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By Ronald L. Speer
Staff writer

HE LIGHTNING storm that ham-
mered the shore 10 miles to the

west for hours left me shaken but

still confident when it finally
pushed harmlessly out to sea on our first
night on the Atlantic Ocean.

Our inability to find the long-sought mark-
er off the Maryland coast the next morning
was a bit worrisome for a man making his
first blue-water cruise.

But we adopted the “barking dog” theory
of navigation — sail toward shore until you
can hear the canines — and found land, and

Circumnavigation is a magic word for small-boat sailors, to whom

it means circling the globe. Our planned circumnavigation was

miuich more modest, just around the Delmarva peninsula.

1 was still game for a circumnavigation in
the Wind Gypsy.

Having company often within shouting
distance — John Callander and his crew on
Haggis — was always comforting in our off-
shore bid.

Circumnavigation is a magic word for
small-boat sailors, to whom it means cir-
cling the globe. Our planned circumnaviga-

tion was much more modest, just around
the Delmarva peninsula. We planned to sail
out in the Aflantic and follow the big-ship
channel markers to the Delaware Bay, cut
through the Chesapeake and Delaware Ca-
nal and sail down the Chesapeake Bay,
where both Haggis and the Gypsy were at
home.

Although our boats are small, Callander
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and I decided last winter to watch the
weather and take a shot in late May at
coastal sailing, as both of us dream of an
ocean crossing someday. i

But my boldness on the open seas in my
20-year-old, 24-foot Morgan took a beating
the second afternoon under threatening
skies a few miles from Ocean City, Md.,
when a frightened plea came over ma-
rine radio:

“Coast Guard! Coast Guard! A tornado is
headed for Ocean City! A tornado is headed
for Ocean City!”
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Bob Scott, left, and John Callander guide the Haggis through waters off Ocean City, Md., after the storm. . _

land, things went well until the storm and our decision
to spend the night at Ocean City instead of racing up
the Delaware Bay at night. That delay put a hitch in our
circumnavigation plans, although all of us slept like
babies with our boats tied safely at the dock after a
restless night at sea.

The next morning an emergency at home came up
for me, the winds were not nice on the Delaware Bay 25
miles to the north, and Callander’s two companions on
the Haggis faced a time problem in getting back to
classes.

So Callander and I huddled alone, as captains even
on small boats are wont to do to keep the crew under
control, and voted to head for home — back down the
Atlantic.

“Are we getting a little foolhardy, taking a shortcut
home on the ocean after that storm?” I asked
Callander.

“It’s the quickest way 1 know to get there,” he re-
plied. It made sense then, But we weren’t so sure when
we checked the wind, whipping over the marina from
the northeast at a reported 20-25 knots.

A northeaster on the Atlantic is not something
small-boat sailors want any part of, but we decided to
sail out into the ocean and see what it was like, with
only foresails up.

The seas weren’t bad and the winds were not all that
feisty, so Callander gave me a thumbs-up from the Hag-
gis and south we went, soon hauling up the mainsail,
racing along at about 6 knots for most of the day.

It was wonderful sailing, and this time during the
day we stayed closer to land and enjoyed the pristine
beauties of Assateague Island’s gorgeous white sands
for hours and hours. A noon sight with my sextant
showed I am a little rusty, since my calculations left me
about 4 miles from where we actually were. But at least
T'had us in the neighborhood.

We swept quickly past Chincoteague in the after-
noon, Callander as he had promised driving Haggis
away from the Gypsy despite everything Hodges and I
could think of to make our boat move faster. Night
came and the winds went about the time we sailed past
Wachapreague, and from then on it was mostly motor
sailing, with Haggis dropping back behind us while we
navigated.

But unlike the first night at sea, when skies were '’
overcast and it was terribly dark, this was a night to be
treasured.

Stars glittered everywhere, dropping right down to
the horizon and providing great steering marks for the'
helmsmen. Hodges and I took three-hour watches "
throughout the trip. He’d been at sea before, and some-
times was able to sleep when he was off watch. ‘My
adrenalin was pumping all the time, and I generally
was too excited to catch more than a few minutes of '
sleep at a time, afraid T was going to miss something -
exciting, or just plain afraid. i

We stayed just west of the big-boat channel, and, b
watched carefully as a handful of freighters popped: n
over the horizon, their lights hard to spot among the
stars, and then passed us by. 1

Finally we spotted the Chesapeake Light, out to sea,
and the Cape Charles Light, marking the entrance to ©
the bay.

Our navigation was much better than on our trip up.
We found every marker we sought, right on target. &

About 5:30 the next morning, when I was at the helm ''*
about 15 miles northeast of Cape Henry and the en-
trance to the bay, we were blessed by one of the most '
beautiful dawns ever, ribbons of clouds turned brilliant-
ly pink by the rising sun.

The world was well. A

We sailed on, and a few porpoises broke the water,i,;;
adding to the wonders of the morning. 583

And as we were returning to the Chesapeake Bay, I
was ridiculously pleased to be able to help when a =
sailor on the carrier Saratoga broke the silence by ask-
ing for a radio check to make sure his radio was '
working.

