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BYLINE: PHIL GARLINGTON


 The Orange County Register BODY: Sailing and flying, like other skills involving a certain amount of risk, have this in common. Usually, one mistake isn't fatal. Generally, trouble happens when the mistakes cascade, piddling errors piling up until the final sum equals synergistic catastrophe. One replays the disasters in the mind's eye. Painfully obvious in hindsight, there had been so much time and so many opportunities to correct the initial minor mistakes, and salvage events before they got ugly. Often, everything would have been fine if, sensing a deterioration of control, one had just had the sense to do nothing.


 I was returning to San Francisco Bay from a sailing trip into the Sacramento Delta about my old boat, a 27-foot fiberglass Catalina dubbed the Wild Canard. So many things went wrong, all of them my fault. Half a dozen times I had a chance to pull back from the impending calamity. If I'd had more patience or the wisdom to stop doing things . Instead, I reacted to every new disaster with a fresh blunder. The result was that I almost lost my boat. I'd spent an October weekend fishing in the sloughs around Rio Vista, anchoring at night off Brannon Island. 


On Sunday afternoon I had tacked back up the Sacramento River, until the brisk northwest wind began blowing dead on the bow as I entered the strait that connects Suisun Bay to San Pablo Bay. I doused the sails, cranked over the engine, and motored into the Martinez marina to buy more gas for the 10hp outboard. Obviously with a piping wind right on the bow, I'd be motoring for the remainder of the cruise into my berth in Vallejo, 20 miles away. Unfortunately, the gas dock had closed for the day. Checking the tank I found I had about 4 gallons left. 


Ordinarily, that would be plenty, except that today both wind and tide would be against me. I'd sailed on San Francisco Bay for years. I knew the tide was flooding into the Delta, and the boat would be facing a ripping 6-knot current under the Carquinez Bridge. Added to that, the 20-knot headwind. While pondering at the dock, another sailor in a 27-footer came alongside. He'd been aiming for San Pablo Bay, too, but had turned around, opting to sit out the flood in the marina, until the tide turned. But that meant a long wait. Slack wasn't until 10 p.m. That meant it would be at least midnight before I could expect to be in the berth. Another hour on the road home. And then reveille (for work) at 6 a.m. Impatience to get home caused the first bad decision. 


This is a typical bad call, and one that often is the first misstep down a slippery path. Considering the wind, the velocity of the flood, my underpowered vessel and the scant gasoline, I should have waited for the tide to turn, like the other guy. Instead, I headed out into the channel, having convinced myself somehow that I had enough gas. Once battling the current I started having the first reservations. I gauged the boat's progress along the C&H sugar refinery stretching along the shoreline. The Canard was barely making headway, maybe one knot. I should have said to myself, "This clearly isn't working. " Instead, I slogged on. 


Now the amazing thing is that I almost made it. I crawled under the Carquinez Bridge, crawled past the Golden Bear, the training ship belonging to the California Maritime Academy. All I had to do was reach the Mare Island Channel, and then the flood would be on my side. It would sweep me down past the naval station and into my berth in Vallejo. I was almost ready to turn into the channel when, of course, the valiant outboard sputtered and died, the tank bone dry. Wind and tide immediately began to push the bow around. At least I was ready for this. I dropped the main anchor in 50 feet of water, played out 300 feet of line, and, happily, the boat snubbed up taut in the rushing current funneling under the bridge. 


This was damned aggravating. Fifty yards short of the entrance. I glanced around for a fisherman from whom I might be able to bum some gas. But already dusk had settled on the estuary. Nobody was by. At this point I still didn't have a problem. All I had to do was do nothing. I was securely anchored, in no danger. In the galley I had the makings of a meal. I could have put out a fishing line. Then, when the tide turned, hoist sail, and ghost into Vallejo on the slack. But no. Suddenly I was in a big hurry. It seemed to me, from my anchored position and with the strength of the wind, that if I put on sail I could make a couple of long boards across the strait, and in that way gain the channel entrance into Vallejo. I prepared to hoist the main. Then the anchor wouldn't come in. Well, why should it? 


