







What Others Are Saying About John, Barbara and

Outrageous Grace

Winner, Best New Non-Fiction Book,

Indie Awards

Finalist, Best Book Awards,

USA Book News

Winner, Michigan Notable Book Award

‘A love story in more ways than one. Facing the future without trepidation is one of life’s greatest gifts … It leaves you limp, exhausted … if it doesn’t sell, there is no adventure left in literature.’

Judd Arnett, Detroit Free Press

‘On the blue Atlantic and in bleak hospital wards, John Otterbacher has weathered the sorts of storms that ultimately define a person … assuming they manage to survive. Otterbacher’s gifts were his family and friends, and the dream that sustained him. Ours is this book that, with humour and humility, tells his tale.’

Herb McCormick, Sail Magazine

‘This gripping story personifies the best Irish characteristics of determination, fortitude and, of course, humour … A wonderful and inspiring story that you can’t put down.’

Jean Kennedy Smith, former Ambassador to Ireland

‘Read it, and you will be carried away, living each suspenseful moment with this remarkable family. Once I started this book I could not stop! Dr John Otterbacher is a gifted story writer and a man who truly emanates hope from his heart.’

Rich DeVos, cofounder of Amway

‘Anyone who appreciates the power of the ocean and the humility of putting to sea in a sailboat will understand John and Barb’s choice to go to sea with his damaged heart. Anyone who doesn’t, will, after reading Outrageous Grace.’

Elaine Lembo, Cruising World Magazine

‘It is nothing less than a story about our capacity as humans to imagine, perform, and soar. And, not unlike the inexorable pull of the oceans themselves, Outrageous Grace is also a daring blueprint that might force you to re-examine what you do, why you do it, and what you are waiting for … a powerful elixir for anyone tiptoeing through life and settling for dreams deferred.’

Tom Rademacher, Grand Rapids Press

‘I read Outrageous Grace last night. I read it in one sitting. I did not plan it that way. I just could not put it down. It is extraordinary, so rich in imagery … It is poetry.’

Christine St John

‘When hope and heart disease collide, hope sometimes wins.’

Richard McNamara MD, Chief of Cardiology

‘Wise people have known forever that life is a near death experience. The costumes of our lives can be suffocating, and Otterbacher and his family shed theirs going to sea … They win big and we win along with them through their engrossing and perilous adventure story.’

Jim Harrison, Author/Poet


Outrageous Grace

Taking the Long Way Home

JOHN OTTERBACHER
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To Barbara, John Ryan, Katie and Erin

who lived the story before I wrote it down.
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‘Live all you can; it’s a mistake not to. It doesn’t so much matter what you do in particular, so long as you have your life. If you haven’t had that, what have you had?’

HENRY JAMES

The Ambassadors
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Foreword by

Paul Gelder, Editor Yachting Monthly

NO WONDER JOHN OTTERBACHER named his first yacht Outrageous. When he planned a year’s sabbatical to go sailing with his wife, Barbara, he knew nothing about sailing, didn’t have a boat and wondered if he could afford one.

Saving money for his dream, the family’s new mantra became: ‘Do we need it?’ instead of ‘Do we want it?’ They found life more intense when they spent less. Instead of buying themselves out of trouble, they became proficient problem solvers.

John learned to sail not by the book, but from his own mistakes. ‘Have you ever seen a spinnaker up sideways?’ he asks. He bought lifelines and harnesses to keep the crew on deck, a sea anchor to slow the yacht down if they encountered a serious storm and, just in case it didn’t, a reconditioned liferaft. Presciently, his son John Ryan announced: ‘Dad, this boat is our destiny!’

The ‘ultimate storm’ turned out to be nothing to do with threatening weather but everything to do with survival. Having learned enough about sailing to make a single-handed Atlantic crossing, John discovered a ticking time bomb in his chest – a serious heart condition which threatened his grand plan for a circumnavigation in his second boat, Grace, again presciently named. For John certainly displayed amazing grace under extraordinary pressure. Some readers might pause to think ‘There but for the grace of God go I’ and then ask themselves ‘How would I cope?’

There are so many metaphors in the sailing world that cross over to life on shore – rite of passage, crossing the bar, plumbing the depths. John met them all on a surgeon’s operating table. Failed open-heart surgery left his cardiologist shaking his head in doubt, if not despair. But sailors are a resourceful, single-minded band of brothers. There’s no hard shoulder to stop on at sea when disaster strikes. You must make the best of things.

