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INTRODUCTION

The Ocean Skipper
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The author’s first ocean cruiser, the Colin Archer pilot cutter Saari seen here hauled out on Frenchy’s slip in Grenada in 1976. The tall, thin character is the author in another life.



My first real deep-sea experience came in the form of a 90-ton trading ketch, bought out of commerce in the Baltic in 1968. She was fully crewed but a long way from her first blush of youth. We made the masts and spars ourselves. Five years later I sailed from England bound for Brazil with just my wife in our ancient 32ft Norwegian pilot cutter designed by the great Colin Archer, a vessel whose engine failed more often than it ran. So wretched was this machine that for over a year of intense cruising we managed without power of any sort. Neither of these boats had any electronics whatsoever. Navigation was by the sun, planets and stars – a situation that continued into the early 1990s in subsequent boats. Steering on our boat was by windvane. The ketch didn’t even have electric lighting and I spent many an evening trimming and filling the sidelights, then hanging them in the rigging. It really does seem like a different world.

Since then, although I have favoured traditional boats, my approach to seafaring has moved with the times. After the Colin Archer came family and a 51ft Bristol Channel Pilot Cutter built in 1911. In her we voyaged to the Arctic, the Caribbean and the US and were, I understand, only the third Western yacht to visit Soviet Russia after the 1917 revolution. With this fine vessel, I cut my teeth on GPS navigation. She was followed by Westernman, a 41ft replica pilot cutter designed by my good friend Nigel Irens, better known for his record-breaking multihulls. With Westernman, chart plotters grew up and I embraced long-range radio reception, giving me more idea of the weather than I could gain from looking at the sky and the sea and assessing the movements of the barometer. Westernman was built in eastern North America and her first trip was a romp home across the North Atlantic from Cape Cod to the Bishop Rock.

During all this time, I had been plying my trade as a skipper for hire. This led to a number of interesting voyages, including a ‘transat’ with an unstayed carbon Aerorig, which impressed me mightily. My present boat is a Mason 44 cutter, heavily built in GRP with a long keel, a powerful diesel, big tanks, metal spars and stainless rigging. Although not what you’d call a high-speed ‘cruising sled’, she is a thoroughly modern yacht equipped with a generator, a freezer, cabin heating, a fine autopilot, two computers, internet access and all the navigational electronics available.

To have lived through such a dramatic period of development has placed my generation of sailors in a privileged position, with what I believe to be a sound perspective on ocean sailing today. I, for one, have wholeheartedly embraced the new, but have sufficient experience of what went before to understand where some of the latest ideas fall short when tested in the courtroom of reality. I love my cold beer, my warm, dry feet, my bright lights and the complete lack of deck leaks. I especially enjoy knowing more or less where I am all the time, although more on that subject in Chapter 9. Today I can carry on my work as a journalist wherever I may be by virtue of modern communications. Rather than waiting months to receive mail at a poste restante, I can be in contact with my family and friends knowing they’ll receive my missives the same day, unless I’m lurking somewhere around the Date Line, in which case they might even get it before I send it. The ability to communicate easily and the general proliferation of yachts on the oceans have transformed medical planning for the far-flung sailor. The list goes on.

The result of all this progress is that there’s a lot more to ocean sailing than ever there was back in the 1970s. Then, it was a matter of applying common sense to issues of victualling for the ship and her people, learning astro navigation, finding out about tropical revolving storms and how to manage a yacht caught out in one. Ocean passage planning hasn’t changed much, except that we are now far better served with publications and data culled from thousands of yachts who’ve been actually doing it. Everything else has undergone a revolution and much of this book is about the results of that revolution, understanding them and considering how we can best use them to our advantage.

I have included a chapter on basic astro navigation and I do this without apology. It isn’t much of an ocean skipper who can’t deliver a position from a sun-run-sun celestial fix. It’s a matter of personal satisfaction for a real sailor, not just backup in case someone sits on the GPS transmitters. I could have written this in a sort of shorthand that would allow readers to work up a position while understanding little of what they were doing. I have not been tempted by that approach. Nor have I become dewy-eyed about clever computer programs that do the job for you. There’s no patronising here! If you read the chapter carefully and make sure you understand the examples, you will have sufficient knowledge to move forward into the wonderful world of star navigation. You will then join a select band of brothers and sisters in a world where science meets art, philosophy is king, and only someone with the emotional capacity of a lump of granite could fail to be moved by what is going on.

