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Charlie Cary knew from the first moment he laid eyes on 
the pristine waters of Sir Francis Drake Channel—the 
storied strait coursing through the celebrated, sun-

splashed isles that constitute the sailor’s paradise known as the 
British Virgin Islands—that he’d arrived somewhere very special. 
It was 1969, Cary had recently retired after several decades as 
a successful corporate executive, and with his wife, Ginny, he’d 
traveled to the BVI with a rather vague notion of converting his 
longtime love of sailing into a solid business opportunity. 

He was smitten, enthralled, gobsmacked by the sheer beauty 
of the Sir Francis Drake and the lush islets that dotted its 
flanks, and also by the astonishing fact that there was little 
boat traffic, that these were “virgin” islands in more ways than 
one. The countless protected anchorages were practically empty. 
There was literally nobody else around.

And then…Charlie and Ginny hung out a shingle for their 
new enterprise: a bareboat charter outfit called the Moorings, 
the first of what would become dozens of similar operations, all 
of which over the next five decades transformed the formerly 
sleepy British Virgins (and the rest of the Caribbean) into a 
bustling nautical wonderland, one of the most revered chartering 
and cruising destinations in the entire world.

Then, in March 2020, in what would usually be one of the 
busiest months in the crazy high season, the pandemic struck. 
Basically, and almost instantly, from a traffic and tourist stand-
point, the BVI—and the rest of the mostly lock-downed planet, 
for that matter—reverted to what Cary saw when he initially 
gazed upon it. Not a sail in sight. A place stopped in its tracks. 
Indefinitely on hold. The Moorings—and every other charter 
company in the worldwide network of the vast vacation-sailing 
industry that had, collectively, more or less adopted its original 

business model—had come to a complete, utter, screeching halt. 
Which leaves us with an open-ended question, with few 

simple answers.
And then what happened?

The Outset
Symbolically, you could make a case that the BVI represents 
ground zero in the realm of the chartering universe, the epicen-
ter from which the destructive shock waves of the coronavirus 
reverberated worldwide. The cold, hard statistics—as gleaned 
from an annual survey on the state of the chartering, boatbuilding 
and yacht-brokerage industries conducted by the publishers of 
this magazine and presented during a Sail America virtual event 
sponsored by the American Sailing Association—bear it out. 
Please divert the attention of the young or the frail because these 
numbers ain’t pretty.

The results cover a span of 12 months, from September 2019 
to August 2020: six months pre-COVID-19 and six months 
during the pandemic. Forty-four active bareboat charter com-
panies were contacted and 92 percent of them participated, 
including all the market leaders. The news is grim right from 
the outset: Eighteen companies were shuttered, their voyage of 
commerce done and dusted forevermore. Digging deeper, several 
bullet points from the “Key 2020 Charter Market Findings” tell 
the sad, sorry tale to a fuller extent:

Bareboat chartering is decimated by COVID-19, down 59 percent from 
37,022 charter weeks to 15,256 weeks (for sail and power trips) during the 
period September 2019 through August 2020.

Sail bareboat charter weeks booked out of the North American source 
market in 2020 are down 57 percent from 31,971 weeks to 13,879 weeks. 
Powerboat charters fare worse, losing 73 percent from 5,051 weeks down 
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In March 2020, with the stunning arrival of the novel coronavirus, the bustling, worldwide business of 
bareboat and crewed charter-yacht vacations came to a standstill. Now, a little over a year later, with 
vaccinations available and national borders reopening—and with many weary sailors emerging from 
isolation and eager to both travel and hoist sails—the pandemic seems to be in retreat, and the charter 
industry as a whole appears poised for an astounding comeback. Which leads to two questions: What, 

exactly, happened? And what does the future really hold?

Not all the charter news was dreadful. Out west (opposite), West Coast Multihulls had an absolutely banner year. 