‘If I let pain run my life, I’ll end up a cripple,’ John resolved. ‘There’s no room for heart failure in a life this full.’

For him, sailing was an escape, a challenge and a therapy, all rolled into one big adventure in a small boat on a big ocean. John’s intimate and poignant confession of how he defied medical odds and battled on with a gimpy heart is compelling, eloquent and, above all, inspirational.

The first time I met John, on board Grace at St Katharine’s Dock in London, in the summer of 2001, I was struck by something indefinable. Was it his firm handshake? The special glint in his eye? Something in his Irish genes? There was certainly something of the poet about his descriptive writing on the oceans and his long voyages.

It wasn’t till later that I realised what marks John out from the crowd. It’s the fact that he has been to the brink and come back.


Introduction

WE MAKE OUR WAY TO THE SEA by different routes. Some are born to it, raised from an early age entirely under a saline or freshwater spell. Early and generally positive associations, adventures with a parent of seemingly god-like skill and command, are layered-up like fibreglass on a hull. Sailors sprung of this familial strain are imbued with legends and lore: the champions – the barriers broken, charting the uncharted – the great and horrible storms. These lucky ones often know the names and intricacies of everything nautical, actually know what they are doing when they loosen the docklines and cast off.

I have the deepest respect for those who possess passed–down disciplines and competencies. I am not one of them.

I grew up in a Midwestern working class American family with no ostensible connection to the sea. My father, a child of the Great Depression, shackled himself to a theatre manager’s job at an early age – ‘Just happy to have a job’ he would say – and stayed with it doggedly until the day he retired. My mother was a teacher, secondary at first and sixth grader later, on either side of a long stint as a stay-at-home mother. Our lives were centred in a neighbourhood of like-minded people with parochial goals and regimes: work hard, talk straight, respect others, and be ‘realistic’ about the range of possibilities available to you.

Solid stock: diligent, practical, reliable and sound. Not a sailor among them.

What we did have on that one day a week when my father didn’t march off to the theatre was ‘the big lake’. Whatever restraint my parents normally placed on their range of aspiration, they shared a boundless enthusiasm for Lake Michigan, a one hour jaunt from our home in Grand Rapids, Michigan. Come Thursday we almost religiously filed out to our trusty Nash Rambler, piled in with the beach blankets and picnic baskets, and headed out to ‘the lake’. And though we didn’t fully appreciate it then, Lake Michigan more than deserved its place in the constellation of Great Lakes.

Only later would I learn that these five inland seas with their 244 million square kilometres of water surface and depths up to 400 metres contained a full 20% of the world’s fresh water. Enough – if spread evenly – to cover the entire continental United States to a depth of three metres.

Later still, a fascination with heavy weather infused me with a sea captain’s respect for Great Lakes violence: sudden-onset storms and mayhem, a thousand wrecks gaping up from uneven sandy floors.

What I knew in those sun-drenched early days was that if I paddled fast on my inflatable air mattress, stopping when my parents looked up from whatever they were doing, I could soon get out far enough to pretend not to hear my father’s summons, pacing back and forth on the now distant shore.

I am seven, I am nine, I am free at last, out beyond the constraints and confines of life on land. I am on my own for a while, captain of my own small boat, the sky a northern blue above me, the soothing undulation of offshore waves, the breeze-softened caress of 29°C. I paddle out further when my father retreats round-shouldered up the beach to his towel, two-armed backstrokes up and over the waves, then stop as he turns back towards me, hand to his forehead to shield his eyes from the glare, my fingers trailing alongside in the cool water.

I am a hundred metres from shore now, an entirely free man, a seaman, alone in this sweetwater world. At some deep level perhaps, totally unplumbed by me, the hook is already set.

Years pass, decades, an early marriage, professional degrees, some college teaching, terms in the Michigan House of Representatives and Senate, a son, a private practice, and I am forty – entirely land-locked, never a day at sea. A playful conversation with Barbara after work leads to a spontaneous decision to ‘work hard for five years, then take a year off’.

Barbara’s smiling ‘What do we do with the year?’ yields an unpremeditated suggestion that we do a motorcycle tour of Europe and Africa.

‘Are you ready to put John Ryan – he’ll be thirteen then – behind the handlebars?’ elicits an equally quixotic, ‘How about going sailing?’

That I have never been sailing, that we have no boat and little money, gets dismissed with the wave of the hand and a bravado-laden ‘We have
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