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  For Lesa, for understanding why I had to write and for Joe, who will never sail the boat he built


  Once I sat upon a promontory,

  And heard a mermaid on a dolphin’s back

  Uttering such dulcet and harmonious breath

  That the rude sea grew civil at her song

  And certain stars shot madly from their spheres,

  To hear the sea-maid’s music.


  WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, A Midsummer Night’s Dream


  “Have you ever seen her?” he asked.

  “Often and often.”

  “I, never.”


  “But have you heard her sing? How can she sing under the

  water? Who could? She sometimes tries, but nothing comes

  from her but great bubbles.”


  “She should climb on to the rock.”


  “How can she,” he cried, quite angry. “The priests have

  blessed the air, so she cannot breathe it, and blessed the rocks,

  so that she cannot sit on them. But the sea no man can bless,

  because it is too big, and always changing.


  So she lives in the sea.”


  E. M. FORSTER, The Story of the Siren


  “He had but little learning, except what he had picked up

  from the sun and sea.”


  HERMAN MELVILLE, Moby Dick
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  Foreword


  WHEN I FIRST met John Kretschmer he was flush with wanderlust. In those days, before the coming of GPS, he was wont to travel with his prized square wooden box that he’d clutch in his hands as if it were a crown jewel, as he walked it through the airport security checks. The box contained his sextant, which for John represented his life—his pride, spirit, love, joy, knowledge, and the world of water he plied—all in one.


  It didn’t happen overnight. John Kretschmer slipped into this life after a brush with fame after he doubled the Horn in possibly the smallest boat, a feat he achieved 15 years ago. If John had hoped to head off down a road of sailing fame, professional sailor extraordinaire, we know he would not have liked the regimen, the requirements, the business aspect of it. For, above all else, John Kretschmer represents one of the great free spirits of this world. When you read about his exploits you will begin to see him less as a yacht delivery captain and more as a person of amazing inner strength.


  What I will always wonder about is how John Kretschmer has been able to keep his sense of humor. As things fall apart on all sides, while he dodges gunfire on the Arabian Sea, jumps into mid-ocean to wrap garbage bags around a leaking stern tube, mediates nasty crew problems, all while the weather gods are beating him to a pulp, there is always that slightly smart-aleck, sanguine person telling us in self-mocking tones how he managed to stay the course.


  While John has spent 15 years sailing boats around the oceans of the world—some 200,000 miles, and more than 100 deliveries—he almost never turned back. We are surprised when he is forced to turn the unseaworthy ISOLETTA—as beguilingly beautiful that she was—back east, but not disappointed. It was one of the rare times John Kretschmer was beaten by the mermaids, when John would admit he kept that “romantic illusion” intact longer than was in fact possible.


  What is this life of the million waves that John Kretschmer has ridden, where no one—but the mermaids—hears your whimpers, hears you cry. “There are few professions...none that requires you to extract this from yourself every minute of the day like yacht delivery,” John says. And as you become a pawn of a world which you have little control over, a little overconfidence and braggadocio on the part of the captain can be overlooked as he, somehow, beyond all misfortune, gets the boat to its destination. If that means sailing the North Atlantic in January in a constant procession of gales, then so be it. But it takes more than intensity and a lot of that lust for the sea, and a sense of humor as strong as your will.


  But deliveries are not all about danger. They are also about persistent, impossible-to-remedy breakdowns that are constant and about eking out miles, mile for mile, under ridiculous jury-rigged arrangements as the only solutions. Deliveries are about dream making, taking that boat to the arms of its loving owners on the other side of oceans. And deliveries are about finding your way through life, about being a guru, of sorts, to those “trying to catch up with life,” as John describes some of the passengers and crews who sign aboard his deliveries.


  It’s impossible to know what the sea will throw at you, but it’s wonderful to live in its world, pulling from it a life that has no parallel. It is one where in the end, when you are alone out there, you can begin to appreciate the mermaid gamboling off your bow, diving under your keel, and through your life.


  John Kretschmer knows a lot about mermaids. He might be a world expert on them. That’s what comes from a life at sea.


  As you passage through these true sea stories, you will brush with them, breathe the ocean world that John Kretschmer lives in, and giggle at its fanciful nature.