“Read you loud and clear, lad,” I responded on my ©
marine radio. i

We old salts like to help the Navy whenever we can. !

Home we went, motoring a lot, an unspectacular
finish to our first test of skills against the ocean. o0l

But before we split from the Haggis and headed for =~
Portsmouth, Callander got on the radio and said he was  +
ready to give circumnavigation another shot this fall, [0

So am 1 There’s a full moon on Oct, 14. And there’s !
rarely a tornado or thunderstorm then.

That’s my kind of weather.
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We bad just taken down the sails, so when the warn-

ing came we sprang for our life jackets.

Then the storm struck, not a tornado anymore but
still nasty, maybe 50- or 60-knot winds out of the west
that quickly kicked up 8-foot seas in the Atlantic about
10 miles southeast of Ocean City.

At first T tried to drive the Gypsy into the waves with
the ittle 9.9 horsepower outboard, but the motor wasn’t
enough against the wind. My sailing companion, veter-
an waterman Jim Hodges, suggested that we had no
choice but to run with the wind, making sure a big wave
didn’t cateh us sideways and roll us over.

Rarely in Hampton Roads have I had room to do
thalf, but this time the nearest land to the east was
Spain. So downwind I sent the Gypsy, sparing a glance
threugh the wind-blown rain to see how Haggis, a 26-
foof Ranger, was doing.

Callander and his crew had decided to run with the
wind, too, and with our sails down, our motors idling,
we Wwent racing out to sea.

My knot meter said that the boat was making more
than 7 knots, propelled only by the wind against the hull
— hare-poling it as the saltier sailors say. That’s as fast
as it will go with all the sails up in normal winds,

We edged away from the nastiest looking cloud to
the'north as best we could until an equally nasty cloud
raced up from the south. So we split the difference and
headed east.

On and on we ran, for nearly an hour, before the
winds and the waves eased, and we were able to head
back into the seas with our motor at full power, seeking
a landfall at Ocean City.

Plunging over the still-surging waves as the Haggis
came alongside, I really got scared. Callander, as bold
as they come, was wearing a life jacket and a safety
harness. So were the members of his crew, Old Domin-
ion University professor Bob Lucking and Chesapeake
teacher Bob Scott. I didn’t even know that Callander,
the director of the ODU-Norfolk State University Virgin-
ia Beach Graduate Center, carried such things on his
boat.

“When John Callander puts on a life jacket and a
harness, you know we’ve been in a nasty blow,” I told
Hodges, a civilian engineer for the Navy and a veteran
of storms who settled for a life jacket this time.

By the time we got to Ocean City, my three-hour
watch on the helm was up and Hodges drove the Gypsy
into, the inlet, with dozens of other vessels also heading
for safety.

Not everybody made it. One person drowned, anoth-
€r was missing and 16 had been rescued by a fishing-
boat skipper, according to a report in the local paper
the next morning.

We found a marina, tied up and then opened a bottle
of courage that is verboten when we are at sea.

It didn’t last long among the five of us on the two
boats.

But it was effective. And soon we were calling the
storm just a “nice little experience” for sailors who
never had strayed outside of the Chesapeake Bay.

We had taken about 27 hours to make the 120-mile
trip from Portsmouth, after weeks of planning. Hodges
and I had both gone over every fitting, every screw,
every line on the Gypsy. I had stocked the larder, filled
both six-gallon tanks with gas for the motor, bought
extra safety devices such as flashlights and whistles to
tie on the life jackets in case somebody went overboard
at night, and with Hodges and Callander, charted our
course. At the last minute, I rushed out and picked up a
radar reflector, a folding metal ball designed to let big
freighters know where little sailboats are.
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We headed out of Portsmouth about noon on Friday,
sailed in good winds to Willoughby where we hooked up
with Haggis, raced across the Chesapeake Bay past
Thimble Shoal Light and the first island on the Chesa-
peake Bay-Bridge Tunnel, and then sailed northeast, up
the Atlantic, generally 8-10 miles offshore,

My first watch at night was daunting, because if was
pitch-black everywhere under cloudy skies. The thun-
derstorm worried me, because I hate lightning, but oth-
erwise it was grand, and the orange-slice moon that
oceasionally broke through the clouds just before dawn
was a delight. The night was not dramatic, although I
started sweeping the horizon for the sign of hoat lights
a lot more carefully after a radio message broke the
silence: “Freighter going north in the ship’s channel,
freighter going north, this is the yacht Valhalla. Do you
see me? Do you see me?”

There was no answer, and the Valhalla’s obviously
worried skipper called again. Finally came the laconic
response from the freighter: “Valhalla, we've had you
on radar for four or five miles. We know where you
are.”

“Thank God,” replied the Valhalla’s skipper, obvious-
ly relieved that his boat was not going to be run down.
“We were really sweating bullets.”

I was glad I had hung the radar reflector off the
mast on the Wind Gypsy.

And despite our unfamiliarity with the ocean, and
casual steering that made us miss the mark off Mary-
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Plentyof aople have that
| spark of ?emus . most of
| them just have lgnmon trouble.
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