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Fiona’s 2015–2016 cruise lasted 10 months and was spent mostly 
in Europe and the Caribbean. I had 14 different crew at various 
times, some silently disappeared in the night. We traversed four 

canals and crossed the North Atlantic twice. It all began July 2015, when 
we sailed from Weeks’ old yard in Patchogue, Long Island, through Fire 
Island Inlet, and along the coast to the Cape Cod Canal. After a night in 
Provincetown, we crossed the Gulf of Maine with no serious problems 
except a leaking fuel fill pipe, which dumped a few gallons of diesel in 
the bilge when we filled up in Sandwich at the canal’s eastern end. My 
crew consisted of two young men: Misha who is a professional photog-
rapher, and Davey, a native Indian who worked on high-rise steel struc-
tures. In Lunenburg, two CCA members stopped by the boat to offer 
local advice—Sandy MacMillan (BDO) and Tom Kenney (FLA). Sandy 
lent me a chart of Mahone Bay so that I could replace the lost fuel at 
the yacht club; my chart plotter stopped at the U.S. border, to my sur-
prise. The night before we left Lunenburg, Davey quietly packed up his 
things and disappeared. Misha and I sailed the boat to St. John’s, New-
foundland, in weather that got increasingly grungy. Poor Misha was ter-

ribly seasick, but he stuck with it and crossed the Atlantic after we left 
St. John’s. A replacement crew, Tom, met us in St. John’s.

We enjoyed a wonderful 16-day crossing with good winds and only 
one gale and arrived in Scotland at Oban. Tom, a professional artist, 
had thoroughly enjoyed his first exposure to offshore but had to leave 
due to prior commitments. His place was taken by Josh, a lawyer with 
a great sense of humor. The three of us spent two weeks cruising north 
of Oban in Skye and Mull in generally fine weather. Josh had to leave 
when we got back to Oban, and Misha and I transited the Caledonian 
Canal to Inverness. The canal was wonderful cruising, with beautiful 
highland vistas on all sides and charming pubs by many of the locks. I 
was delighted to pass an antique steam-powered “puffer,” which later 
I was able to tour when it pulled into Inverness. Until the advent of 
large car-carrying diesel ferries, the puffers served the numerous Scot-
tish islands by carrying goods and passengers for many decades. Typi-
cally 100 feet long, they were powered by coal and a compound recip-
rocating steam engine. The one I toured in Inverness had been rebuilt 
as a project funded by the National Trust for Scotland.
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Misha signed off at Inverness, and I was joined 
by Alan, a South African with small boat experience, 
and Andy, a native Scotsman with a considerable 
sailing background. The trip across the North Sea 
started with light winds, and we wound three days 
later with a gale on the stern. We checked into Den-
mark at Thyborøn, a fishing town with a fascinat-
ing museum dedicated to the naval battle of Jutland, 
which was fought just off the coast during WWI. For 
years, Danish divers have been salvaging the wrecks. 
The museum held everything from naval guns to 
safety pins. The sick bay of a British battleship has 
been reconstructed using salvaged parts and “staffed” 
with mannequins. We transited the Alborg canal, 

Fiona anchored at Loch Scaillig, Skye.

A classic Scottish puffer in the Caledonian Canal.

“
”

” 

 “



4 5

a medieval city built to the same plan as many Hanseatic towns. The 
museum was especially impressive.

When we left, heading for Kiel, we were rerouted by German coast 
guards who said we had entered a live firing zone—fortunately, they 
missed. Alan returned to South Africa from Kiel, and Andy and I sailed 
into the Kiel Canal. Surely this is one of the great cruising bargains; 
about $25 for the transit, a small fraction of the fee for the Caledonian 
Canal. Halfway along the canal, we tied up for the night. In the morn-
ing, a disabled German yacht begged a tow to Brunsbüttel at the west-
ern end. When I dropped him off and tied up at the marina, the skip-
per’s mother came by with a big box of chocolates. Andy left here, and 

another South African, Peter, and a Dutchman, Sander, joined the boat. 
Neither had much sailing time.

Things were little rough in the Elbe estuary, with a strong south-
west wind against an ebbing tide. Sander became seasick and stayed in 
his bunk until we arrived in England. Peter had never been offshore and 
was very apprehensive about the continuous parade of freighters going at 
high speed in seemingly all directions. The North Sea is indeed a circus 
with flaring oil wells and wind farms stretching for miles. I thoroughly 
enjoyed the sail with a mild wind on the beam under a full moon. We 
fetched up at Ramsgate, a typical English seaside resort. We got good 
advice from local sailors on ways to pass the many capes in the English 