  Micca Leffingwell Hutchins

  SAILING Magazine

  August 1998
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  Introduction


  I discovered the ocean in my imagination


  PETER FREUCHEN, Seven Seas


  I MAKE LANDFALLS for a living. I sail other peoples’ boats from one edge of an ocean to another and if I turn a deaf ear to the mermaid’s song and the boat and I arrive as planned, I get paid, bid the crew farewell and saunter off into the sunset, or at least to the nearest bar.


  My commitment may be three days, a week or several months; it is measured in nautical miles and always intense. There is mystery and a bit of foreboding in taking command of somebody else’s boat, and pure magic in giving it back, complete with a list of suggested repairs.


  Smug with the sense of accomplishment, feeling flush and free, I often tarry at my destination, reveling with the indulgence of hot water and sleep in intervals longer than four hours. I break out my notebook computer and dash off a piece for a sailing magazine. Then I search for a slant on a travel article, kick around plots for a novel and, while holed up in a small hotel room, puff out my chest and convince myself that, yes, with a lot of work, I could be the second coming of Ernest Hemingway—or at least old Joe Conrad—and maybe just publish another book someday. I should give up this crazy business of yacht deliveries and sailing schemes and just write for a living.


  Soon the intoxication wears off. Writing is too damned much work and I begin to long for my real job. And then time works its magic and the inconveniences of the last passage are already forgotten. The leaks, the gales, the breakdowns, the quarrelsome crew: They fade away like a pale sunset. I am ready to go back to my waterfront office. I make my way to Fort Lauderdale, place a few phone calls, drop off my laundry, and before long I am clearing the inlet, punching into the easterly swell again.


  Often my task is to coax somebody’s old, forgotten dream boat across a large body of water. Then I will pass her on to a new innocent dreamer, brimming with visions of shimmering varnish, tradewind passages, tropical islands and fountains of youth. I connive to keep my customer’s dreams intact, even if I have to lie like a politician when I turn the boat over at the end of a voyage. Dreams are private and fragile creations. We make them, live them or ignore them. Dreams are, however, as much a part of sailboats as teak planks and sistered oak frames, rusty steel plates, and the toxic chemicals that make up fiberglass mat, woven roving, and vinylester resin.


  Keeping fantasies afloat is part of a sailboat delivery skipper’s job description and you must be unusually sanguine by nature to survive in this business. And after enough time has passed, I tend to remember all the boats I have delivered to far-flung quay sides fondly—like old girl friends. Of course, there have been a lot of good boats. There was the powerful Ocean 71: running before a force too-much-blow in the North Sea, she never gave her crew an anxious moment. And there was the sleek Swan 41 that blasted around Cape Hatteras in a November snorter and the graceful Hylas 44 that meandered in and out of the eye of Hurricane Bob. Even the bad boats eventually find a soft spot in my mind’s hard drive. That chubby French schooner had a terrible attitude and the 80-year-old Scottish pilot ketch did her best to sink out from under me. I should despise these boats—they tried to send me to a blue grave—but I don’t. I accept them as part of the skipper’s pact with Neptune. The ocean was never meant to be a place where you could cry for help. Besides, if I only delivered good boats, I wouldn’t have enough material for a book.


  More and more these days, I seem to be hired as one part skipper and one part guru. I dole out confidence and sage advice to new boat owners, who, despite the fact that they have a lot of money, fear that the truly important things in life, like offshore sailing and telling stories and bad jokes in seaside cantinas afterwards, are passing them by. My shipmates over the years, especially the owners, form an eclectic group: Americans sporting cowboy boots with Top-Sider soles, spurred on by quixotic quests; Europeans with skimpy Speedos, enchanting accents, and boats with a lot of right angles; and Japanese with too much money and all the right equipment. They also form a club of some my dearest friends and frequently remind me that riches are measured in many ways. If bluewater miles were traded as currency and sea stories had a par value, I’d be rubbing shoulders with Bill Gates.


  Fortunately, I have reached a nice place in the evolutionary scale of skippers; I don’t have to impress everybody I meet with my treasure trove of sailing knowledge anymore. All the while quietly keeping a keen eye on things, I can let others make their own discoveries. Delivering sailboats is probably the most overrated, underpaid and, at times, exasperating job in the world. Yet, even after 15 years, more than 100 deliveries and nearly 200,000 miles, I still find it amazing that people pay me for doing what I love.