There is little in the book directly linked to ocean rallies, such as the famous ARC (Atlantic Rally for Cruisers). I am not qualified to write about them since I have never been involved in one, but they have a legitimate place in today’s world. I didn’t always think this way, but I changed my mind when an old friend (and I mean ‘old’) answered this question:

‘Graham, you’ve always paddled your own canoe. You built your own boat and you’ve sailed her thousands of miles. Why do you need to sign on with this crowd to get around the world?’

‘Simple,’ he replied. ‘I’m well into my seventies. If I start a circumnavigation now at my own speed, actuarial evidence suggests that I’ll be called to the big anchorage in the sky long before I make it round. This way, the team will keep me pressing on and with luck I’ll be back before I’m eighty.’

He did arrive back, he did circumnavigate with the original RAFYC Blue Water Rally and he had a great time. He should know. He’s a dangerous man at a party.

The book has not been written primarily as a textbook for the British RYA/MCA Ocean Yachtmaster certificate, although I am an examiner in that system. As it happens, everything currently in the syllabus is covered, together with a good deal more, so it will serve that purpose. My intention, however, was to share a lifetime of experience in all sorts of boats on seas cold and warm with my fellow sailors. Read on, my friends. May your storms be short-lived and may the trades blow for you as nature intended when the planet first went spinning on its way.
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1HULLS FOR OCEAN SAILING
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The author’s Mason 44 Constance.



Choosing a boat for ocean sailing is different from deciding what to buy for weekends and holidays in continental waters, for two reasons. The first is that the vessel is going to be home, not an occasional bolt-hole from daily life. The second is even more serious. Weather forecasting for temperate zones such as Northern Europe and North America is now so reliable that it should be possible to cruise these waters for a lifetime and never be at sea in storm conditions. Sure, the Mediterranean can still produce local gales from nowhere, but the great winds such as the Mistral and the Bora are generally well foretold. Far out on the ocean, there is sometimes no escape.

Britain’s governing body of sailing, the RYA, defines an ocean passage for the purposes of its Ocean Yachtmaster certificate as being at least 600 nautical miles between ports, mostly more than 50 miles from land. The reasoning behind this is to place a yacht beyond the limits of reliable forecasting so that, as far as can be achieved without literally crossing an ocean, she was on her own and must make the best of anything that comes. Old hands will shake their heads and remark that this distance is nothing like long enough. I have much sympathy with them, but the point to take home is the essential concept that, on the ocean, forecasting – even if you can get it – isn’t necessarily going to be a ticket to a safe haven. If a storm has your name on it, then your boat must be able to ride it out safely.

Yacht club bars resound with tales of ‘50 knots across the deck’ in places like the West Solent. I’ve worked there much of my life and I’ve rarely seen anything approaching this in terms of sustained wind force. Maybe I’ve been lucky, but I doubt it. Fifty knots in open water with a long ocean fetch is a different story altogether for a short-handed cruising yacht. By the time it’s been howling for 24 hours out in the North Atlantic, kicking up 40ft seas that march northeastwards all the way from America, you’ll be wishing you were somewhere else. When the wind veers and sends the church-high waves crazy, a small crew – even a young one – may well have run out of the stamina needed to look after the boat. Sooner or later, the time comes for her to look after them. Whether a boat points two degrees higher than the average, or has a bigger bed in the aft cabin than the next boat in the show, becomes a laughable irrelevance. One message of this book is that seaworthiness is not defined simply by a set of numbers produced by authorities obliged by their calling to define the undefinable. Knowing a boat’s angle of vanishing stability is helpful, but it is a long way from the end of the story.

Boat manufacturers’ propaganda promises craft after craft whose spectacular performance is only equalled by their world-beating comfort and security at sea. The truth is that nothing on the ocean is given for free. A boat that really can look after herself, perhaps by heaving to with total reliability, pointing up at around 40° and never falling into the dangerous beam-on state, is unlikely to go to windward in flat water as well as one designed for the summer Baltic, with performance and space below as the main priorities. Advertisements for the high-performance yacht will show her powering along in 15 knots of breeze with a smiling crew having a grand day out. And so they are. They may stop smiling when the boat is being knocked around in a big broken sea with the autopilot disabled, the deep-reefed mainsail overpowered and the whole business having been going on for two days. Such a yacht may put in an excellent passage time on a downwind slide to the Caribbean from Europe and give grand sport on the day-sails between the islands. She may also cruise back to Europe without drama on the low-powered steamer route via Bermuda and the Azores, but should she opt to return by the exciting route up the Eastern Seaboard of North America, taking off for Ireland from Nova Scotia or Newfoundland, it could be a different story.

