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future naval leaders.  Naval Academy  

Sailing meets this goal by providing  

Midshipmen with hands-on leadership  

development through sailing.  Naval Academy 

Sailing believes in not only promoting  

leadership development but also a culture of 

safety.  With this in mind, we believe that shar-

ing firsthand experiences that occur both on 

and off the water can lead to a higher aware-

ness of sailing safety.  
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Naval Aviation has long enjoyed a free exchange 

of lessons learned.  That tradition permeates 

every post-flight debrief and is publicly revealed 

in a bi-monthly Navy & Marine Corps Aviation 

Safety Magazine entitled “Approach.” Published 

by the Naval Safety Center, “Approach” is a col-

lection of first-person narrative accounts of Na-

val Aviation mishaps, close calls, and lessons 

learned. Such is the culture throughout the Navy 

and Marine Corps that aircrew are encouraged 

and lauded for submitting frank and honest arti-

cles that serve as lessons for us all.  

It is our hope that this culture of open exchange 

can be spread to the recreational sailing com-

munity throughout the country. We hope the 

stories contained within this inaugural edition 

of “The Helmsman” can serve as lessons in what 

to do and what not to do.  

We welcome submissions throughout the year 

of other first person narratives (anonymous 

submissions are welcome).  

Let’s get the conversation started and keep safe-

ty foremost in our minds as we enjoy the water. 
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We arrived on 1 

November, 2011 in 
Bermuda under a 
major stationary 
low which was pro-
ducing winds of 25 
to 30 knots and big 
seas.  We set about 
provisioning the 
boat, a Leopard 46, 
and continued to 
monitor the weath-
er.   

Although I had made two 
previous passages on 
Balam II with the owner, 
Joe, and was pretty fa-
miliar with the boat, he 
conducted a thorough 
boat tour and safety ori-
entation for our other 
crewmate, Ron, and me. 
This included locating 
the life raft and abandon 
ship bag, the Emergency 
Position Indicating Radio 
Beacon (EPIRB) and Per-
sonal Locator Beacons 

(PLB), the emergency 
hatch in case of capsize 
and more.  We went to 
the mast and familiarized 
ourselves with the proce-
dure for reefing.  As the 
day wore on it was clear 
we would have to stay 
overnight in St. George 
and check the weather 
the following morning. 

On the morning of the 2nd 
we woke up to some de-
crease in wind, but not 
much.  The forecast was 
for the low to depart later 
in the day.  We decided to 
delay our departure in 
the hope of more favora-
ble conditions.  We 

Bermuda to Tortola 
watched the weather 
during the day and the 
wind dropped to 15 to 20 
knots out of the south-
west.  We decided on a 
late afternoon departure 
and left Saint George 
harbor at 1700 with 
three souls onboard.  I 
had the 0400 to 0800 
watch.  We motored out 
of the harbor.  As we 
cleared the shoal area 
outside the harbor, we 
hoisted the main and 
tied in a single reef with 
the traveler a little above 
the centerline.  At this 
time, the wind was out 
of the southwest  at 15 to 

Weather     

     Operational Risk Management (ORM) 
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20 knots with 10 to 13 foot 
seas.  On deck we were 
clipped in for safety, 
bound for Roadtown, Tor-
tola, a passage of some 
840 nautical miles. 

Our weather router, Com-
manders’ Weather, had 
forecast winds from the 
southwest at 15 to 25 knots 
all the way to Tortola with 
the possibility of a big low 
coming off the Carolinas.  
For the next four days, we 
continued motor sailing to 
the south with a full main 
and jib or a single reef, de-
pending on wind speed.  
Naturally our speed was 
affected by wind and seas 
just off our port bow, and 
we averaged 5 to 5½  
knots through this period.  

We stood four hour watch-
es, but we dogged the 
watch beginning on Day 2 
with two shortened, two 
hour watches  from 1600-
1800 and 1800-2000.  
This way each of us rotated 
through all the watches ra-
ther than stand the same 
watch every day. 

 The Helmsman  

At 2000 on 6 November, 
Joe relieved me.  We were 
motor sailing with full 
main and jib in 15 to 18 
knots of breeze from the 
southwest.  Seas were 5 to 
6 feet off the port bow and 
we were making a good 
5½ knots.  I went below to 
read and get some sleep 
before my next watch at 
0400.  It was fairly noisy 
and a bit uncomfortable 
with the waves and chop 
slapping the hull and the 
underside of the catama-
ran.   

About twenty minutes into 
Joe’s watch, I heard him 
slapping the coach roof 
and calling Ron and me to 
come on deck and shorten 
sail.  We came up and 
clipped in at the mast to 
tie in the first reef.  It was 
a little tricky tying in the 
reef in the pitch darkness 
and 5 to 6 foot seas with 
only the spreader deck 
lights and a flashlight to 
see.   

Joe eased the main sheet 
and began to lower the 
main halyard, both of 
which are controlled from 
the helm station.  He con-
tinued to lower the main 
until I was able to get the 
reef ring clipped onto a 
snap shackle connected by 
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nylon webbing to a fit-
ting on the mast.   

Ron then cranked in the 
reefing line to lower the 
leach grommet to the 
boom.  Because we had 
a rigid spring loaded 
boom vang, we had to 
ease the main consider-
ably and put some mus-
cle into cranking the 
grommet all the way to 
the boom to get the foot 
as flat as possible.  At 
this point, the wind 
speed had increased to 
20 to 22 knots.  Tying in 
the reef and checking 
how the boat was han-
dling took about twenty 
minutes, and we again 
went below. 