  Sailboat delivery skipper was never an option at career day back in school. From the beginning, I knew I wasn’t cut out for the routine of timely expectations; I resented the fact that my life was dictated by a clock. I could barely make it through a day of school. Not because I was inordinately stupid, I just couldn’t take being confined in a classroom. I was born with a powerful wanderlust. I don’t know why but I have always insisted on steering my own course, a wayward course that invariably runs counter to conventional wisdom. Yet, I have managed to eke out a living doing the things that I love. One of my great accomplishments is that, to this day, I have never held a real job. If there is any advice, any lurking pearl of wisdom, hidden in this book, it’s something as simple as how to go sailing at all cost while steering clear of the stealthy nine-to-five routine that slyly steals the only thing you own in life: your time. You may not want your sons and daughters to read any further.


  They say rebels spring from the bottom of the family and I was the sixth of seven kids. Six of the seven were confirmed in the Lutheran church. At age 7, I told my mother that I was an atheist. She was surprised and slightly amused. I wasn’t sure what an atheist was but I knew I didn’t like church. Again, it was that sense of confinement that troubled me, especially that creepy thought that even if you were hiding, some omnipotent truant officer was keeping an eye on you. My tolerant and loving parents realized that no matter what they did, I was going to skip confirmation classes. They decided I would have to take my chances in life without the blessing of the church.


  I was a mostly shy, indifferent student, but I had passion for the few subjects that intrigued me. By fifth grade I could name every English, French, Spanish and Portuguese mariner of note during the Age of Discovery. I didn’t want to be a fireman, a policeman, an architect, an ophthalmologist, a malpractice lawyer or a copy-machine salesman. I wanted to be an explorer. My heroes were John Cabot, Jacques Cartier, Martin Frobisher, Francis Drake and, of course, the indomitable Ferdinand Magellan. I completely overlooked the inconvenient fact that my alter egos sailed with one hand on the tiller and the other on the cross. I assumed they had to go along with the religious mumbo jumbo of their sovereigns in order to obtain support for their voyages. However, like a juvenile version of the pirate in the Jimmy Buffett song, I had this vague notion that although I was only 10 years old, I had already been born too late. That was a depressing thought for a kid. But in the late 1960s, sailors weren’t explorers anymore; that was the province of astronauts. Astronauts had to be good students. That didn’t bode well for me. Then Francis Chichester came into my life.


  I’ll never forget the day when Gypsy Moth Circles the World turned up in the mail. My mother didn’t realize what an impact something as facile as forgetting to return the card marked “please don’t send this month’s selection,” would have on both of us. Although Chichester described his amazing solo circumnavigation in the crabby, crotchety prose of a bitter old man, I couldn’t put the book down. I would read it in spurts, savoring it in my mind; it was the drug I never took. I never wanted it to end, and I even studied the boring appendices listing provisions and spare parts. I was amazed at how much corned beef that old bugger ate. I would stare at the picture of GYPSY MOTH screaming before the wind under staysail alone as she rounded Cape Horn. It was a revelation, something I never found in church: There were still adventures to be had for sailors. I dreamed that one day I would round Cape Horn in a small sailboat and write books about my sailing adventures. That Christmas I asked Santa for a sextant and an artificial horizon—unusual requests for a kid from Michigan who wasn’t very good in math and had never been sailing.


  But gradually, sailboats came into my life. First a Sunfish, which we sailed on a northern Michigan lake that was so cold you only capsized once, and then a few years later, a Sabre 28 sloop. My father had stunned us one Saturday morning by announcing that we were going down to the lake shore to buy a sailboat. We knew very little about sailboats and settled on the Sabre, which turned out to be a pretty good boat, simply because it had a pedestal and a wheel. I remember my father saying, “I’ll be damned if I am going to spend 20,000 Dollars for a boat and steer it with a little stick.” He didn’t like the idea of a tiller which was a feature of the other boat we were considering, an Irwin 30. My two older brothers and I sailed OUR WAY almost every night of two summers on Lake St. Clair. Although we were usually plying shoal waters that most NBA power-forwards could stand in, we might as well have been in the Southern Ocean. We were enchanted by sailing, by the press of wind, by the natural elements that conspire to make a sailboat dance and a spirit soar. We taught ourselves to sail and were planning a grand expedition to the Lake Erie islands for the upcoming summer when my father’s illness began to overtake him like a flood tide in the Bay of Fundy.