The bottom line to all this is to define your objectives carefully and, above all, honestly. Armed with this brief, you can then consider the choices from a position of understanding. No boat is all things to every sailor. The successful ones are those that have been chosen wisely to suit the character of their owners and to do the job they will undertake.

Hull considerations
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A modern family cruiser with in-mast mainsail reefing.





[image: ]



A fast cruiser, probably more suited to the ARC than northeast Greenland.
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What it’s all about for many people – anchored snugly under a tropical beach.
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A strong economical all-weather cruiser.



Generalising is always dangerous, because boats do not necessarily fit into neatly defined categories. Rigs can be different too, with certain variants often being found on particular hull types, but, so long as the main hull forms are understood, an appropriate boat may be chosen. The rig can then be accepted or modified to suit the owner. It is the hull that defines all.

To state that the characteristics of cruising boats are varied would fall an old-fashioned sea league short of the mark. Some boats handle predictably in harbour, even steering sweetly astern in strong winds. Others, which may be fine at sea, are blown around marinas like empty crisp packets in a pub parking lot. Many that are wonderfully steady at slow speed going ahead cannot steer astern at all, leaving otherwise competent owners embarrassed on a regular basis in tight harbours, unless they mitigate the inevitable by fitting a bow thruster. Deep-sea storm survival tactics trashed as suicidal by modern writers working with fin-keeled yachts may still be reasonably safe options for traditional yachts modelled on workboats. A modern bulb-keel flyer can scud across an ocean in half the time taken by a heavy-displacement alternative. Do you care, or do you really quite like it out there and see no need to hurry? If you opt for speed, what are the trade-offs?

Among the main factors deciding a boat’s behaviour is the position of her rudder, or rudders, in relation to the keel, how long the keel is and whether the rudder is hung on the trailing edge of it, or is salient, with or without a supporting skeg. Further general issues are how beamy she is in relation to length; whether she’s a heavyweight or a lightweight; how heavy her displacement; whether her forefoot is deep or cut away; how well balanced her sections are when the hull is heeled over, and the windage of her topsides in relation to her underwater lateral area.

Set out here are some of the main categories.

Long or short keel

Taking shoal draught out of the equation for the moment, the most important split among monohulls is the long and the shorter keel. There are almost infinite varieties of both, but the definition is that the long-keeler hangs her rudder from the aft end of the keel itself, while the rudder on the short-keeled boat is a separate unit mounted as far aft as practicable.

As a general principle, long-keeled yachts are heavier, with deeper body sections allowing lower freeboard. They are also often steadier at sea, resisting tendencies to eccentric behaviour and broaching in gusty weather. Not all long-keeled boats steer well. Some, influenced by rating rules in the 1950s and 60s, shortened their keels in the hunt for less wetted area, with the result that their rudders are too close to the pivot point of the boat for ideal steering, especially downwind. Long-keelers are not generally close-winded and are often outperformed by more sprightly fin-keeled boats, but they are, above all things, comfortable at sea and their modest beam means their crews are not rattling around inside when the boat falls off waves in mid-ocean. Heavy, long-keeled yachts also typically enjoy more options in heavy weather survival situations where sea room is not an issue.

Long-keeled variants

Long-keeled sailing yachts fall into three basic forms with the usual endless variety of overlaps. These are the archetypal fishing smack/pilot cutter, followed by yachts that evolved steadily out of this from around 1850 or so until the fin broke away from the skeg in the 1960s. Last comes the modern ‘long keel’, often with a heavily cut-away forefoot, which has departed so far from its origins that some authorities suggest it is no longer really a long keel at all.

[image: image]The long-keeled workboat
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A Bristol Channel pilot cutter dried out on the tide in the second half of the 19th century.