The current was 6 knots, funneling through a narrow strait. I didn't have a windless. I couldn't move the boat forward an inch. All the gods of wind and tide were explaining to me in simple words: Wait. Wait awhile. But I couldn't just leave it alone. I'd read somewhere about sailing out an anchor and now I resolved to try that. I'd raise the main, make short tacks, while I heaved in the slack on the anchor line. From now on, the story becomes increasingly embarrassing. In the whipping wind, the main halyard, the line that raises the main sail, got away from me. The halyard drifted back and forth in jerking arcs until finally it fouled high in the shrouds. 


That was it, then. I couldn't raise the main sail. But in my increasingly agitated condition I wouldn't give up. I decided I'd try sailing off on the smaller foresail. A 60 percent jib was hanked on the forestay. In the stiff breeze, that should be plenty. The trial issued a different verdict. Anchored, in the current, with the jib up, the boat pretty much was uncontrollable. It leaped back and forth wildly and refused to work to windward. All the consuls of reason and sense where whispering, stop, stop. 


I can only plead temporary insanity. I was angry at having my will thwarted. OK, I may as well say it. I buoyed the anchor line so I could find it again, and cut it. That's right, I cut the anchor line, resolved to tack against the current on jib alone. The insanity of this became obvious immediately. The jib was insufficient to make any headway against the booming current. The boat began drifting backward. Not only that, Canard was clearly being blown by wind and current, not under the bridge, but onto the rocky shore to the left of the bridge. In just a few minutes, the boat would be flung against the rocky rickrack and pounded to pieces. 


Time to reanchor. If nothing else, my anchors are always ready to slip. I let go the second anchor and nothing. All the line was out, 250 feet, but the smaller anchor wasn't holding. It was just bumping along the bottom, in 50 feet of water, while the boat inexorably headed for the rocks. Only a miracle saved me. The miracle came in the form of a very Bristol racing sloop, about 32 feet, crewed by four or five hands tricked out in identical uniforms. A patrician young man, athletic, blond, composed and competent-looking, was at the helm. 


He was motoring upwind, sails in trim gaskets, but when he recognized my plight, he quickly turned to my rescue. As his boat came alongside he coolly surveyed my predicament: the flaying jib, the higgling anchor line, the fouled halyard. Not only did he throw me a line to pull me to safety, but he put one of his crewmembers aboard as well. I believe he did not want me to make any further decisions on my own. I was in no position to stand on ego. 


A moment before the boat had been in peril. Probably not of life and limb. I think I could have scrambled ashore once the boat was pushed against the rocks. But it was certain my boat would have been lost. Now we were in tow and headed for my boat's berth in Vallejo. The crewmember said the patrician captain of the rescue vessel was perfectly acquainted with the harbor and would take me right into the dock. I wish I could say that this was the end of the story. But as malevolent fate would have it, another disaster lay ahead, although this time it wasn't really my fault. I told the crewmember that his captain should cast me loose once we were inside the marina, and I'd work into my slip on my own. 


My slip was way in the back, in a narrow space between the dock and a concrete sea wall, without much room for maneuver. Not to worry, said the uniformed crewman. His captain could handle it. The patrician captain brought my boat gently alongside the dock by my berth. All that was left was to jump a-shore and secure the dock lines. I took the stern line. The crewman jumped ashore with the bowline. He didn't let go the towline first. 


The patrician captain had to make a tricky turn, practically in his boat's length. But when he came about he found himself still tied to my boat. There was yelling. The crewman tried to get back aboard to cast off the towline. But it was too late. I heard a loud thunk. The patrician captain's sleek immaculate fiberglass racing sloop had crashed against the concrete sea wall. A hole as big as a turkey plate appeared in the shiny hull. "I'm really sorry," I called from the dock. "I'm really, really sorry. " By this time the towline was off and the crewman was back aboard. The sleek racing sloop slipped past me, the patrician captain not even turning his head. I waved my arm. "I'd be more than happy to " But the rescue vessel with its shipshape crew was gone. 


Well, that day I learned a volume in a few hours. Never again, in an underpowered sailboat, will I argue with the current in San Francisco Bay. I will be prudent. I will be patient and cunning. I will wait out adverse conditions and reserve my actions until things are going my way. Time and tide waits for no one. But I see it's often wise for me to wait until the tide isn't running against me. 





