REFLECTIONS

BY BRUCFE HAI ABISKY

DAVE ALAVOINE ILLUSTRATION

BLOWING OUT THE COBWEBS

It's the best way to test a new boat’s abilities

here is great cruising along the
B.C. coast during the shoulder
seasons of spring and summer;
uncrowded anchorages and
plenty of wind are the rewards if one is
willing to put up with rain, cold and
limited daylight. However, to enjoy com-
pletely deserted gunkholes and guaran-
teed “rail in the water” sailing, the season
to be out on the water is winter. Of
course it’s freezing cold, perpetually damp
and the rarity of two consecutively sunny
days are something to tell your grand-
children about years later. There stands
to be a reason no one is out there. If,
however, -you’ve just bought your first
sailboat and don’t have the experience
of years of miserable winter cruises in this
part of the world, you might be tempted
to give winter sailing a try.
Last year I bought my first sailboat—
a classic wooden cutter built in 1952.
The Vixen had been lovingly restored
in Port Townsend, WA, over the last
decade. As a result of a public re-launch-
ing and multiple appearances at the
Wooden Boat Show, the boat was a bit
of a Port Townsend celebrity. “Oh, you're
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thinking of buying Vixcn',?ffgcals would
say to me when they discovered my
intentions. Then they would scrutinize
me head to foot as if to assess my wor-
thiness. [ could sense them thinking:
Who is this guy stealing away our town’s
treasure? (I planned to take the boat
north to Victoria.)

Soon, however, money changed hands,
papers were notarized and the boat was
mine. With Vixen in my possession, [ was
anxious to go on a first cruise with my
girlfriend, Tiffany. Unfortunately, it was
the middle of winter. For weeks on end,
powerful winds swept the coast of Van-
couver Island and freezing rain forestalled
any hope of a midwinter cruise. By early
March, the anticipation was unbearable.
Vixen was ready, [ was ready, Tiffany was
willing and yet I'd continued to be rele-
gated to poking out of Victoria Harbour
for short day sails in the Strait.

Despite the season, a week-long cruise
was overdue. The forecast was not
encouraging. The marine weather chan-
nel was peppered with discouraging
phrases like “gale force winds” and “small
craft advisory,” not to mention the eter-

nally pessimistic report of some unfath-
omable wave heights at the entrance to
Juan de Fuca Strait. Despite these mete-
orological warnings, I decided a Friday
afternoon in early March looked good
and we should head north to the Gulf
Islands for a week of cruising.

We sailed downwind from Victoria
wrapped in massive scarves Tiffany knit-
ted. A gentle breeze came up, the skies
cleared and I felt the pleasing sense of
freedom and adventure brought on by
motion under sail. Happy with the trip’s
fortuitous commencement, we rounded
Discovery Island light and anchored in
20" of water. As the sun went down, the
wind died off and the waters flattened.
This being my first cruise, I was easily
deceived by such placidity. Tiffany and
[ snuggled into the forepeak anticipat-
ing a deep sleep away from the sounds
of the city.

At 0100 I was awoken by violent rock-
ing. The cupboard doors were banging.
Stray fruit rolled across the cabin sole.
Anxiously, I sat up and looked out a
porthole. To my horror, the wind had
switched to the southeast, the cove’s most
exposed quarter, and was blowing hard.
To make matters worse, the tide was
rushing through our “harbour” and pre-
vented Vixen from pointing into the
wind; breaking seas slammed into the
side of the boat. With every hit the
anchor grumbled along the seabed, mov-
ing us closer to the rocky shore. My first
thought was: “Oh, great, this boat sur-
vives 50 years and a dozen owners and 1
wreck it off Vancouver Island after own-
ing it for less than three months.”

Pushing these thoughts aside, I jumped
on deck, dropped the second anchor and
let out all the chain and rode possible on
both anchors. This held Vixen for the
moment but the wind was continuing to
build. I knew we should probably run for



it—motor-sail out of the cove and run
downwind into the darkness of Haro
Strait. But as [ looked at the waves break-
ing off the surrounding ledges, the
thought of heading out was slightly more
terrifying than staying where we were
and hoping the anchors would hold.

[ paced the cabin and fretted. The cup-
board doors continued to bang. Books
and papers flopped onto the cabin floor
and slid from side to side. Surprisingly,
Tiffany slept and even managed to pro-
duce some gentle snoring. When dawn
came, we were facing a full gale. There
were no other boats in sight and the sea
was a mass of white froth. As the first
rays from a pale sun illuminated the
cabin, Tiffany roused herself, looked out
the companionway and stated the obvi-
ous: “We gotta get out of here!” As she
said it, I realized how true it was; if the
anchor were to drag or—God forbid—
the rode to break, we would be on the
rocks in about 20 seconds.

With Tiffany at the helm, I went for-
ward, raised a reefed main and staysail and
pulled up both anchors. Tiffany pointed
us toward the cove’s entrance and [ went
back to join her as we prepared to punch
through the gale-fed breakers and out to
open water. [ now realized one reason why
Vixen had been around for half-a-century.
She met the breaking swells with what
amounted to nothing less than enthusi-
asm. With each wave her bow would soar
skyward and then push forward in an easy,
confident motion.

Once out of the cove, we turned and
ran with the wind. Tiffany gradually
pulled her knuckles from the tiller and
managed a faint smile. The wind held
all morning and we zoomed along the
coast of San Juan Island riding over what
Tiffany would later describe as “house-
sized waves.” This was great sailing! The
sky was clear and behind us the Olympic
Mountains sparkled under the bright
sunlight. Memory of the early morning’s
near catastrophe grew hazy with the
reverie of a great downwind sail.

Innocently, Tiffany turned her bun-
dled body towards me asked why there
were no other boats out sailing. “Well,” [
shouted above the wind as I pulled my
scarf up over my nose and pushed my hat
down to my eyebrows, “I guess they’re
just not into winter sailing.” @&
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hearings reduce friction
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