It couldn’t have been 
more than about twenty 
minutes before Joe 
called us on deck to 
shorten sail again.  With 
the wind speed now at 25 
to 28 knots, we clipped 
in and tied in the second 
reef and furled the jib to 
50 percent.  We stayed at 
the helm station to mon-
itor the situation, and 
the wind continued to 
build.  With the wind 
now blowing 30 to 35 
knots, we furled the jib 
completely.  As we con-
tinued motor sailing with 

What was somewhat 

unsettling about this 

situation was that 

the wind speed had 

doubled… 
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up the radar.  By 2230 we started to see 
lightning strikes, at first in the distance, 
but soon all around us.   Using the ra-
dar, we tried to steer to avoid the 
strongest, most intense cells.  While the 
boat was handling the wind and seas 
quite well, the storm cells, with all the 
lightning strikes on the water’s surface 
and the possibility of serious wind 
sheer, were definitely unsettling.  Years 
earlier, my wife and I had experienced a 
direct lightning strike on our Tartan 
4100.  Our six passengers and us were 
unharmed, but all of the electronics on 
the boat had been fried. 

It’s one thing to know intellectually that 
we would be protected by Faraday’s 
cage and the bonding of the rig, but the 
idea of possibly losing all our electron-
ics some 300 miles from Tortola was 
not a welcome thought.  As it happened, 
we were clear of the lightning squalls 
after about three hours of this incredi-
ble light show.  The winds eventually 
dropped down to a range of 18 to 25 
knots, and we continued to motor sail 
through the heavy rain. 

The rain stopped around 1500 on the 

a double reefed main and no jib, the 
wind and seas continued to build.  By 
2130, we had sustained winds of 35 
knots with gusts up to 45 knots.   

What was somewhat unsettling about 
this situation was that the wind speed 
had doubled to 35 knots with gusts of 45 
knots in an hour and a half, and we did-
n’t know how much the situation might 
worsen.  If the wind continued to build, 
we would have to drop the main and se-
cure it in the stack pack.  We did not 
have a third set of reef points, so we 
would have to motor under bare poles.  
The wind stabilized at 35 knots with 
gusts up to 45 knots with seas of 6 to 10 
feet with rolling waves.  Balam II han-
dled the conditions very well and we 
continued motor sailing at 3½  to  4 
knots.   

By 2200 we had torrential rain blowing 
essentially horizontal in the gale force 
winds.  Visibility was zero, and we fired 
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7th, and the weather cleared.  With 
the breeze now at 12 to 18 knots 
from the southwest, we shook out 
the reefs and unfurled the jib.  We 
continued motor sailing toward our 
destination at a speed of 6 to 6½  
knots throughout the rest of the 7th 
and the 8th. 

On the morning of 9 November at 
0630,  we left the tip of Scrub Island 
abeam to starboard, and entered Sir 
Francis Drake Channel.  We contin-
ued to motor sail to Roadtown under 
full main and jib.  We tied up along-
side at The Moorings at 0915 on 9 
November, having completed a pas-
sage of 840 nautical miles at an av-
erage speed of 5.3 knots.  

After the fact, we learned that the 
low we had encountered and the 
high winds were the outer eastern 
bands of subtropical storm Sean, 
which developed into a full tropical 
storm some 24 hours after our meet-
ing.  We were fortunate to have en-
countered Sean early in its develop-
ment, before it reached reported 
winds of 55 knots. 

The key safety learning I took away 
from this experience is the im-
portance of being skilled at reefing 
and furling in heavier breeze, seas, 
and in the dark.  Equally important 
is being proactive and reefing as 
soon as the wind starts to build.  It is 
much easier to tie in the first reef 
with wind in the 18 to 22 knots 
range than to wait until it is north of 
25 knots.  When you start to think 

about whether to reef, it’s time to reef.  
Another thought about safety is if we were 
going to continue to make ocean passages, 
I would recommend a third set of reef 
points in the main, possibly a fourth.  I 
might also consider a separate storm jib or 
storm trysail.  All told, this was a pretty in-
teresting passage. 

 Volume 1, Issue 1 

Mr. John Barron is an avid sailor.  In the summer, he is 

a sailing instructor who teaches staff and Midshipmen at 

the United States Naval Academy.  
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It had been a 

rough week for the 
Commitment crew. 
Our daily practices 
had not gone well, 
but today was dif-
ferent.  Today we 
were on our game. 
We had left the 
dock with a deter-
mined attitude to 
win, and we had 
done just that.  
 
Not only did we win the 
first race of the day, but 
we crushed it.  Our boat 
finished well ahead of the 
other three boats in the 
fleet.  Rounding the final 
mark and finishing the 
race, we had a textbook 
takedown of the spinna-
ker.  “We’re back!”  I 
yelled to the crew, my fist 
in the air.   

We were all elated due to 
the race win. We felt the 
excitement in a crew that 
was gelling.  I felt my 
blood pumping and my 
heart rate up.  I felt the 
pressure that tacticians 
are well acquainted with—
“Did I make good calls, or 
was I just lucky?” Either 
way, the adrenaline en-
tered my system as I tried 
to refocus and get infor-
mation about the course 

Out of Sight, Out of Mind 

and what the wind was 
doing.   
 
We were to the right of 
the start line and just 
barely above it.  I told my 
driver to tack, take us be-
low the line and in for a 
wind-shot.  This put us on 
starboard tack.  “Let’s put 
another one on the board!  
Focus and do the little 
things right!” I said.   
 

Situational Awareness 

Crew Resource Management (CRM) 
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mate to personal reasons earlier in the 
week.  As skipper and tactician, I had 
the responsibility of keeping the crew 
focused and in good spirits.  Despite be-
ing disadvantaged, the crew of Warrior 
was bound and determined to stick it to 
the other three competing boats, not 
just out of pride but because the other 
boats were crewed by teammates who 
needed to practice in a tough environ-
ment if they were going to be successful 
in competition.   

