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SKIP NOVAK ON SAILING






‘Skip Novak takes us to the high seas providing technical wisdom, wonderful adventure stories, appreciation of nature and a philosophical narrative about the special joys of visiting remote regions. Novak’s writing is easy to read and his prose makes you feel like you are on board with him on his voyages. This extraordinary collection of articles is an important treasure for every sailor’s library.’

Gary Jobson, editor-at-large of Sailing World and Cruising World, former President of US Sailing




‘In all of maritime history, there is no one like Skip Novak. In more than 50 years of nonstop ocean racing and high latitude voyaging, he has surely sailed more miles than any mariner living or dead. Skip’s writing is like the man: disarmingly modest, wryly funny; written from an unrivalled empirical knowledge not only of the sea and sailing, but also of the literature of the sea. Stories you might have heard if you’d been lucky enough to meet Captain Cook in a pub.’

Peter Nichols, author of Sea Change, and A Voyage for Madmen




‘Skip Novak is the ultimate sailing adventurer – a modern day Magellan, an Obi-Wan Kenobi/Dumbledore-like character whose opinions, wisdom and insights will glow like flaming coals in the imagination of any sailor. Perusing this compendium is like being given a key to the ultimate hall of sailing knowledge – with deep links to centuries of nautical tradition with a modern day twist – the world where Skip sails.’

Peter Isler, Chairman of American Sailing, navigator of the winning yacht in two America’s Cups, author of Sailing for Dummies
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For Lara and Luca, who have turned out to be great shipmates

 


‘And if an author in recording what has interested himself differs from editors – so everlastingly concerned with what may interest others, he may no less, knowing himself the only worthwhile thing for him to be, hope that a hundred thousand souls will see him as the mirror of themselves – and buy his book.’

Rockwell Kent

N by E
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FOREWORD

BY SIR ROBIN KNOX-JOHNSTON

Skip and I first met during the 1977/8 Whitbread Race around the World. Skip was navigating a Swan 65 King’s Legend and I was skippering the 77 foot long Condor for the second and fourth legs. Inevitably we were rivals, but as I had the longer boat, I was the faster. So we achieved Line Honours on those two legs but did not win on handicap. During the second leg I can remember the report from King’s Legend that their rudder post had shifted and they were taking on water, but the crew managed to control the ingress and finished safely, if somewhat delayed.

Skip went on to complete four further Whitbread Races including skippering Drum, owned by Simon Le Bon, and a rather weird Russian entry in the following race where he held the crew together. During this time he built up a vast experience of crew management and sailing in the Roaring Forties and the Screaming Fifties of the Southern Ocean where you can be a thousand miles from any land or assistance if you have a problem. You had to be self-sufficient in those days before satellites when navigation was by sextant and chronometer, just as Cook had used 200 years before. If something went wrong you had to deal with it yourselves as there was no immediate satellite contact to attract assistance in an emergency.

The Southern Ocean is the extreme classroom for sailing and seamanship and Skip earned a Double First. But he had been seduced by the Antarctic and in 1987 he built Pelagic and started adventure sailing to the most isolated continent on the planet. This is where we met again when we sailed Pelagic through the Beagle Channel and around Cape Horn when we were filming the 3 Dogs programme with Sir Ranulph Fiennes and John Simpson. It may have been run of the mill to Skip after so many years sailing around the great Cape, but it was exciting for me after sailing past and never seeing what lay behind Cape Horn. It was a wonderful trip, even if the wind seldom descended below 30 knots. It was a great adventure for me, and gave me a huge respect for Skip's ability.

Seamanship is not just about using the sails to make a boat move, nor is it just about how the boat is handled in a variety of conditions, calms, storms, or manoeuvring in tight places. Seamanship is about the knowledge of the boat itself, how it works and how to deal with repairs and the almost certain emergencies that will happen on a long voyage far from assistance. Skip is sharing his vast experience in this book. Yes, seamanship is learned through your hands, but you can learn much from reading the views and experience of those who have spent so many years at sea.




INTRODUCTION

Over eight and a half years I have been filing what has resulted in 101 column pieces for Yachting World magazine. When roping me in, the editor said, ‘Write whatever you want.’ I proceeded to weigh in on many subjects, all things marine, gathered from over 60 years of a nautical life that began while sailing dinghies age seven in a yacht club in Chicago and then graduating into a ‘Harbor Rat’ with my mates during our long American high school summers.

On the strength and inspiration of reading Conrad, Melville, Hemingway, Stevenson and others in that genre of high adventure to distant lands, I left the Midwest as soon as I could ‘fly’ and fetched up on the west coast of Florida, struggling to finish a university degree while working as a rigger in a boatyard. I first tasted salt water on an ocean race from Miami to Montego Bay, Jamaica, aged 18 and then on a Transatlantic Race from Bermuda to Spain when I was 20, when I learned celestial navigation en route from our indulgent navigator.

