecast called for big winds, but turned out to be a relatively flat and comfy sail.  Made harbour about 3:30 PM, and tied off next to the rest of the Challenge fleet.  We then tore into the task of prepping the boat for winter storage, removing most of the lines and all of the sails.  Pub time was near, so we went off for a Thai dinner, followed by another night of drinking and dancing at James’ favorite nightclub.  Everyone in Plymouth knows the challenge fleet, and when you show up with logo-wear for any of the boats, you instantly become the center of attention.  Were joined by some of my old friends from my training sails in Boston that just happened to be in town that night.  A bit of fun after the long journey.
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A tired, thirsty  and stinky bunch

Next day was final cleaning day, spent on various chores, packing, cleaning and whatever work was left.   Several of us had plans for heading off to London, so we had a little awards ceremony where all crew were presented with home made jury-rig reminders of special talents or memorable moments.  I was given a safety harness specially made for preventing undesired exits from the heads.  One final round of brew, and hopped the train to London.  One adventure over and on to the next.
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Alex got new flannel knickers for those mad dashes to the deck when we screwed up

Michele had tracked our progress on the Internet, and decided to fly to London to meet me.  She found a nice hotel near the center of things, and had a pretty good feel for London having spent some time there for school.  We spent the next 5 days playing the tourist, mostly sightseeing in London and Greenwich, then bus toured out to Stonehenge and Bath on our last day.  Enjoyed England thoroughly, specially the pubs and the Brits, and would like to get back to see more of the country and get up to Scotland, Wales and Ireland.  Michele and I parted at the subway station, as she flew back to Orlando out of Gatwick, and I jumped a United flight to Boston.
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Big Ben
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Stonehenge

The United Captain was kind enough to put me up in 1st class, so would be quite a contrast to the trip over.  Looked forward to retracing our route from the air, but it was cloudy for the 1st two thirds of the flight, and couldn’t see a bit of ocean out the window.  When it finally cleared up, I could see by the onboard flight monitor that we were right over the Flemish Cap.  I looked down at the sea, and even from 39,000 feet, I could tell it was quite rough due to the big waves and whitecaps.  Thought that odd, since there were no storms in the area, but was seeing the effect of the shallow water.  As soon as we flew over deeper water, the seas calmed right down with barely a ripple.  I could tell when we crossed the grand Banks, as the sea again turned rough.  Touched down in Boston to complete the round trip.  Good to be home, but not at all anxious to get back to the grind.  
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Craig at the helm

If only…..

In summary – a grand adventure, but a high price to pay.  Every moment on a boat at sea is a struggle, the simplest tasks become a challenge.  Sailing an ocean racing yacht is living large, living down below one can be near hell. Guess the best things don’t come easy.  

My crewmates lived up to their expectations, and 1st impressions proved true.  The old hands reliable, those shown weak on prior trips still were, and the guy who never sailed before, a great mate once he got his sea legs, not afraid to try anything.  Attitude really is everything!  The experience of the skipper kept us all out of trouble, while allowing us to reach some personal goals.  The most challenging aspect of this kind of trip was the people.  Putting a group of veritable strangers into an uncomfortable, cramped and somewhat dangerous environment, making them rely on each other for food, comfort and safety, while building trust in each other is an exercise in human psychology.  One of these boats would be the perfect place to film a “Survivor” type episode, with those ousted being tossed overboard, cause I know we felt like doing that a few times ourselves. 

What did I learn?  I can survive – discomfort, hardship, loneliness, pain, sticky food and fuck-wits.  A group can solve almost any problem.  A group will discover its leaders and its followers, its achievers and non.  The ocean is huge, the planet huger, the universe immense, humans immensely small.  Despite that, there are WAY too many people on this planet, including me, and every problem mankind faces can be traced to that fact.  Dolphins are cool, and there are not enough of them left on the planet.    

So, why did we really do this?  When I am an old man, I don’t want to be one of those people that says “if only…”  If only I had done this, if only I had done that, if only I had sailed the North Atlantic in November.  When life presents an opportunity, I’ll take it.  If not, I’ll seek opportunity out.  That is what the “Challenge Business” is all about, presenting opportunities to people that they would not otherwise get.  Would I sail across the Atlantic again?  Don’t need to, done that.  Will I sail a Challenge yacht again, probably.  When the right trip comes along again, I’ll go.  What else am I going to do with all this expensive sailing gear?  

Get out there.
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