 
Despite our best ef-
forts,  Warrior 
came in 4th of 4 
boats in the 
first  four-leg wind-
ward-leeward race 
of the day.  Ap-
proaching the fin-

ish line, I called for a right-turn-
leeward douse so that our boat could be 
easily turned back upwind to finish the 
race.  Normally, the tactician seldom 
helps to sail the boat. Because we were 
shorthanded, I helped to ease the spin 
gear to the bow team and then hopped 
down to the leeward side to grind the 
jib in so that we could come to close-
hauled and finish the race.  After ensur-
ing that our stern had crossed the plane 
of the finish line, I looked to leeward 
and counted two competitor boats loi-
tering, waiting for the next race.  Re-
membering that there should be three 
other boats, not just two, I looked aft 
and caught sight of the last boat on a 
course 90 degrees relative to our own 
course at about 100 yards distance.  
 
She was on port tack headed away and 

I steadied my breathing and tried to set-
tle down and get ready for the next race.  
Shortly thereafter, the five minute se-
quence started for the next race. Every-
one onboard set their clocks as I peered 
up the course with my handbearing com-
pass.  I recorded the wind and debated 
which side of the course I wanted.  
 
“Something doesn’t feel right,” my driver 
said in a tone that made me nervous. 
“What?” I asked, worrying he would say 
something about the steering cables be-
ing loose or broken or that we had 
hooked a crab pot.  He paused and ad-
justed his position to try to see better off 
our port bow. We were on starboard tack 
with the overlapping genoa on our port 
bow.  There wasn’t much chance of him 
seeing anything from the helm.  “Is there 
a boat below us?” I thought.  At this 
point we had cracked slightly off the 
wind and there was about a 2 foot gap 
from the lifelines to the foot of the genoa.   
 
I looked through this gap and saw blue 
reflections on the water.  “That’s not 
right,” I said to myself.  “That cannot be 
our hull reflection, and if there was a 
boat on our port side I would see it. It 
would be going the same direction as 
us!”  As I stared trying to figure out how 
the water could look so blue, the foot of 
the jib lifted up and an aluminum bow 
pulpit followed by a blue hull flew per-
pendicular into our hull.  

              ………… 
 
Onboard Warrior, my crew was strug-
gling to cope with performing maneuvers 
shorthanded due to the loss of a crew-
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was no threat to navigation.  I called for 
the crew to gybe Warrior.  As we came 
through the turn, I told my driver to 
hold our course at a close reach and to 
parallel our course to the start line.  At 
this point, the coach onboard started 
talking to me about something.  I can’t 
remember what—maybe something 
about the spinnaker sets during that 
race.  Halfway through his talk, my ra-
dio crackled to life and the call to 
standby for a countdown to the five mi-
nute sequence came in from our head 
coach on his motor boat.  
 
I quickly relayed that information to 
the crew, who were already hard at 
work re-rigging and hurriedly packing 
sails.  Satisfied that the crew had all 
heard my announcement, I turned back 
to the conversation that I had been hav-
ing with the coach on board Warrior.  
“I should be doing something else right 
now,” I thought to myself while I was  
unable to concentrate on what my 
coach was saying.   
 
We had been on our new course for 
about 20 seconds when I noticed my 
driver glance backwards at the two loi-
tering boats and then ask aloud, 
“Where’s the other boat?”  At that in-
stant I heard another voice, which I rec-
ognized as belonging to the driver of 
the boat Commitment emanate from 
behind our massive jib.  “Whoa! Whoa! 
Whoa!” he quickly shouted.  He seemed 
so close.  For an instant I was confused, 
thinking he was somehow onboard my 
boat.   
 

Nearly instantaneously I saw the blue 
bow of Commitment emerge from behind 
my jib, just feet in front of my own bow.  
I watched the golden lettering on Com-
mitment’s bow disappear behind the 
deck of my boat.  I knew that we would 
hit. 

………… 
 
Onboard Commitment, the loud and def-
inite sound of the hulls colliding was ex-
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perienced as I landed on my right hip 
and arm.  I was thrown off my feet to 
the deck, just behind the helm.  A sec-
ond smaller sound was heard along 
with the eerie sound of water slapping 
against the hull—characteristic of a 
body in the water suddenly stopping 
but the water around it continuing to 
rush by.  

 
As I stood on my 
feet and looked at 
the other boat’s 
bow sliding down 
our port side, I al-
so saw my crew re-
covering to their 
f e e t — e v e r y o n e 
looking at me. “Are 
you ok?”  I asked 
as a general ques-
tion for everyone 

to answer.  I heard some muffled re-
sponses, nothing that made me wor-
ried, and then my concern turned to 
the damage of the boat.  My driver 
slapped my side. “Dax was on the bow,” 
he said.  “That’s where we got hit.”  He 
said this with a tone that made every-
thing else go silent.   
 
I had been on my feet for maybe 4 sec-
onds before he said this.  Everything 
slowed down as I ran forward, seeming 
to stumble on everything on the deck 
along the way.  I pushed past the luff-
ing genoa to see Dax laying on the 
mangled bow pulpit, about halfway un-
derneath the spinnaker pole that was 
currently pinned by the crumpled pul-
pit.  He was shaking horribly and com-
pletely silent.  I looked for blood but 

didn’t see any.  I also looked for any de-
formations or body parts missing or any-
thing abnormal.  With all the confusion 
on deck, it was hard to tell.  
 
