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Preface 
 

Maybe you’re an aspiring adventurer who dreams of exploring the 
great oceans, or of sailing from island to island or of discovering distant 
lands and peoples, but never did so because you couldn’t make the giant 
commitment of buying a sailboat. Maybe you’re an experienced sailor, 
puzzled by the title of this book and want to find out how a person can 
acquire any meaningful sailing experience without owning a boat. Sailor 
Without a Boat tells the story of my dream to sail around the world and how 
I sailed for the last thirteen years on other people’s yachts without the 
burdens of boat ownership. 

And as you might have deduced from the subtitle, during my short 
history of sailing I sometimes met with more excitement than anticipated. 
Much of the drama you will find in these pages came from the vicissitudes 
of the wind and seas, the intricacies of navigation, the idiosyncrasies of my 
shipmates and the continual scourge of things that break on a boat. The 
following chapters also tell the story of how at an advanced age I took up a 
sport that is usually learned in youth, but then earnestly tried to make up for 
lost time. They disclose how the world of sailing has allowed me to learn 
the technical skills needed to navigate in relative safety, to establish many 
new friendships, to enjoy the wonders of being at sea and to discover 
fascinating corners of the world.  

The storyteller in me wanted this to be primarily a collection of 
entertaining anecdotes and stories about my sailing adventures and the 
people who befriended me, accompanied me, mentored me, amused me, 
supported me, frustrated me and enchanted me. The stories recounted in this 
book are all based on real-life experiences of mine and are true even if some 
of them might seem hard to believe. In many cases I found myself with the 
obligation to change names to protect the innocent or the guilty, or to 
prevent hurting someone’s feelings. In a few instances I was compelled to 
omit interesting facts that might have reflected unfavourably on certain 
characters in my story, including myself. 

Since sailing is so complex and its vocabulary so rich, the 
opportunist and the teacher in me couldn’t let a perfect occasion slip by 
without sneaking in some pedagogy. You will see that most of the time 
when the story leads to a technical aspect of sailing, I assume that you’re 
new to the activity and explain the concept in plain language, all the while 
respecting the nautical terminology. For the same reason, I’ve included a 
glossary of sailing terms at the back of the book, which covers all the terms 
you will find as the story develops.  
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This isn’t meant to be a “How To” book, but I think that reading 
Annex 1, Advice for Finding an OPY (Other People’s Yachts), Annex 2, 
Checklist for Sailing on an OPY and Annex 3, OPY Search Web sites 
would be a good start if you ever entertain the notion of emulating me in 
sailing on other people’s yachts. Should you decide that you want to learn to 
sail or to improve your sailing knowledge, you might check out Annex 4, 
which describes the courses offered by the Canadian and American sailing 
associations. And if you reach the stage where you are ready to rent a boat, 
bareboating in nautical parlance, you might find it useful to consult Annex 
5, Checklists for Successful Bareboating. 

You will find that I have expressed time of day in terms of the 24-
hour clock, known as military time, as it is the appropriate thing to do in the 
nautical world. In this way, for example, nine thirty five at night will read 
2135 and is expressed as twenty-one thirty-five hours. The unit of distance 
used in the nautical domain, as in the world of aeronautics, is the nautical 
mile, which is equal to 1.85 kilometres or 1.15 statute or road miles. So 
from now on, when you see “miles”, you’ll know what I’m talking about. 
Likewise, the unit of speed used in this book will be the knot, which is one 
nautical mile per hour. We must never say, “The boat is doing 10 knots per 
hour”, as the word knot implies “per hour”. For a ballpark estimate in 
kilometres or kilometres per hour, just multiply miles or knots by 2. If you 
wish to find out where this bizarre unit comes from, you might want to read 
my attempt at an explanation in Annex 6. 

What I hope to accomplish by publishing this book is to amuse and 
entertain, but more importantly, to communicate my love of the sea and if 
you have never sailed before, to convince you to give it a try. Whether you 
are a seasoned sailor, a novice sailor, a future sailor or a confirmed 
landlubber, I hope there will be something for you in this book and that you 
will enjoy the read. 
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Chapter 1 

 

 

 

Pirates of Margarita 
 

 

 

Tuesday, July 27, 2004. 

 
Anthony had sailed the Caribbean for thirty years and had never 

closed the companionway hatch for the night. Nevertheless, once he did 
close the entrance to the cabin, we felt secure and it never dawned upon us 
to discuss what we’d do if our sailboat were to be boarded by pirates. 

My friend Anthony, a very fit, 64-year-old Trinidadian sailor, had 
invited me on this sailing trip aboard Ventus. He was of medium build and 
sported a salt and pepper chin curtain style of beard with an extra tuft under 
the lower lip. Although his curly, greying hair assumed a distant African 
origin, his rather pale complexion made him look Caucasian. Jacqui, who 
was also from Trinidad, had sailed with Anthony on many occasions. She 
was a petite, energetic, 70-year-old grandmother with brown complexion, 
Asian traits and curly, black hair. She had a passion for sailing and was an 
accomplished cook.  