  He had cancer in his lungs and in his bones. Dad, however, refused to submit to the deified preachings of his doctors. He would not die like one of their frogs in a jar of formaldehyde. He would not be drugged into a state of false hope, or radiated into a glowing shell, or buy meaningless time by subjecting himself to dehumanizing operations. He knew he was dying. He had worked too hard at living to die like a victim. He would die like a man, intact.


  My father had a hard life. His parents were divorced, which was unusual in the 1930s, and he was raised by his father, an uncompromising Chicago cop. And those were days of cops and robbers. I have yellowed clippings from the Chicago Tribune describing how, more than once, brave officer Fred Kretschmer gunned down a bad guy on the street. Unfortunately, just as my father escaped the law and order of his machismo father’s home, and went off to the University of Illinois, the war intervened. He joined the Army Air Force, as it was called then. He became a B-26 pilot, went first to North Africa and then to Europe, and somehow survived being shot down three times. After the war, he didn’t want to fly anymore. He felt like he’d had his three strikes, that he was living on borrowed time, and after leaving the Air Force he struggled to support his ever-expanding family.


  He had finally achieved some financial success when death came to his door. It didn’t seem fair. He was only 53 and would not live to enjoy the fruits of his labors. But my father was not bitter. He’d had a great love affair with his wife, cherished his family, and had leaped enough hurdles. He was ready to die. He was just happy that at the end he had something to leave to his wife and kids. He wasn’t haunted by the demons of regret; he could face death square in the eye. Dr. Kervorkian’s clients aside, dying well as a virtue has gone out of fashion. But dying is life’s last challenge. It is easier to die with dignity if you don’t have to shoulder that heavy of burden of “If only I had done...”


  My mother and I are kindred souls: We both look at the half-full cup of life with a good sense of humor, a fair bit of tolerance, just a few biases and many shared sailing adventures. On the other hand, my father and I were quiet companions. He passed away before we had a chance to really sail together, which, of course, is the only way to truly know someone. But the two of us often piled into the family car and drove for hours on end. Few words were spoken. There was a soft, “What do you say, John Rob?” a smile, a nod, an understanding and before long, another hundred miles of interstate highway disappeared beneath us.


  I accompanied my father on many trips, both for business and out of curiosity, his and mine. As the forests and the meadows of the Midwest rolled by, I pictured myself exploring these lands for the first time. Whenever we came to water, I could feel my pulse quicken. Even if the water was just a muddy highway runoff, it didn’t matter. Suddenly, I was aboard my ship, plying uncharted waters. My father, in silent fashion, reinforced my burgeoning wanderlust, never interrupting my reveries. He understood. Those long hours on the road served me well over the years, as I have always been able to cope with tedious passages.


  I was 16 when it became obvious that my father was going to die, and I knew it was all my fault. I had made my pact with the devil long ago and now God was striking back at me. There is nothing as cold and numbing as a featureless hospital corridor in the cancer ward, death’s waiting room, on a blustery January day in Detroit. It doesn’t get any colder, any uglier. Any hint of optimism is buried beneath too many layers of gray to even ignite a search engine. It is a terrible time and a terrible place to die. It still gives me the shivers to think about it today, 22 years later. Death has its own schedule and Dad had the next appointment. One by one, we children were led into his room. By the time it was my turn, the visits were very short. I gave my father a kiss, tears raced down my cheeks and sobs wracked my chest. His body, once a powerful 200 pounds, was wasted, but his azure eyes still shined with life.


  “Now don’t cry, John Rob,” he told me and actually managed a smile. “You are going to be the man around the house. Tom is on his own and Ed will be away at school. I am going to count on you to take care of your mom and little sister.”