It had now been less than 15 seconds 
from the collision.  I looked back over my 
shoulder into the waiting eyes of my 
driver, the radio in his hand.  He was 
waiting for me to say everything was 
okay.  “Call for help and get a boat over 
here!” I yelled.  I remember hearing the 
radio call as I approached Dax on the 
deck, wondering if I should move him. 
He said my name and tried to pull him-
self up.  I told him to stay still, and I 

looked him over for any reasons I 
shouldn’t move him.  “Do you think you 
can move?”  I inquired.  “Yes,” he said 
and I picked him up and told him to put 
all his weight on me.  I held him in a bear 
hug fashion and have never felt someone 
shaking so violently.  I tried to reassure 
him while attempting to keep him calm.  
By this time, the speed boat was there 
with members of my crew in it ready to 
take Dax. I lowered him down gently to 
them.  He let go and before he was com-
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pletely on the deck, the speed boat was 
off. 

………… 
 
What neither of us knew was that as 
Commitment turned left onto star-
board tack, Warrior gybed onto port 
tack.  Both boats performed their ma-
neuvers simultaneously, perfectly ob-
scuring the other boat.  Once Warrior 
and Commitment were on collision 
course, there were several elements 
that contributed to the lack of situa-
tional awareness resulting in a colli-
sion.   
 
Both boats hoisted the oversized genoa 
jib which nearly completely obscured 
the view to leeward.  This is not typical-
ly a problem, as a member of the crew 
is usually stationed in the bow pulpit to 
provide an effective lookout.  This time 
however, both boats were in such a 
rush to prepare for the next race that 
the bowmen had abandoned their posi-
tions as lookouts in order to assist the 
rest of the crew.   
 
Onboard Warrior, the shorthanded 
crew was fervently preparing the boat 
for another race, with a special focus 
on cleaning up the bow.  Heads were 
down, and eyes weren’t on the horizon. 
Additionally, the skipper of the boat 
was engaged in a conversation with the 
coach onboard, distracting both of 
them from the safe navigation of the 
boat.  
 
Onboard Commitment, the jib trimmer 
would typically look to leeward after a 

maneuver, but due to the accelerated 
pace of the races that day, the jib trim-
mer had prioritized cleaning up the 
cockpit over looking to leeward.  The 
skipper aboard Commitment was dis-
tracted, not by a coach, but by the 
course itself.  He was looking upwind, 
trying to determine the favored side of 
the course and develop a plan for an-
other successful race.  The basics were 
neglected which led to catastrophic re-
sults. 
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The sun had be-

gun to return for 
more hours each 
day, the geese had 
already made their 
return trip back to 
the north, and we 
began our prepara-
tions for our annual 
trip to Cape Charles 
on Virginia’s east-
ern shore.  

It’s a trip we’ve made for 
several years—a short 18 
miles from Norfolk on 
the southern shore of the 
Chesapeake Bay north to 
the sleepy town of Cape 
Charles on the bay side of 
the shore.  This year we 
were set to meet up with 
a large group of other 
sailors for Memorial Day 
weekend.  

I had taken our 1965 Co-
lumbia 40 out several 
times on the weekends 

already that year, each 
time checking the running 
rigging, the electrical sys-
tems, the engine, and a 
variety of other equip-
ment on the boat.  Over 
the winter I did some re-
pairs to the mainsail as 
well as replaced the main 
and jib halyards.  As I do 
annually, I replaced the 
spark plugs, rebuilt the 
carburetor, replaced the 
fuel filter and cleaned the 
flame arrestor and water 
strainer.  The engine was 
running strong for being 
40 years old.  

 I checked the bilge pump, 
the electrical backup, and 
the manual pump to en-
sure each was functional 
and the strainers were not 
clogged.  I topped off the 
hydraulic oil that services 
the two rams, which raise 
and lower the large cen-
terboard into the full keel 
beneath the waterline.  I 
took the three portable 
and one engine bay fire 
extinguishers to the local 
servicing company in or-
der to have them weighed 

A TRIP TO CAPE CHARLES 

and inspected.  I checked 
the installed radio as well 
as the handheld for their 
transmit and receive ca-
pabilities. I went to the 
slip one night and 
checked the running 
lights for functionality 
and replaced the steam-
ing light fixture. The run-
ning gear and bottom had 
been scrubbed clean of 
the off-season’s growth 
sending the barnacles and 
sea squirts back to the 
briny deep.  

Weather                                             Maintenance 

Operational Risk Management (ORM) 
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With the boat appearing to be in solid 
working order with several periods un-
derway already, it was time to check the 
emergency equipment.  The CO2 car-
tridges in the inflatable life jackets were 
checked, spare kapok-filled life jackets 
were checked for tears and serviceability. 
I rigged the jackline and checked the har-
nesses and tethers.  

On to the signaling devices. I replaced 
the batteries in the handheld electronic 
horn, checked the compressed air horn, 
tested the whistle, examined the condi-
tion of the aerial and handheld flares and 
confirmed they had not expired.  I re-
placed the batteries in the strobe lights 
on each of the lifejackets, and velcroed a 
new Personal Locator Beacon (PLB) just 
inside the companionway.  I inventoried 
the first aid kit and stowed all of the gear 
where it was easily accessible in case of 
an emergency.  I installed the recently-
purchased man overboard pole on the 
backstay where it could be quickly de-
ployed in the event someone fell over the 
side.  Two throwable flotation devices 
were located in the cockpit, and I tied a 
heaving line to one of the lifeline stan-
chions.  Things were starting to come to-
gether.  

On to navigation.  Though only a short 
transit over to Cape Charles, you are very 
briefly out of site of the shore about half-
way through.  I updated the electronic 
charts on both my iPad and iPhone and 
downloaded the applicable raster chart 
files from the National Oceanic and At-
mospheric Administration’s (NOAA) 
website. Using the navigation software 

on my mobile devices, I set waypoints 
and noted the magnetic course, it’s re-
ciprocal, the distance to the next point, 
and the latitude and longitude for each 
point.  While only 18 miles, the ap-
proach into the marina just north of 
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already that year, each time check-
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cal systems, the engine, and a varie-
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Cape Charles harbor re-
quired transiting a very 
narrow (and at times 
shallow) privately main-
tained channel while 
dealing with the wind and 
current. I studied the 
charts and points and 
scrutinized the electronic 
plot against a manual plot 
on a paper chart.  