with two evening stops at charming towns. The Danes are boating mad; 
every coastal village has a good marina with plenty of sailboats tied up. 
Checking in is easy—just put a credit card in a machine and select the 
services you want, and the machines print a sticker to show you have 
paid up. The shores of the canal were lined with numerous wind tur-
bines. In order to get to the Baltic, we sailed down the Lille Belt, a sce-
nic route recommended by Danish sailors we met, but in places it was 
very shallow. We spent a few days on the Swedish coast and then sailed 
to Bornholm Island. When we left, strong southeast winds wafted us to 
the German coast where my South African sailor got a thorough going-
over by border security, something that we had not experienced in Scot-
land and Denmark. We entered at the old Hanseatic port of Stralsund, 
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Channel under varying tidal conditions. However, when we tied up at 
Eastbourne, inside the locks, the crew decided they had had enough and 
decamped in the middle of the night, leaving me a sad note of regrets. I 
single-handed to Falmouth to pick up new crew. I left with Gus, a young 
man from the area who had just received a Competent Crew certificate 
issued by the RYA. My other crew was Steve, who was a retired aircraft 
engineer and was wondering if the cruising life was for him.

Although I left for the passage to Portugal with what seemed 
to be a good weather window, conditions soon deteriorated. It was 
already mid-November, when weather in the channel approaches 
and the Bay of Biscay can be very changeable. The wind was mostly 
in the range 25 to 35 knots, with higher gusts on the nose and mas-
sive seas as we crossed the mouth of the bay. The pounding began 
to cause obvious damage; the counter in the forward head broke 
the tabbing to the hull, and the Lucite panel in the forward hatch 
was broken and became adrift (fortunately the hatch was under 
the inverted dinghy). Until I found time to replace the starter, the 
main engine was unusable. Tacking in the heavy seas without an 
assist from the engine proved to be impossible, and when neces-
sary to change course, I “wore” ship by gybing. One night I was 
foolish enough to gybe when I should have considered the inex-
perience of the crew and the total darkness we were in. The slack 
mainsheet caught Steve across his mouth, lacerated his lips, and 
knocked out a tooth. I saw Steve crouched in the cockpit with 
blood pouring between his fingers. Steve retired to his bunk, and 
I put him on a diet of Aleve. We pulled into Viana do Castelo in 
Portugal somewhat the worse for wear, but I didn’t appreciate the 
full extent of the damage until I went onto the bow platform and 
discovered three of the four welded brackets holding the platform 
to the hull had fractured.

Towing a disabled yacht in the Kiel Canal.

A typical village in Denmark.

The main square of Stralsund, Germany.

 Gus demonstrates  that the Lucite 
panel in the forward hatch is missing.

Fracture of a mounting bracket holding the the bow platform.
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After some minor repairs we sailed rather gingerly down the 
coast to Nazare, where I knew from previous visits that there were good 
repair facilities servicing the large fishing fleet. A very competent welder, 
Alec, decided all the brackets for the bow platform needed to be rede-
signed and then fabricated in thicker metal. He accomplished this task 
in four days. I sailed to Cascais near Lisbon, and the crew disbursed—
Steve to find a dental surgeon in England. Both had borne up well in a 
rough crossing. I flew home to New York for Christmas and returned 
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with a duffel bag full of spares for the leg to the Caribbean. Tom, now 
a veteran of the earlier transatlantic crossing, joined me in Cascais. A 
young Dane, Mads, also signed up—he was hoping to buy a West-
sail 42 like Fiona. Unfortunately the trip to La Gomera in the Canary 
Islands showed he was another wannabe sailor prone to mal de mer, 
and he flew back to Denmark to rethink his future. Tom and I double-
handed to St. Martin. We had good winds to start, but the Atlantic was 
very calm, and for a couple of weeks west of the Cape Verdes we used 

the engine sparingly or just drifted, making a 
good 50 nautical miles a day if we were lucky. 
The single-sideband radio had conked out, so I 
was not able to get GRIB wind forecasts, which 
may have helped to shorten the journey. We 
arrived in the Caribbean 27 days after leaving 
the Canaries, a slow passage but quite pleasant, 
Tom was an entertaining companion, a gifted 
guitarist, and a wonderful artist. My son Colin 
and a friend from Florida, Lewis, flew into St. 
Maarten and sailed with me to the British Vir-
gins and then to Puerto Rico. We made what 
is becoming a traditional visit to the El Yunque 
rainforest, and when they left, my final crew, 
Neil and Julie, flew into San Juan. The weather 
was mild until we got within 50 miles of Ber-
muda, when a short storm stalled us with gale 
force winds on the nose, but it was soon gone. 
Neither of the crew had ever visited Bermuda 
before, so naturally they were charmed by this 
unique island. I was pleased to meet my old 
friend Bernie Oatley, who has been greeting 
yachties arriving at the Onion Patch for more 
than 50 years. We made a decent passage to 
Long Island, but bad weather developed, with 
winds touching 40 knots as we approached the 
coast. We pulled into Patchogue in mid-May, 
having sailed nearly 13,000 nm since we left. 
Not a bad way to spend a year. ✧
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Fiona becalmed in mid-Atlantic.

El Coco Falls, el Yunque Rain Forrest, Puerto Rico.

Tom provides a mid-Atlantic serenade.

Eric, Davey and Misha at the SE Light, Block Island. 
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