These early deep water experiences stood me in good stead with what was to come. I was otherwise ‘at sea’ in terms of a career path, confused and conflicted within the zeitgeist of a post-Vietnam War world and chaos of the social upheaval of the early seventies. With poor steerage I took a path that was ordained and just kept sailing, living for many years out of a seabag, able to make a decision to up and go within minutes for the next ocean race, the next delivery, the next voyage to anywhere. To wit, I was clueless about how to go about building a future, pushed only by wind and tide from place to place – and I loved every day of it.

In 1976 at the age of 24 I skippered the German Admiral’s Cup yacht Pinta on a delivery from Bermuda (we had just competed in the Onion Patch Series) to Brittany and then made my way to the Solent for Cowes Week. I put an anchor down in the Hamble River that has not dragged nor been raised since. Only eight months later, after a 10-minute conversation with the skipper in the Fountain Hotel in Cowes, I landed a berth on the British Cutter King’s Legend and navigated her to a second place in the 1977/78 Whitbread Race. In succession three more Whitbread Races would follow as skipper – Alaska Eagle in 1981, Simon Le Bon’s Drum in 1985/86 and the Soviet entry Fazisi in 1989/90. My ocean racing career culminated in a final circumnavigation on the 110-foot Maxi multihull Innovation Explorer in ‘The Race’ in 2001, 64 days non-stop around the world.

In parallel with all the sea miles I launched a quasi-writing career after the 1977 Whitbread Race when asked by the editor of Seahorse Magazine (still today the pre-eminent technical magazine for the serious racing sailor) to write a series on the navigational aspects of that circumnavigation. Today, you are lucky to ever meet your magazine or book editor in person, but back then when discussing the next instalment it was a de rigueur amusing alcoholic lunch in London with the charming Anthony Churchill, founder and publisher of that journal.

After having read my race diary from the 1981/82 Whitbread Race on Alaska Eagle, the deputy editor of Nautical Quarterly, Michael Levitt, realizing I could string a few words together, commissioned two back-to-back issues with my entire diary verbatim – a raw, no holds barred 10,000-word (New Yorker style but with pictures) exposé of that troubled American project. This put me on the map with that magisterial publication of the day (now the set of 50 is a collector’s item) and article commissions followed from them and from a variety of global yachting magazines. For my subsequent articles with Nautical Quarterly, Mike’s advice was always, ‘Write like you think and speak; you can’t go wrong.’

In a curious overlap and transition, in 1987 with two partners I built the 54-foot steel sailing vessel Pelagic, which launched a second life of expedition voyaging in high latitudes that is ongoing, 36 years later. What started out as a passion in seeking remote areas accessed by sail to go mountaineering, became a business model in a particular adventure charter market.

Having written about many of these sailing experiences and adventures, both racing and cruising, on craft from dinghies to behemoth catamarans, the editor of Yachting World figured I was a good choice to take over from Robin Knox-Johnston’s long standing column, as she knew I could do so with minimal editing, had the discipline to stick to the maximum of 800 words and could be relied on to produce comment on a wide range of issues, if not hands on, then as a pundit.

Recently having retired from the column having felt I had exhausted my repertoire, or at least not wishing to wind up as an old fool banging on forever, (and I flatly refuse to write about anchoring techniques ad nauseam), this book came to mind; to gather what are simply my thoughts, opinions and anecdotes under one cover, as a record for myself to close a loop on one hand, but mainly to offer an entertaining compendium to those who had read some of my columns, but like most people would not have seen them all.

Rather than put them in chronological order as published (other than the first and last, which significantly ‘book end’ these texts), I decided to group them in general subjects, (many overlapping) for readers to dip into as a focus. The pieces are dated as published, which is important to note and I have added comment as a postscript to some in italics as indeed, my opinion on some subjects has changed with time, circumstance or my age. Trends that are beyond debate and have become unstoppable also deserve further comment and there are others where an opinion I had was dead wrong at the time.

To be clear this is not a book to be read cover to cover. The appropriate place is having it to hand is on your night stand when bored with Proust, in that basket next to the loo and certainly on your bookshelf on board in the pilot house (if you have one) for those long watches.

Devon Island

Arctic Canada

August 2023


MY ANCHOR DOWN IN THE HAMBLE RIVER


‘Skip Novak takes a trip down the Hamble River and memory lane’

Skip’s first column for Yachting World, October 2014



On a June Sunday a sailing friend suggested we take our families for a spin on the Hamble River on his motor boat (sailing friend converted). With 440HP on the back, once out of the Itchen River we went at speed down Southampton Water passing by various racer/cruisers ambling up and down the channel under sail. I felt slightly traitorous with the dirty looks. But I see my friend’s point if you want to get from A to do something at B. The kids of course loved it, but the fun part for the oldies really began at the entrance to the Hamble River as we throttled back to the required six knots. Gee, we passed the very spot where we embarrassingly ran the Whitbread Maxi Drum aground on the south bank in 1985…

It was one of those magic sunny days on the river, with little or no breeze, but enough zephyrs for fleets of dinghies to make way colouring the Warsash and Hamble village riverbanks in kaleidoscopes of different hues. My kids have been to the Hamble on previous visits but it was their first time there afloat, if you didn’t count the public jetty where crabbing was the activity. I reflected that the last time I was actually on the river (and not in a pub by the river) was more than 20 years ago. The memories came alive with each passing feature.