  Then a stern-faced nurse led me out of the room. That was it. That was the last time I ever saw my father again. Those were the last stupid words I would hear him utter. I felt my childhood being ripped away from me. I didn’t want to be the man around the house. I wanted my father back. I wanted to jump in the car and take a long drive, just the two of us. I wanted to laugh when we noticed familiar landmarks on I-75. I wanted to have lunch at a rest area on the Ohio Turnpike. I wanted to head down to Lake St. Clair and go sailing on OUR WAY.


  When we returned home I went straight to my room and slammed the door behind me. Then I barricaded myself in the closet. Sitting in total darkness, I cried until my tear ducts turned into a desert. Eventually, I put my pride aside and tried to communicate with God. After a few busy signals, I got through. I didn’t waste time with small talk or prayers. I offered him a solemn deal, a fair deal. I would start to believe, big time. In fact, I would even try to make up for lost time; I really would try. But, in the meantime, I needed a miracle; that was his business after all. That was the bargain. I realized I didn’t have a lot of credit in God’s bank and to ask for the loan of a miracle to save my father’s life at this late hour was pretty audacious. But I was desperate and willing to put my very soul on the line.


  I sat in the closet for a long time. It might have been three hours, maybe eight. I completely lost track of time, and space, too. I remember I peed in one of my shoes. I didn’t know or care whether it was day or night. At some point, I came to accept that my father had died in that cold stone building on Eight Mile Road. He was gone. My credit application had been denied. Strangely, I wasn’t filled with rage. I was completely spent. I felt a sense of serenity envelop me and then, later, I understood everything with a clarity I had never experienced before.


  With my father’s death, I realized that a part of me had died, too. The shy, indifferent part and the quiet and timid parts were gone. His passing had imparted a powerful sense of urgency into my existence. Life was something to be devoured because at any moment it might be snatched away. You just couldn’t trust life. You had to seize life by the throat. You had to pursue your dreams relentlessly, recklessly. It was too much of a gamble to waste time. By the time I pushed open the closet door, I had put my affairs in order. I had even managed a working arrangement with God. I still wanted nothing to do with organized religion and mumbled dogmas but I acknowledged that a profound spirituality existed. We left it at that. I also knew that going to sea was no longer just a child’s dream; it was my mission and there was no time to lose.


  It may seem strange, or might be interpreted as stretching a metaphor, to claim that my father’s death drove me out to sea. But from the perspective of 20 years and millions of waves later, I know that Dad’s death hastened me along my watery way. It took a few years. I grazed in college, toying with the uncomfortable notion of preparing for a real job. I made a few feeble attempts to sustain my collegiate pole-vaulting career but my heart wasn’t in it. I exorcised some demons by writing a terrible novel called The Death of a Family. Fortunately, I killed off the entire family by page 60 and couldn’t think of anything else to say. By the time I was 21, I had a small boat and I was living on the ocean.


  This is not a story about one person or one family going to sea in a boat and telling with the ballast of straight dope how you can do it too. This is a book about many different boats, in many different conditions, crewed by many different people. The common denominator is me. I calculated that I have sailed 30 different boats at least 1,000 miles a stretch and I have made well over 100 long-distance deliveries. Most so-called experts give you all the answers from the perspective of one or two boats; I’ll show you how to make a muddle of things in a variety of boats, from 100-ton schooners, to shabby production boats, to ULDB sleds.


  Like a fearless captain lemming, I have led hundreds of people over the cliff, introducing them to the wonders and horrors of offshore sailing. I don’t have 10-point checklists or set-in-stone rules for better boat handling. I’ve learned to develop, hone and trust my instincts at sea—the essence of seamanship—and hopefully some of that spirit will come through in these pages. You might learn a technique or two from this book, but it is probably closer to a how-not-to than a how-to book.


  On the surface, my job is deceptively simple: Take boat X from point A to point B, collect money and move along. Ah, but there are so many unpredictable dynamics at play, the foremost being a fiercely independent philosophy that permeates my soul. I have had many opportunities to slap Velcro epaulets on my shoulders and take a steady job, skippering a private luxury yacht and lurking around fancy marinas as if I owned them. I must admit that at times the prospect of a regular paycheck and a health insurance policy are alluring, but they run contrary to what I learned in the closet all those years ago. Sailing is certainly not a sport to me, or even a lifestyle. Sailing is my lifeline. Sliding across an ocean, propelled by spirit and sail, is synonymous with freedom. It is not freedom from responsibility, for sailboats are the most demanding of mistresses and nobody laughs at the concept of freedom like old Neptune. But my freedom is the ability to shake off the grip of society’s expectations.


