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HANDLING STORMS AT SEA



Overleaf: What is blue-water sailing really like when it’s stormy and big seas are running? Here’s my Santa Cruz 50 hurrying eastward near Marion Island in the Southern Ocean. The ever-faithful windvane is steering nicely while I play with the mainsail reefs and adjust the sails as the boat races through the water and makes great whooshing sounds as she surfs forward on a wave. You know that the yacht will rise up as the next crest comes, but sometimes you wonder if she is buoyant enough. You take a deep breath and say a silent prayer.
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Preface



I



’ve never seen a book that suggested a step-by-step approach to storm management. I suppose it’s because until recently there were so few sailing boats making long sea passages. Yet today the yacht manufacturers turn out thousands of vessels every year. Most of these boats never go anywhere and sit idle in marinas while their owners buy gadgets and perfect the varnish. A few vessels, however, head out, and each year there are more. On our ﬁrst trip to Tahiti in 1967, Margaret and I counted ten yachts tied up along the Papeete waterfront. Today there are hundreds, so many in fact that most are sent elsewhere on the island. With world-cruising vessels numbering in the thousands—perhaps as many as 10,000 or more—a few get into trouble each year during heavy weather. In an attempt to help these boats, I have written this little guide about storm tactics. It seems to me that these procedures fall into ﬁve categories. If your boat is semi out of control and you’re confused about what to do, I suggest step 1. If the yacht continues to have problems with the weather you go to step 2, and so on. Most storms are modest and short-lived, but occasionally there’s a whopper. Then you consider categories 4 and 5. I certainly don’t claim to know it all. After 40 years of knocking around the oceans of the world, however, I think I can pass along a few tips about dealing with strong winds and big waves. This book is a slim volume because the business of storm tactics is not big and complicated; it’s small and focused on essentials. You do one thing. If it works, OK. If it fails to work, or when it stops working, you move on to something else. There’s a good deal of gossip and rumor ﬂoating around about what to do in storms. I’ve attempted to sort out what is helpful from what is merely conﬂicting or confusing. I can think of only one or two technical papers on storm management prepared by engineers, but there have been hundreds of magazine articles written by sailors with varying levels of experience. Another source is information put out by commercial companies that sell parachutes and drogues. I’m sure all this is wellintentioned, but when does a brochure become sales hype? I hope these pages will give you some ideas about how to proceed on those scary days when the wind howls, the boat heels, and a bit of unease ﬂickers through your mind. I’m sure that a few readers will disagree with some of the things I say in this book, but it’s a beginning and I’ve done my best. As knowledge grows about storm management for small sailboats, I hope others will write their books and we can all learn.
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Preface



∗∗∗ While I’ve worked on these recipes for hanging on, I’ve often thought of Joseph Conrad’s story about when he took his oral examination for his captain’s papers. (I think it was in Mirror of the Sea, but I am unable to ﬁnd the reference.) In any case, my recollection of the yarn is as follows: A very nervous First Ofﬁcer Conrad appeared before a panel of hard-boiled veteran captains, who sat scowling from behind a long oaken table. The master mariners ﬁred question after question at the trembling candidate. A key question dealt with a frightful gale. The ship was being blown inexorably toward a lee shore. One by one the panel of captains took away the candidate’s defenses. “I’d try to claw off by sailing close-hauled . . .” “No, the sails are blown out.” “I’d drop the main anchor at the limit of the chain so the anchor would catch the bottom as the water shoaled . . .” “No, the anchor’s gone.” “The kedge anchor . . .” “That’s gone too.” “I’d signal for a towboat to give me a pluck to safety.” “No towboats.” “Maybe there’s a river along the shore that I could aim for.” “The coast is rockbound and there are no rivers.” “I’d hope for a wind shift . . .” “The onshore wind is stronger than ever.” “I don’t know what else I could do,” said Conrad, twisting his hands together and desperately trying to think of an answer. One grizzled old sea dog behind the table leaped to his feet and shouted: “You’d get down on your hands and knees and pray to God for deliverance from the storm. That’s what you’d do! You would ask His help for divine guidance. You never, never, never give up!”
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A LOOK AT THE OCEAN