The three of us had spent the previous night at anchor in the bay 
outside the Chacachacare boat yard and had slept wretchedly. Near the 
entrance to the wide Boca del Rio bay, we had been exposed to a 
considerable swell that made Ventus pitch and roll incessantly. To prevent a 
repeat of that uncomfortable night we left the exposed anchorage and re-
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anchored in more sheltered waters, further into the bay. We were then out of 
sight of the Boca del Rio village, surrounded by mangrove. The boatyard 
owner had suggested that we might want to join an ecotour of the 
mangroves. He told us not to leave the boat unattended, as Venezuela was 
experiencing increasing problems with theft. However, he also assured us 
that there had been no history of aggression on Margarita, this island 
province of the economically devastated country. 

Having waited till after the siesta for the stores to reopen, Anthony 
and I motored the dinghy into the Boca del Rio village to pick up some 
eggs, bread and ice, leaving Jacqui to guard the ship. 

We locked the dinghy to the main dock under the scrutiny of a 
dozen curious children. The dock was attached to a beach that was hardly 
twenty feet wide, littered with fragments of wood, old tires, scrap metal and 
broken concrete. A solid wall of decrepit row houses made of cement blocks 
obstructed our access to the street. We walked along the beach to the right, 
looking for a passageway to the street. To no avail. We turned around and 
walked the other way for the same purpose, only to come to another dead 
end.  

A thin, barefoot girl of no more than nine had spotted us and asked 
us where we wanted to go. We wanted to find the supermarket 
recommended in the Boating Guide, “El supermercado” we told her in our 
best Spanish. She led us to the open door of one of the homes, said 
something in Spanish to a woman, and to our surprise she led us through the 
house to the street. Walking ahead of us, the little girl guided us along the 
broken sidewalks, past the disintegrating church and bank. She walked with 
assurance, as if she owned the place and as if guiding strange men were a 
daily occurrence. The dusty, dimly lit supermarket had eggs and mostly bare 
shelves. We bought a tray of eggs, but there was no bread nor ice. "Una 
paneteria", we told our diminutive guide and she led us silently through a 
maze of streets lined with deteriorating concrete block houses abutting the 
sidewalk. The bakery offered two kinds of bread and we bought a few of 
each. We still hadn’t found our ice. “¿Adonde podemos comprar hielo?” we 
asked the little girl. And she confidently led us through grubby streets to a 
corner store that featured meat, frozen products and a row of pinball 
machines. Anthony bought her an ice cream bar, which she consumed with 
the panache of a connoisseur. Once we had bought the ice our little escort 
led us back to the house that provided our link with the beach and we then 
broke company. 

While we were away, Jacqui was resting in the aft cabin. She heard 
a motorboat approaching. Through the portlights she saw two young men in 
a motorized gondola typical of the area’s tourist boats. They did a complete 
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circle around our yacht, apparently without noticing Jacqui, then motored 
towards the mangrove and vanished. 

When Anthony and I returned to Ventus with our purchases we 
found Jacqui in the cockpit in the company of a young Venezuelan man of 
perhaps 18 or 19. We joked that we can’t leave Jacqui for an hour without 
her seducing some handsome man, humour that struck a sour note. 

While she had been resting in the quarter cabin Jacqui heard 
footsteps on the deck. She bolted for the companionway and saw a young 
man in a bathing suit coming down, soaking wet. She stood on the bottom 
step to block his way. He appeared surprised to discover someone on board. 
When she demanded to know what he was doing there, he signalled he was 
thirsty and said “Agua, agua!” Without abandoning her vantage point in 
front of the intruder she reached for the galley faucet just next to her and 
poured the unwanted visitor a glass of water and motioned him back into the 
cockpit. In a colloquial and incomprehensible Spanish he told us his name 
was Che and from his gesturing we gathered that he came from the fishing 
boat we could see anchored further in the bay. He was of average height, 
Hispanic in appearance, and had his right leg fully tattooed. He asked many 
questions about our origin and destination but offered no explanation for 
what the heck he was doing on our boat. After a while he dove into the 
water and swam, not towards the fishing boat, but towards the distant 
mangrove, into which he disappeared. 

These events left us with a feeling of unease. If it hadn't been so late 
in the afternoon, we would have weighed anchor and sailed to Robledal, the 
closest anchorage, 14 miles away around the west tip of the island. These 
disturbing events prompted us to close the companionway hatch before 
preparing for bed. We couldn't lock it as it was only equipped to be locked 
from the outside, but having it closed made us feel safer. As usual for the 
Caribbean, we had hoisted the dinghy up to deck level and locked it to the 
mast with a wire cable. 

The peaceful atmosphere of the Hallberg Rassy 39, with its 
beautiful, rich teak woodwork and its warm, indirect lighting imparted a 
sense of calm. Jacqui was in bed in the aft cabin, Anthony was at the chart 
table writing on his laptop and I was reading in bed, in the fore cabin, 
oblivious of the chaos that was about to take place.  

Suddenly we heard booming footsteps on the deck, accompanied by 
loud shouts ordering us to open the door! I bolted to the salon. Three brown 
faces peered through the salon portlights and a pair of feet appeared through 
the main hatch, hanging down above the salon table. Anthony yelled at the 
top of his lungs, “GO AWAY, LEAVE US ALONE!” 

The man in the hatch leaned over and grabbed onto Anthony’s T-
shirt. A hand brandishing a big pistol jutted through a portlight ahead of the 