My plan was to utilize the 
mobile devices as our pri-
mary means of navigation 
aided by the wet compass 
and a handheld GPS.  The 
backup for a failure of the 
electronic navigation was 
a set of strip charts I 
printed and laminated 
showing two waypoints, 
overlaid on the NOAA 
raster chart on each page 
with doghouse like boxes 
for the coordinates, head-
ing, and distance to the 
next point. The tertiary 
navigation plan was the 
good old paper chart with 
a pencil plot of the trip on 
it.  Having made the trip 
for several years, I was 
fairly confident that none 
of the navigation plans 
would be needed save for 

navigating the channel 
into the marina.  

As our departure date ap-
proached, I monitored 
the weather almost con-
stantly. I utilized several 
of NOAA’s webpages, in-
cluding the National Data 
Buoy Center (NDBC) 
(www.ndbc.noaa.gov), the 
National Weather Service 
m a r i n e  f o r e c a s t 
(www.forecast.weather.gov), 

and both the station and 
surface wind modeling 
pages of the Chesapeake 
Bay Operational Forecast 
S y s t e m  ( C B O F S ) 
(www.tidesandcurrents.noaa.

gov/ofs/cbofs/cbofs.html). I 
maintained a keen weath-
er eye for any approach-
ing storms.   

Wind on the southern 
Chesapeake Bay follows a 
seasonal pattern of brisk 
and breezy February 
through early April, the 
wind settles to the teens 
April through mid-June, 
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and then it settles into 
the midsummer rut of 5-
8 knots until September, 
when it picks up again 
for the fall.  Additionally, 
the weather can be quite 
fickle on the Bay.  A calm 
morning can lead to a fe-
rocious afternoon with 
raging winds and heavy 
seas.  The key is knowing 
the direction of breeze. 
In the southern Bay, a 
due easterly breeze will 
bring the swells and 
building seas from the 
Atlantic past Cape Henry 
and across Virginia 
Beach and Norfolk into 
the confluence of the 
Bay, the James River, 
and the Elizabeth River. 
A southerly or westerly 
breeze typically knocks 
the seas down and main-
tains an enjoyable ride. 
The one to look out for 
though is the northerly 
wind.  The miles of fetch 
from Annapolis at the 
North end of the bay to 
Norfolk at the south end 
provides ample oppor-
tunity for the waves to 
build to a frothy fury.  In 
a matter of several hours 
the Bay may transition 
from calm to a torrent of 
closely-packed steep 
waves with a stiff breeze.  
Even a 10 knot breeze, if 
left constant out of the 

As our departure date 

approached I monitored 

the weather almost con-

stantly.   
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north for a day, will build the seas to sev-
eral feet.  

The forecast showed westerly winds at 10-
15 knots on Friday, building to 20 knots 
on Saturday and shifting to the north.  The 
north winds were predicted to build fur-
ther to 30 knots or more, with 4-5 foot 
seas Saturday evening, dying off on Sun-
day to 8-10 knots out of the south on Mon-
day.  Perfect for our trip!  On Friday we 
could comfortably reach Cape Charles at a 
fast pace, as this was our boat’s best point 
of sail due to it’s long overhangs at the 
bow and stern.  We could then beat to 
windward for a fun day home on Monday 
after the seas come down.  

Everything was set.  The boat was 
ready, our bags and food for the trip 
were aboard and we were set to go.  
On Wednesday, the forecast began to 
become less consistent. As the up-
dates were made throughout the day, 
the prediction for Saturday became 
less and less consistent.  The wind 
shift predicted for the afternoon 
moved later in the day, then into the 
morning.  By Thursday, the forecast 
had the wind shift to the north occur-
ring on Friday evening with the seas 
building to 5-6 feet.  By Friday morn-
ing, the forecast had the wind at 10-15 
knots out of the west through the 
morning, then swinging to the North 
in the afternoon around 2 p.m. and 
increasing to 30 knots.  I knew that 
the swing in the winds would bring 
with it a fast-building torrent of angry 
seas.  With the morning forecast per-
fect for the trip, I expected we would 
be safely tied up to the pier enjoying a 
bike ride to town when the wind and 
seas picked up.  If we left at 8 a.m. 
and averaged six knots, it should take 
only 3 hours to get there and a half 
hour to navigate the channel. We 
would have a cushion of over 2 hours 
before the wind was forecast to shift.  

So we were off.  The sky was blue, the 
breeze was perfect. We navigated out 
of Pretty Lake Harbor in Norfolk at 8 
a.m. on Friday to one foot seas on the 
Bay and 15 knot winds from the west.  
We set the main and hoisted the num-
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ber two on the bow and 
away we went. Fighting 
an ebb tide pouring down 
the Bay, we were approxi-
mately 6 miles south of 
the marina at 11 a.m.  No 
worries. We had three 
hours before the predict-
ed wind shift, plenty of 
time to get there.   

That’s when it happened. 
The windex on the top of 

the mast had remained 
resolute in its post 
pointing west, and then 
it flickered.  First, just a 
little bit to the right, just 
for a moment.  Then 
again.  Then again,  
though this time it 
paused for a few seconds 
indicating a breeze out 
of the north-northwest.  
The windex was quietly 
signaling the impending 
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zephyr.  After a few 
minutes the red arrow at 
the top of the mast settled 
at its new post, just a few 
points west of north.  I ad-
justed our course to the 
east and trimmed the sails 
in and we sailed close 
hauled toward the now vis-
ible eastern shore.  