  Although I am closing in on 40, I’m still more than willing to pit my wits against the guiles of the mermaid’s song. I am an incorrigible flirt and too far offshore to turn back now. This is a book about conjuring sailing schemes and delivering sailboats, from world class yachts to barely afloat hulks, all over the world. It is a book about living a passionate, adventure-filled life on your own terms and accepting all the consequences of such a life. The only way I know how to write such a book is by a telling a few sea stories.
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  CHAPTER 1


  A

  Shallow-Water


  Appointment


  Two courses, by the chart, now lay before us: the open sea (to Godthaab) and an inside passage between successive islands and the mainland. The outside course was much longer, and dirty weather was in prospect. That way, however, was my choice; and being then at the tiller I headed seawards.


  ROCKWELL KENT, North by Northwest


  I WAS LONGING FOR deep water, for blue water, for a dark passage beneath a canopy of stars without the burden of a landfall. I was the skipper of a cumbersome ketch plying the turquoise shallows behind the Belize reef. For a couple of months, we had reached west and north from the Bay Islands of Honduras, following an ancient trade route and racing the sun to the horizon each night.


  Our ambitious project had taken us up jungle-lined rivers and through thundering reef passages. I am an offshore sailor at heart; I cross oceans to pay my bills. The shoal waters of the Western Caribbean had begun to unnerve me. I’d come to dread the gradual slowing and dull thud of fiberglass hitting sand and, worse, the sudden stop and angry grinding of fiberglass hitting coral. I longed for more than a foot or two between the short turtle grass and my bruised keel. I longed for a thousand fathoms of steely blue water beneath my bruised ego, and a destination on the other side of the world.


  I had one more shallow-water appointment before heading out to sea. I studied the runny pencil line on the coffee-stained sketch chart and, despite the fact that the fat centerboard ketch required six feet to float and the depthsounder recorded just seven feet of water, I made all speed toward a mangrove-bordered channel appropriately named Porto Stuck. I was hoping to catch the right side of high tide. Although there isn’t much tide in Belize, six inches could make all the difference. I never imagined that six inches would change my life forever.


  I had come to the steamy Caribbean coast of Central America on assignment for Sweden Public Television. I was the captain of an expedition doing research for a documentary film about the ancient Maya of the Yucatán Peninsula. We were examining the Maya in a fresh way, as mariners, and my Swedish partner had even concocted a fanciful theory that Mayan mariners were responsible for the mysterious collapse of their civilization more than a thousand years ago.


  The project was the result of a crazy midwinter transatlantic yacht delivery, a blinding snowstorm, and several bottles of cheap Spanish table wine. It was February and I had just delivered an Ocean 71 from Newport, Rhode Island, to Stockholm, Sweden. (You’ll read more about this wild winter ride in a later chapter.) Briefly, it is fair to say that the six-week voyage was brutal, as we were chased across the pond by a procession of westerly gales. I delivered the boat as scheduled and I was paid handsomely for my troubles. While in Stockholm, I called on my dear friend Christer Leferdahl. A planned short visit stretched into an all-night affair when we got buried by a sudden snowstorm. There was nothing to do but drink wine, and conjure up a scheme for a sailing project.


  I first met Christer, a writer, artist and filmmaker, at the Café Sport in Horta on the beautiful isle of Faial in the Azores. Café Sport, locally known as Peter’s, is run by the youngest Azevedo, José, who, as his father and grandfather before him, is a friend to all yachtsmen. Café Sport is a waypoint for transatlantic sailors—a legendary watering hole. We were both down on our luck. Christer, his lovely wife Annika and recently adopted Costa Rican son, were returning to Sweden after a two-year sailing sabbatical, and they were completely broke. They were without any cash until an errant funds transfer arrived because, in addition, their Visa card had just expired.


