And by popular demand, a word from our SKIPPER:

 

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

 

Dinghy 101 in the Grenadine Islands:

We are anchored in Mayreau.  It's an island in the Grenadines chain, just south of St Vincent.  It should be paradise, with it's semicircular shaped harbor called Salt Whistle Bay, gorgeous white sand, and, of course, palm trees.  The sun has just risen and all is right with the world.  With one exception, the dinghy, our family car equivalent, is not working. 

It died last night as we were trying to get it started to make our way ashore to partake in the food at the local restaurant, appropriately named the Salt Whistle Bay Club.  We had stretched our sailing day until late in the afternoon just so that we could reach this idyllic spot. Cindy was counting on some culinary delight to supplement all the rest that goes along with paradise. And then it happened.  The engine quite working. 

We were following our usual routine.  First launch the dinghy – a series of actions using ropes, pulleys and clutches which results in the dinghy going from it's hoisted position at the stern of Dragonfly, down to water level, hopefully with a smooth transition (I won't disclose how long it has been since I dropped it at almost full speed, half filling the dinghy with seawater and nearly submerging the engine – roughly the equivalent of trying to drive out of the garage while engaged in forward gear, having meant to select reverse).  Next we load a  backpack containing a flashlight, portable navigation light, and other necessities which we might need ashore.  One person enters the dinghy and unclips the hoist ropes while the other unties the bowline.  However, before casting off we always start the engine. 

If you are not aware of how important the dinghy is while cruising, let me explain.  It is the exact equivalent of the car at home.  It is what allows us to get anywhere, after we have moved our home from one harbor to the next.  Well, I guess we could always swim ashore.  In fact, we have done this.  Back in St Martin, we anchored off of a cute little French town, packed a towel and shirts into a waterproof bag, and swam ashore, toweled off and had lunch at a nice restaurant (getting the "food" theme here?).  But normally we try to arrive ashore without quite so much salt in our hair. 

On that note, let me digress further.  The dinghy is like the family car, only using it is not something that most of us have done for years.  Even if we have, using it for daily transport is something new.  For instance, how do you enter the dinghy....very carefully, if you don't want to get soaking wet.  The dinghy has a propensity to move.  It moves with the wind, which there is plenty of, and it moves with the waves, which there are also plenty of.  And it also moves when you step on it or into it.  The downside to a mistep at this point is that it can move out from under the boarder, and leave that person hanging from the boat or dock, or worse yet, just swimming.  If one makes it safely aboard, the adventure has just begun.  Starting the engine is next.  Our engine is quite large, 25 hp, and takes a hardy pull on the rope to even get the engine to think about starting.  Like some aboard, it's early morning routine must be eased into – you can't expect it to be up and running at dawn.  The choke must be pulled and several initiating pulls on the rope are required to get it into the mood.  Then, if the throttle is set just right, a good hard pull can sometimes coax it into running.  Once started in the morning, it will start on the first pull for the rest of the day – usually. 

The next part of dinghy adventures is the trip to shore.  In every new harbor, one of the first chores is to locate the dinghy dock.  This is sometimes a public dock which the town has constructed to welcome money carrying tourists.  But not usually.  It typically is a private dock which belongs to a "yacht club" or to a marina, or other private business.  One has to try to ascertain whether it is acceptable to tie there for a lengthy exploration.  Often, others have already set precedence.  One then only need to look for a pileup of dinghies to determine the appropriateness of the landing. 

The trip to shore is usually without fanfare, but is often wet.  One thing that we have found here is that the wind is nearly always blowing quite hard.  The result, when going on a family outing, is that we receive a salt spray "shower" while making any kind of trip.  Some tricks to minimize this are to always head either mostly downwind with the waves, or nearly directly upwind, so that spray which becomes airborne will fly back alongside the dinghy rather than wetting the occupants.  Once ashore, the tie up procedure begins.  First, if there is a raft of dinghies, one has to make space.  The rule of thumb is that there is always space for one more dinghy.  Sometimes this requires imagination, and always requires some physical input to wedge a parking space.  Then begins the climb.  If it is straight onto the dock it can be straightforward.  One foot up onto a dinghy tube and then the other onto the dock.  But wait.  Everything is moving.  The wave surge is pushing the dinghy up under the dock and now the casual disembarker can end up in an almost prone position, hanging onto the dock with extended hands, while the feet have followed the dinghy under the dock.  Let's try this again.  (I hope no one saw that.) 

Once ashore, the bowline is securely tied – double check it because we want the car, er dinghy, to be here when we return.  Then pull the stainless steel chain out of it's bucket in the bow and secure it to something solid.  This entails a very noisy activity which assures that everyone (scurrilous looking teenagers hanging around the dock with nothing to do) within earshot knows you are intent on keeping your dinghy (is this just setting up a challenge?)  When it is all tied and chained, the brief assessment takes place – is it going to be OK during our time away?  Will it wash up under the dock and get trapped there on the incoming tide, or chafe against the barnacle covered pilings.  So far, thankfully, we have had no surprises upon return. 

So that is a brief discussion meant to convey how important a functioning dinghy is to us cruisers (nuances of appropriate harbor speeds, approaching anchored yachts, fuel management (yes we have run out of fuel...but that is another story) will be covered in another chapter – dinghy 102. 

So here we are, stranded without  transportation, in what would be paradise.  We were saved last night.  An island resident came along in his speedboat and asked if we needed help.  The result was that I simply re-hoisted the dinghy and he gave us a lift to shore so that we wouldn't miss out on dinner.  And then he hung around until we were finished, 3 hours later, and gave us a ride back out.  Digressing once more (to give the reader an idea of how complicated this whole thing really is), even this expert had his troubles.  His speedboat was parked at the end of a dock, with the stern anchored out to windward to prevent the wind and waves from pounding the boat against the dock.  To re board, he pulled like crazy until the boat came close to the dock and then he leapt from the dock onto the bow.  He started the outboard and engaged reverse, so as to approach the permanent float attached to his stern anchor. Remember, dear reader, this is all after dinner – but the salient point is that it is all in the dark!  When reversing, he tangled the stern line in the propeller, which brought the idling engine to an abrupt halt, not exactly what he was intending.  Now you can imagine how happy we are that we have our flashlight handy!  The difficulty was soon solved and we were returned to Dragonfly – with only minor difficulty locating her – we had forgotten to turn the unique looking anchor light on before departure – a major oversight in any big harbor, but only a minor one in this haven. 

So here we are – still in paradise, swinging gently at anchor on this Sunday morning.  We were going to explore the island today, but the outboard still isn't working.  I guess I will have to sign off and go see what the matter is.  We can only go so long without wheels, er tubes. 

Epilogue: The problem was the starter cord – I pulled apart the cord recoil mechanism and removed the broken spring and one plastic thingamagiggie, of which there were two, and reassembled.  Voila (from my french lessons), it worked and is still working fine a week later.  30 minutes max.  Only in paradise could a fix be this easy! 

Regards,


Rick