After a few minutes the 
breeze began to build, and 
shortly thereafter, the seas 
began to grow quickly.  I 
wrestled with the decision 
to shorten sail and lose 
speed or maintain our cur-
rent setup and risk being 
over-canvassed as the 
wind grew stronger. The 
wind and seas continued to 
grow and I made my deci-
sion.  I donned my har-
ness, clipped the tether in-
to the jackline and set 
about taking down the 
sails.  I secured the jib to 
the bow and tied the main-
sail down to the boom.  
Back in the cockpit, the en-
gine was on and we were 
marching along into the 
building seas.  As the wind 
continued to gain strength 
and the seas continued to 
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grow, our headway decreased—first five 
knots, then four, and three.  We were 
now in it.  

The wind had arrived with a vengeance 
and it was bringing forth a fury of steep 
seas.  We were not making any speed 
over the ground and were fighting just to 
maintain the progress we had made. The 
steep five foot seas, with their short du-
ration, were submerging the bow with 
green water and washed down the deck 
past the cockpit to return to whence they 
came.  As we wrestled with the seas, the 
engine sputtered and stopped.  I hur-
riedly restarted it while attempting to 
keep our bow pointed into the seas. 
Cough, cough, choke, cough.  The engine 
started and we tried to regain our lost 
distance.  Cough, cough, sputter.  We 
lost the engine again.  It was time to set 
the hook.  We were clearly losing the bat-
tle.   

We donned our life jackets as a precau-
tion and I checked my tether.  I slowly 
and carefully made my way to the bow 
and flaked out forty feet of chain and an-
other 80 feet of rode, making tight the 
line to one of the bow cleats.  Checking 
to make sure my hands and feet were 
clear, I heaved our anchor overboard and 
then watched the line payout.  The boat 
lurched as the hook set solidly in the 
mud bottom.  I made my way back to the 
cockpit and began to address the engine.  
The engine had spark and the starter was 
working, but there wasn’t any fuel.  I 
checked the tank and the gauge indicat-
ed plenty of fuel.  I also knocked on the 
tank and there was definitely fuel, but 
still the engine wouldn’t start.  After 15 

minutes of troubleshooting the engine 
with no luck and the seas continuing to 
build, we were stuck and our situation 
was worsening.   

I broke out my cell phone and called the 
company we had a tow contract with.  
Byron answered the phone and I told 
him of our plight.  We were now five 
miles south of the entrance to Cape 
Charles harbor on the hook in six foot 
seas and 30+ knots of wind.  He said he 
wasn’t sure if his 35 foot towboat would 
be able to make any headway in those 
seas but he would try.  As Byron readied 
his towboat, I readied the flares and 
PLB.  The bow was now awash with 
green water with every passing wave.  
The large ones sent water up and over 
the bimini under which we were hud-
dled.  After about 30 minutes Byron 
called.  He had tried to get underway, 
but had to turn around at the entrance to 
his harbor as the seas were too rough.  
He said he would call the Coast Guard 
and call us back.  

I hailed Coast Guard Sector Hampton 
Roads on channel 16 with no joy.  Lucki-
ly, I had programmed the phone number 
to the Little Creek Coast Guard Station 
into my cell phone so I called them.  If 
the seas continued to build, and we con-
tinued to take water over the bow the 
way we were, we would be swamped in a 
few hours.   
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of the entrance to Cape Charles 

harbor on the hook in six foot 

seas and 30+ knots of wind.  
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The bow quickly fell off to the left toward 
the response boat and I caught the heav-
ing line and secured the towing bridle to 
the two bow cleats. The Coast Guardsman 
on the radio told me to head back to the 
cockpit and for us to stay there and hold 
on as they towed us to Cape Charles.  We 
were tossed around like rag dolls as the 
response boat fought with the heavy seas 
and towed us north toward the breakwa-
ter.  Slowly we made our way north. 

Once inside the breakwater, the seas died 
down to a much more manageable three 
to four feet and the response boat reeled 
us in and tied us up alongside for the tow 
to the city marina.  Once safely tied to the 
pier at Cape Charles city marina, with 
much joy for being rescued, we set about 
thanking the Coast Guardsmen for com-

The Petty Officer who answered the 
phone asked several questions regard-
ing our situation and position and stat-
ed she would relay our information to 
the station at Cape Charles.  After what 
seemed like hours, but was probably 
only a matter of  minutes, my phone 
rang.  It was the Cape Charles Coast 
Guard Station. They were readying a 45 
foot response boat to come assist us.  So 
we waited. The water continued to come 
over the bow as we sat in the cockpit 
under the bimini. Eventually the radio 
crackled and then again.  Then very 
weakly I could hear someone hailing us 
on channel 16.  As I peaked up over the 
bimini, in the distance I spotted the 
best looking coast guard vessel I had ev-
er seen.  

As they approached, we were able to 
communicate via the radio.  They con-
firmed that if we were not wearing our 
life jackets we should don them, and 
then they directed me to prepare to cut 
the anchor free.  I made my way to the 
bow with my rigging knife and the radio 
and awaited their word as the coxswain 
skillfully maneuvered the response boat 
to a position where we would quickly 
drift toward them and they could pass a 
heaving line and towing bridle.  The 
deck was awash with a new wave com-
ing over the bow and up to my waist 
every four to five seconds as I knelt near 
the anchor rode.  They were in position 
and I cut the line.  
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Eventually the radio crackled… Then 

very weakly I could hear someone 

hailing us on channel 16. 
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ing to our aid.  The Coast Guardsmen 
did an inspection of our vessel and 
found no discrepancies in our safety 
equipment, said their goodbyes, and 
went back to their post.  We breathed a 
heavy sigh of relief, dewatered the boat 
as it had filled the entire bilge up to the 
engine mounts, checked into the mari-
na, and took showers.  We met up with 
our yacht club, and headed up to the 
warm, dry restaurant to relax.  

