Learning Experience

RIDDLES IN THE DARK

A night passage in familiar waters nearly ends in disaster.

’m not a great sailor, not

even a very good one.

But I enjoy moving from
one place to another in that
way, and I've long thought my
seamanship knowledge and
judgment are sufficient to get
me, my crew, and boat wher-
ever we're going safely. Then
ILalmost lost my boat and my
family in a chain of events that
spanned about five minutes.

After almost a week in
Astoria, Oregon, visiting family
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and friends and waiting out
storms before heading south,
it was time to go. We planned
to sail direct to Eureka,
California, a 350-nautical mile
coastal passage through The
Graveyard of the Pacific that
would require we cross two
notorious bars: the Columbia
River Bar departing Astoria
and the Humboldt Bay Bar
arriving at Eureka. In each
case, timing the tides was
critical. As our trip would
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cover three nights and two
days, we paid attention also to
wind and sea-state forecasts
for the stretch.

All day Thursday, we
readied for an evening
departure. As evening came,
my wife, Windy, in charge of
all navigation, routing, and
general planning, took another
look at everything and deter-
mined it might be better to
hold off until morning. Leaving
as planned, we risked arriving

at Humboldt too late for the
tide to allow us to cross the bar
if our speed was even a bit less
than projected. And arriving
too late could mean having to
wait outside for several hours.

“But if we make good speed,
we can still leave tonight and
make Humboldt on time?”
Lasked.

“Yes,” she hesitated, “if
everything goes perfectly.”

Idon’t like change.
I bristled at the prospect of