The Royal Southern Yacht Club; Simon Le Bon caught with a barmaid from the King and Queen in his room – a tabloid field day. The jetty at Port Hamble; I brought Drum alongside the Maxi Cote d’Or under sail after we blew off our propeller in the Solent. Skipper Eric Tabarly, a man of few words at the best of times, gave his nod of approval as we glided to a halt safely alongside. One of those grand moments…

Hamble Yacht Services was the sailing base for Drum in the Whitbread 1985, and then Fazisi in 1989. Our engaging Soviet crew became a focal point of amusement and bemusement for the ‘locals.’ I will never forget paying off all our creditors from a suitcase full of cash in the PortaKabin on the hard, just prior to the start.

I used to kayak up and down the river to work at Moody’s. On this sunny day kayaks were out in force, along with all manner of floating objects; old and new, in repair and disrepair; rowed, paddled, sailed and motored, all with contented folk picnicking away… Of course, the fairway is much narrower than 20 years ago as marinas have gobbled up riverbank space so the flotilla jockeyed for position while working up and down tide. It was right out of Jerome K Jerome’s Three Men in a Boat, 2014 edition.

At the bend in the river I could just make out the Old Ship, our local pub for the Drum crew. Rick Tomlinson and I once jumped out of the second storey window as the morning work whistle blew. It had been a mega ‘lock in’, even outlasting the publican. Not much accomplished by either of us that day.

Look to port, The Jolly Sailor, now renovated for family lunch; hard by the celebrated Elephant Boatyard, now, as then and hopefully in the future, left unchanged. We passed under the A27 and lo and behold even more marinas! The iconic Aladdin’s Cave chandlery barge still exists, though, where I regularly trawled through for old parts and fittings when building Pelagic in 1987.

Finally, north of the M27 we find open river and some solitude. We took high water at the creek that leads to Curbridge and the Horse and Jockey. After kayaking up on a rising tide on one of those misty winter mornings long ago, a pub lunch ended in a desperate struggle covered in mud trying to get back afloat late that afternoon – tide down and several pints accounted for.


Postscript

And so it continues. In the spring of 2021 we had Vinson of Antarctica on the dock at Hamble Yacht Services, finishing the fit-out (the chandlery did well out of us) and prepping for the maiden voyage to Svalbard. Of course, the days of high jinks are long gone and we all behaved ourselves impeccably.






1 LEARNING TO SAIL

[image: An illustration of a sailboat with a large sail and several people on board is navigating through the water.]


I had the luxury of growing up in a sailing family, spending all of our summers on the Chicago lakefront and cruising the vast expanse of Lake Michigan. It was easy to learn to sail, like riding a bike, as I spent all my free time doing it from an early age. It was a time of few if any distractions and my parents felt no need to introduce me to other activities. In the summers we sailed, period, because that was what my parents liked to do.

Times have changed for young people, at least from families of some means and education where sailing might be a possibility for little Johnny or his sister Emily depending on how they are doing with the other half dozen activities (oh, how I hate that word!) they are being continually exposed to, outside of their many other core activities as part of a school programme. You get the picture? It is hard to now carve out the time to get really good at something like sailing in all its manifestations.

Speaking from the point of view of an outdoors person, I consider sailing as one of those life skills that if it is on offer needs to be nurtured. Skiing or snowboarding, scuba or free diving, kiteboarding or wing foiling and rigorous trekking are for me the core skills that you can travel on, and if relatively competent, fit into almost any social situation with active people. Of all those activities (sorry, that word again!) sailing is no doubt the most complex, which is one reason that many young people do not stick with it from the dinghy sailing on up.

Adults on the other hand, with no prior sailing experience but who want to learn, are fast-tracked into bigger boats and usually miss out on the dinghy aspect where it should all begin, no matter the age.

Then there are the other skills needed of making a boat get from A to B. Read on.




THE FEEL OF SMALL BOATS


‘“The feel” is what separates a good sailor from a so-so one, and you’ll never get it unless you’ve had a good soaking in a tippy dinghy’

February 2015



I started my sailing career as a fresh water pirate in Belmont Harbor in Chicago. As part of the junior programme at the Chicago Yacht Club we started in Lehman 10 dinghies, a round bottomed contraption with little form stability. Patched up with fibreglass over many years, some of these must have been double the weight of others, I suspect. The set up was a simple mainsail, mainsheet and rudder. They were two-man boats but the crew only provided ballast sliding port to starboard on the thwart. The winds in Chicago were never constant either, whistling through the high rise apartment buildings in a westerly or rebounding off same in an easterly veering or backing by several points on the compass in an instant. In the blink of an eye you went from a calm to fighting








SAILING IS THE EASY PART














SAILING IN ALL ITS FORMS














Postscript





FOOLING AROUND FIXING BOATS IS HOW I GOT STARTED


















SAILING SHOULD BE A VOYAGE
















FIXING THINGS THE RIGHT WAY


















FINDING AN ISLAND
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