Once back in Norfolk, I was able to 
start the engine and run it for 10-15 
minutes before it would die.  I replaced 
the fuel filters and called a fuel tank 
cleaning service.  They pulled a bucket 
full of rust chips out of my monel tank.  
Over time, the ethanol gasoline had 
separated and absorbed water, creating 
an environment very conducive to cor-
rosion in the tank which left a sandy 
deposit of rust in the bottom of the 
tank.  With the rough seas, the gasoline 
in the tank was jostled.  It stirred up 
and suspended the rust in the fuel, 
which in turn was sucked into the lift 
tube in the tank, eventually clogging it.  
This is what caused our engine shut-
downs.  

There are many lessons to be learned 
from our short trip across the Bay. 
There are things we did wrong, and 
things we did right.  To begin, I 
checked all of the systems aboard the 
boat, except the fuel system.  Had I 
done a more complete spring commis-
sioning inspection of the boat, perhaps 

I would have caught the corrosion in the 
bottom of the fuel tank. Even if I didn’t, 
once the engine shutdown after running 
fine with no abnormal sounds, I should 
have checked the fuel system and 
changed the filter.   

More importantly, I should not have 
been so hard pressed to get to Cape 
Charles and should not have attempted 
to beat the weather.  A forecast is just 
that—it may or may not be accurate 
based upon a variety of factors.  I put too 
much weight in the accuracy of the fore-
cast and attempted to sail faster than 
weather that I knew would bring heavy 
seas from the north.  Had I not pressed 
so hard to get to Cape Charles, we would 
not have had to get towed out of a dan-
gerous situation by the Coast Guard.  
What would have happened if we waited 
for the weather to clear on Sunday or just 
delayed the trip for a different weekend?  
We would not have gotten into a life-
threatening situation.  This is the most  
important lesson.  There is no reason to 
try and beat the weather for a quick 
weekend trip across the Bay.  I should 
have either delayed our departure or can-
celed the trip all together.   

Though minor in comparison to what we 
did wrong, we did do several things right.  
We had all of the required safety equip-
ment and more. We had at least one re-
dundancy for each piece of safety equip-
ment.  We had several life jackets each, 
twice the number of required flares, 
strobe lights on each life jacket, two first 
aid kits, etc.  We had primary, secondary, 
and tertiary plans for navigating.  We 
had checked the rigging and sails.  The 
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boat had been sailing several times al-
ready that year.  We shortened sail ear-
ly before it became so difficult that it 
would have added to our dire situation.   

We had a towing contract in case of 
emergency.  Unfortunately the weather 
was too bad for Byron to make it.  Fi-
nally, and most importantly, we admit-
ted defeat and recognized a dangerous 
situation before it was too late.  We 
could have lost our boat or worse, our 
lives.  We recognized early that we 
were in a rapidly worsening situation 
and called for help.  Had we waited 
longer, who knows what could have 
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happened.  Perhaps the seas would have 
died down and we could have limped in, 
perhaps not. Perhaps had we waited 
longer, the boat would have been 
swamped before anyone was able to re-
spond and we would have tried to ride 
out the storm floating in the Bay.  

Jeremy Rich is a Lieutenant Commander in the 

United States Navy and resides in Norfolk, Virginia.  

He enjoys spending his free time sailing his boat Mor-

gan’s Game with his wife and dogs. 



that to the boat captain. I can’t remem-

ber going through any safety gear or re-

view of its location on the boat, weather 

briefing or MOB (man overboard) prac-

tice. After all, we had been sailing on 

boats without lifelines for over three 

years since losing the Cup in 1983. In 

general, we were pretty casual about the 

safety stuff given today’s standards. So 

after two days of day races, we were off 

to do the Molokai Race that starts and 

finishes off Diamond Head. The total 

distance is approximately 140 miles, 

starting east up the north shore of Mo-

lokai Island for a long 70 mile beat to 

windward, then a sleigh ride back to the 

finish at Diamond Head. Due to the 

wind-driven current running to the 

west, the strategy is to beat close along 

the north Shore of Molokai Island. 

It was August of 1986 and we 

had been training in Hawaii for 

over a year for the Stars and 

Stripes 1987 America’s Cup to 

be held in Perth, Australia. Our 

two boats were on their way “down un-

der” so we took the opportunity to sail 

David Rosow’s 50’ Springbok in the Ken-

wood Cup which would be held in famil-

iar waters to us off of Oahu that month. 

The series consisted of day races off Hon-

olulu, a medium distance race to the east 

end of Molokai, and then a long-distance 

race around the entire state, also known 

as the “I hate the state race.” That race is 

especially grueling because it’s long, hot, 

and has a lot of sail changes while duck-

ing behind mountainous islands. Many 

boats would tell stories of doing tack 

changes from a drifter to a number four. 

Since we had all sailed miles together, we 

were probably a little casual about pre-

race boat preparation, leaving most of 
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leeward. Since it was a watch change 

almost everyone was on deck, but we 

saw a glow in the water close astern 

and thought perhaps someone had fall-

en overboard. Dennis Conner (DC) who 

was driving at the time, immediately 

called for a head count and we counted 

off one to twelve to affirm that every-

one was on board. It turned out that 

the glow was the masthead Windex 

light which was now six feet under wa-

ter. Our biggest concern was that we 

were now very close to a lee shore in 

big seas and 25 plus knots of wind. 