These boats generally feature a sensible draught, moderate beam and, by yachting standards, they are of heavy displacement. British and northern French examples often have a straight or ‘plumb’ stem and a deep forefoot curving only a little as it joins a straight keel whose draught increases as it runs aft to the rudder. Other nationalities had different fashions, with the lovely boats of Scandinavia featuring curved stems that continue below the water to join the straight keel all the way aft to the vicinity of a mast stepped well into the boat. American working craft favoured no specific shape of bow, with everything from clipper and plumb to spoon and the handsome ‘Indian Head’ seen on some of the famous pilot schooners of New York and Boston. No matter what their origin, however, all these boats were built with a forefoot far deeper than most modern long-keeled yachts. At the ‘blunt end’, sterns were either transom (planked across, with an outboard rudder), an elegant counter where the inboard rudder post ran up through the deck well forward of the taffrail or, in the case of the Scandinavians, a true double-ended stern with the planks all landing on a gracefully swept stern post from which was hung the equally curvaceous rudder.

Boats with this sort of hull often carry gaff rig to generate the power needed to drive the weight via a relatively short mast. This would in turn demand a bowsprit from which to set one or more jibs to balance the rig.

The best examples are so well balanced that they steer themselves, particularly to windward, with the helm lashed. The deep forefoot confers the sort of grip on the water needed to heave to successfully in a big sea, while heavy displacement and ballast that may well be inside gives an easy motion that would be a revelation to anyone brought up on modern yachts.

Sadly, as in all things, these important benefits don’t come without a price. Bowsprits are a nuisance in marinas, and such craft were never designed with engines in mind. Most are unwilling to handle astern under power. While many of the classier survivors or replicas are capable of good passage times, they must be driven relatively hard to achieve this and the rig, unless it has been sorted by someone who really knows their business, can be unwieldy. On the other hand, they date from an era when serious men who lived their lives on deep water strove to develop forms with time-served builders who had learned from their fathers. They are therefore supremely seaworthy and it would have been axiomatic in their original design brief (had they ever had one) that they can look after themselves when the going gets tough.

Another benefit of the workboat type is that these vessels anchor very well indeed. They have no issues about carrying a great weight of chain cable and can also ship a hefty anchor or three without feeling the extra mass. The deeper forefoot delivers a sort of in-water inertia to being blown about while lying to the ground tackle, which makes the boat far less likely to pluck her anchor out in gusty conditions.

Even if such craft are not to your taste, we all should rejoice that people are now building them again, providing a viable option for those who choose them, and an improvement in the view for all the rest.
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The author’s 1911 pilot cutter: 50ft on deck (64ft over spars), 8ft draught, supremely seaworthy and as comfortable as a feather bed. But there’s a price to pay...



[image: image]The classic long-keeled yacht
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A long-keeled cruiser developed from a traditional race boat.



Yachts had shown some departure from working craft in quality of construction right from the beginnings of purpose-built leisure craft. As time passed and racing became formalised, hull forms began to come under the influence of the rating rules. These then affected yacht design, either directly or indirectly, sometimes for better, often for worse. While beam was tampered with by, among other things, the Thames Measurement Rule, which squared it in its formula, mainstream yacht profiles were not so different from their working forebears until the latter part of the 19th century. Soon, however, the underwater bow profile was hollowed to create the reverse curve now familiar on such classics as the Scandinavian Folkboat, the British Nicholson 32 and the American Mason 44, which many consider to be the epitome of wholesome form.

Like workboats, these hulls may have a counter or a transom stern. They have sensible beam and, because the hull is deep in form as well as in draught, they are not obliged to have high freeboard to achieve reasonable headroom below decks. This makes them comfortable at sea and painless for the not-so-young to climb on and off out of a dinghy and when berthing. Such long-keeled classics are generally easily driven for their displacement. They are certain on the helm when manoeuvring ahead under power or sail and are steady at sea. Their swept forefoot, however, lacks the grip of the workboat when not moving ahead, so they do not generally heave to as well as the workboat type.

Another, perhaps unexpected, benefit is that although the relatively narrow beam does not confer the extremes of buoyancy that help beamy hulls to sail more upright, it scores well in the great stability competition. It also encourages the classical accommodation layouts that work so well. Anchoring, while not quite so spectacularly reliable as a pilot cutter type, is still pretty stable. The displacement of these boats means carrying chain is no problem, and the forefoot holds the bow reasonably steady.
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A Nicolson 32. The classic small long-keeled cruising yacht.



[image: image]The modern long-keeler

Towards the end of the 20th century, the forefoot was cut away even more. This creates boats with sensible beam, such as the Rustler 36, that steer well when running downwind, at the cost of lost grip on the water up forward. Such craft make first-class downwind passage-makers and many are successful
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