W



e own small sailing yachts because they’re a pleasant and endlessly fascinating way to use the wind to move us from place to place. The more adventurous of us have slightly larger vessels that are decked, reasonably watertight, and have two or more sails that can be easily adjusted for different wind strengths. Our boats have sleeping berths, a galley for the cook, and a navigation center to help us find our way. We have toilets and washing facilities, clothes, charts, books, tools, and a hundred small things to make our lives comfortable and secure while we’re sailing. Some of us make our way across great distances on the oceans. We navigate along the edges of continents, sail to distant islands, steer the boat across lakes, head across estuaries, and go up and down rivers. When the weather’s good and the breeze is fair, there’s no scheme of traveling that’s more satisfying; there’s no better way to explore our world, whether it’s 10 miles to the ﬁrst headland or 1,000 miles over the horizon. The mere fact that strangers invariably come down to your boat to meet you and talk about your trip shows the wide appeal of unhurried sailing. Their questions are always the same: Where are you from? Where are you going? Why are you doing this? What kind of a boat is this? What does it cost? Do you ever get scared? What do you do in storms? What do you eat? How do you decide where to go? How do you ﬁnd your way? We tell them that on a good day it’s glorious to feel the wind on our faces, to see the waves running easily alongside, and to breathe the fresh air. Our little sailboat is a magic carpet to distant dreams. . . . To help plan our sailing trips we often use a series of seasonal weather guides called pilot charts. We read about our sailing areas and destinations in special books called Pilots. In addition there are weather forecasts and many kinds of cruising guides. The best guides carry no advertisements and are worth buying even if you pick up only a single point. We try to go during the summer to avoid the storms of winter. Sometimes we sail in the spring and fall. On long voyages it may be impossible to juggle all the dates so that we’re at sea during the most favorable times. 2
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The reversal of seasons between the Northern and Southern Hemispheres is something else to consider. If our sailing plans work out favorably we can sail in summery conditions in both Canada and New Zealand. But if we plan an unrealistic schedule or are delayed, as so often happens, it could mean sailing during two winters. As a practical matter, what’s often done is to stay in a sheltered harbor for a few months until the winter storms and low temperatures are over and we see daffodils around the shores. Of course we try to leave port when the local weather is good to give us a favorable start. But sometimes, in spite of all the rosy predictions and planning, the weather turns bad and the sea grows angry. Then the sailing is harder. Sometimes much harder. Suitably handled, a sailboat can deal with almost any strength of wind—from using the lightest and biggest running sails all the way down to bare pole(s). The problem in difﬁcult going is not the wind, but the seas that are built up by the wind. As heavy-weather-safety researcher Donald Jordan says, “Wind doesn’t cause capsizes. Breaking seas do.” In this book I’m going to talk about techniques that sailors employ to deal with storms. I will thoroughly discuss reeﬁng, heaving-to, lying a-hull, running off, and using devices at the bow or stern to control a yacht in heavy weather. I will try to explain some of the physics involved between a small sailing yacht and an upset, nasty ocean. I will deﬁne tsunamis, hurricanes, and discuss the occurence of giant waves. I will touch on planning aids and, ﬁnally, some thoughts about calming fear and uncertainty among the crew when the winds and sea are cruel and unpleasant. At the beginning, let me say that I am certainly not Mr. Know-It-All, and I have more questions than answers; yet with patience and the help of others, I hope to clarify some of these matters. My purpose in this book is simply to explain ways for sailors to deal with nasty weather in the easiest possible manner. It’s a tricky subject because of the variety of boat designs, some disagreement about storm management techniques, the inﬂuence of commercial interests, and the uneven experience of boatowners and sailors. This book is about monohull sailing yachts between 25 feet (7.6 meters) and 55 feet (16.8 meters). Most offshore sailing yachts are in this grouping. In my judgment, boats less than 25 feet are too small to carry all the gear and supplies necessary for long-distance voyaging. In addition, yachts smaller than 25 feet have a greatly increased chance of capsizing. I have little specialized knowledge of yachts over 55 feet. My experience is with ballasted, monohull vessels, although some of the material in this book is applicable to multihulls, fishing boats, and recreational power vessels.
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