There is no beach in this direction—we 

were heading right into a rock wall. In 

fact, these cliffs are 

said to be the highest 

sea cliffs in the 

world. If we hit the 

rocks, Springbok 

would have broken 

up in minutes and 

lives would have 

probably been lost. 

Since there were other boats in the ar-

ea, we immediately got on the 

handheld VHF and called for assistance 

asking other boats to stand by. It was a 

good thing we had a handheld that was 

readily accessible as the primary anten-

na was under water. DC instructed me 

to shoot off some flares so the other 

We started in the normal trade winds 

blowing around 22 knots and as the 

evening progressed, the winds in-

creased to a solid 25 knots. We carried 

a full main and a number four into the 

night. It was hard sleeping down be-

low as we were constantly short tack-

ing along the island. The island is basi-

cally a volcanic mountain coming right 

out of the sea floor.  As you go inshore, 

the bottom comes up at you rapidly. A 

mile and a half out you are in 500 feet 

of water and within an eighth of a mile 

you might be in 12 feet. Big gains can 

be made by being in the shallow water. 

We navigated using GPS and the 

depth sounder, tacking back out onto 

starboard as the water shoaled. It was 

extremely dark that night so it was like 

sailing in a cave by feel. As we got 

close to the island, you could hear the 

surf. 

It was two A.M. when I came up on 

watch.   We had just tacked back out 

after reaching shoal water when I 

heard a loud bang up the rig. By the 

time I looked to my left the rig was on 

deck. It had fallen straight aft and the 

spreader just missed hitting Bill Tren-

kle, who had been trimming the jib to 

It was extremely dark that night… 

like sailing in a cave by feel 
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boats would see us.  The truth is I had 

no idea where the flare gun was located 

and had never even used one. After dig-

ging around with another crewmember, 

we located it in the forward port locker 

along with the boat’s tools. While the 

rest of the crew was busy getting the 

sails and running gear out of the water, 

I was off to the bow with the flare gun. 

At this point, time was of the essence.  

We couldn’t start the engine until we 

were absolutely sure that everything 

was out of the water. 

The only type of flare gun I’d ever seen 

broke in the middle, exposing the inside 

of the barrel. The user loaded it with a 

flare, closed it and pulled the trigger. 

Not this one. It had a barrel that un-

screwed from the firing chamber, the 

flare is loaded into the barrel piece, 

screwed back together, and fired.  In the 

dark and in my nervous haste on a 

bouncy deck, I got one flare off, un-

screwed the barrel, pulled out the old 

flare and proceeded to throw the gun’s 

barrel into the ocean while keeping the 

spent flare in my hand! So much for 

keeping my cool under stress. I 

grabbed a couple of hand held flares 

out of the box and set them off. Five 

minutes later we saw a competitor ap-

proaching from offshore and he agreed 

to stand by as we furiously worked to 

cut the rig away.  Fortunately the boat 

captain had the foresight to carry 

aboard two hacksaws and numerous 

extra blades. We needed them all in or-

der to cut away the solid stainless rod 

rigging. After about 90 minutes we 

were able to push the rig into the Pacif-

ic Ocean. 

The root cause of the failure was the at-

tachment point for the headstay at the 

masthead. When that let go, the mast 

fell aft and broke right at the lower 

spreaders. About three hours after the 

failure we were safely motoring back to 

Honolulu, reflecting back on how lucky 

we were that no one was injured. We 

also reflected on what went right and 

what we could have done better. Know-

ing what I know now, particularly after 

the capsize of Low Speed Chase during 

the Farallones Race in 2012, we had no 

right sailing that close to a lee shore in 

those seas, especially since it was pitch 

black. 
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In short, we were very cavalier about 

going to sea; after all it was just a short 

race in close proximity to land. Below is 

a list of events that we as a crew should 

have accomplished before starting the 

race: 

 Crew boat familiarization of all safety 

equipment, thru hulls, and location of 

same 

 Practice a man overboard drill 

 Talk through an abandon ship drill 

with areas of responsibility for all 

crewmembers 

 Weather and navigation brief of what 

to expect during the race or passage 

 Chart of safety equipment and thru 

hulls location displayed in a promi-

nent area 

 Develop procedures and equipment in 

the event of the loss of steering or rig 

 Review of the use of a flare gun and all 

other safety equipment 

A couple of things that we did right 

were immediately accounting for all 

personnel and calling for help on the 

VHF, asking other boats to stand by. 

Last summer when Uncontrollable 

Urge lost her rudder off San Clemente 

Island she called the Coast Guard, but 

didn’t immediately ask for help. When 

she did ask some 1.5 hours later, it was 

too late for the Coast Guard to reach 

her and her competitors had sailed on.  

She went ashore, broke up, and one 

crewmember was lost. We were also 

very careful not to use the engine until 

we were sure that all the rigging was out 

of the water. The crew was experienced 

with rig failures and was efficient in cut-

ting it away. It was also fortunate that we 

had the proper equipment onboard. 

In hindsight, our biggest risk would have 

been a breaking wave forming in the ar-

ea of the lee shore. I later learned that 

the steeper the sloping shoreline, the 

more vertical the forming wave face and 

the faster the formation into a plunging 

wave. Additionally, waves generally 

break when the depth is less than 1/3 the 

wave height. So based on the chart (on 

the previous page), when the depth goes 

from 25 fathoms to 3.5 fathoms a quar-

ter of a mile off the beach, it is very likely 

you will encounter a breaking wave. 

Most accidents occur because “you don’t 

know what you don’t know” and a lack of 

situational awareness; this story is a 

prime example of that. We were lucky 

that we only lost a rig and a flare gun. 

The outcome could have been much 

worse if we had sailed in too close to the 

shore in the darkness and encountered a 

breaking wave. 
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