  I was delivering a cranky schooner to France and my fuel-injection pump was the latest piece of equipment to expire. I bought Christer a drink and we bolstered each other’s spirits. We started swapping sea stories and by the time Peter’s pushed us out the door, I had agreed to loan Christer some money to get home. We stumbled back to the yacht harbor, arm in arm and singing what Christer assured me were bawdy Swedish sea chanteys.


  A few years later, we were snug in front of a roaring fire, passionately discussing the regrettable way most historians view the oceans. Christer has an astonishingly wide swath of knowledge and the ability to sound like an expert on any subject, even in a language he doesn’t like.


  “Intellectuals are landblubbers,” Christer insisted as he topped our glasses.


  “That’s lubbers, not blubbers,” I said.


  “Whatever. Historians view any expanse of water as a barrier and all but insurmountable to all pre-Columbian people.”


  Christer and I have a propensity for grand statements. I chimed in.


  “The oceans weren’t barriers. They were highways to discovery for ancient seafarers.”


  “Exactly,” Christer agreed.


  But before he could sneak in another word, I added, “Hell, Christer, I’ve sailed across the Atlantic 10 times and the Pacific twice. I know this doesn’t say much for my chosen profession, but I am convinced that given adequate provisions and a stout piece of flotsam, just about anybody can cross an ocean during the right season.”


  This ridiculous statement made us both laugh and soon Annika was brewing a pot of coffee. Then Christer changed the subject.


  “The film board wants me to do another project in Central America,” Christer explained. “Do you have any ideas?”


  Christer had recently completed a short documentary about the matriarchal society of the Kuna Indians of Panama’s San Blas Islands. I began to think again about my recent passage to the Yucatán.


  I have a keen interest in historical working vessels, and my far-flung yacht deliveries have given me the opportunity to examine and sail working boats from all over the world. Just before sailing to Sweden, I had delivered an old wooden ketch to Honduras. While in the Bay Islands, I became fascinated by the dugout canoes sailed offshore by local fishermen. These crude yet stout craft are little changed from the larger cayucos which the ancient Mayan mariners used to ply these same waters a thousand years earlier. I came to know a family of conch divers and learned to appreciate firsthand both the seaworthiness and tenderness of these simple boats.


  My return flight from Honduras to Miami paralleled the Yucatán coast. The plane was almost empty and I jumped from window to window. The left side of the plane revealed dense jungle that covered the land like emerald paint. From the right side, I could see the Belize Reef, a natural sea wall, unbroken for hundreds of miles. The reef provided sheltered sailing for both north-and south-bound vessels. The plane finally veered offshore but somewhere over the Gulf Stream it dawned on me that it must have been a hell of a lot easier for the Maya to bridge their vast empire by water than by land.


  “You should do a film about the Maya as mariners,” I suggested and explained my embryonic theory.


  Christer was intrigued. We fired up the computer and slapped together a hasty proposal for the film board. Eventually the coffee ran out, the snow stopped, and I made my way back to my tropical world. The film idea, like so many other great ideas, was filed away on Christer’s hard drive.


  Then a few months later Christer called and excitedly announced that the project was a go. How, I wondered, did he convince the film board to give him an advance for a research voyage?


  “Oh, it was easy, John,” he said with a laugh. “I told them that Mayan mariners were responsible for the collapse of classic Mayan civilization.”


  When I pressed him for details he just chuckled.


  “Don’t worry, I’ll explain your theory when I see you. Now, can you meet me in Panama in about two weeks?”


  “My theory?” I said, shocked.


  “Yes,” Christer said. “I told them that you were a famous captain and you had this crazy, but original, idea about the collapse of Maya civilization.”


  [image: image]


  TALISMAN, a Heritage 46 ketch, designed by Charlie Morgan.


  “Thanks, Christer. I’ll see you in Panama.”


  Christer’s 46-foot, Heritage ketch TALISMAN was lying at the dilapidated docks of the Panama Canal Yacht Club in Colón on the Caribbean side of the canal. When I arrived, laden with spare parts, Christer and Stephen, the expedition cook, were barely on speaking terms.


  “He’s driving me nuts,” Christer complained, using his best American slang. “He’s the cook but he wants to eat out every night. We’ve been here a week and he still hasn’t learned how to light the
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