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“Fleetwood”’s “Other” Singlehanded  Transpac

            
This account is written for my wife, banker, family and office staff and to reassure them that I was truly mad. But after two months and 5300 miles of high seas vagabonding, I now consider myself eligible for rehabilitation.

If  I start pacing the office, pulling out charts, you shall perch me on Seth’s hobby horse under a tepid shower and make me rip up hundred dollar bills.


We left Kaneohe on Hawaii’s main island the evening of July 16 and we are close to half way home to Cape Flattery. The first week was very rough and we are now finally a little more comfortable and settling down to a routine.


The Singlehanded Transpac race itself, after all the preparations and high expectations, turned into a disappointment for me and for many other participants. Only 10 of the 18 starters finished before the July 11 deadline. But I am now discovering that many of the good experiences were in the preparation, the short stay in Hawaii and the return trip.


In March of 1980, on a transatlantic flight, I read about the Singlehanded Transpac in Latitude-38. I phoned Mike Rettie of the Singlehanded Sailing Society from Amsterdam to register my entry. We had started assembling my NAJA in December of 1979 and launched her on May 17. That race started June 17 and “Fleetwood” and I had to wait another two years, for the next bi-annually held race.


Last September I sailed her to San Francisco from Tacoma, the last 300 miles from Crescent City single handed to qualify for the Transpac. I kept my boat at the Richmond Marina and commuted regularly from Tacoma. In fitting out I needed to keep a complete set of tools and towards the end I was using four dock boxes. Life raft, spare rudder and down wind pole were stored at friends’ homes. Some of the items, like a new rudder, reinforced washboards, self steering mounts, etc., I made up in Tacoma and carried down on the plane with me.


My wife, Laura, took care of the food for the trip and then drove from Tacoma to pack the boat the weekend before the start. One week before the start I had to fly unexpectedly to Valencia, Spain. This took three days out of my last minute preparations. Laura and the office worked a couple miracles. The day before the send-off party and skippers meeting I was back in  Tacoma.


But for once I arrived at the starting line on time. The two fears that I had listed in the Society’s questionnaire were late starting and seasickness. There were some rough seas in both legs but fortunately I was spared even the slightest form of this affliction.


The first night out of San Francisco the fleet ran into a calm. Fifty five miles was the best that I could chalk up that day. The next couple of days a little over 100 miles per day. The sixth day I dropped back to 50 miles. We were solidly surrounded by the High. I overheard “Pegasus” talking to “Collage” on the VHF that evening. Dan was saying that one should reach out of a high rather than sail into it close hauled. Both boats finished days ahead of any other boat and most likely stayed on a South Westerly heading. But I decided to try and reach out of it. Spinnaker reaching I went nearly East, direction San Diego. That next night the wind strengthened and I figured I had escaped the high. Back on the proper S.W. heading I sailed all through the night at a respectable speed. But in the morning I was back in the Black Hole of Calcutta and once more I reached back as far East as 124 degrees. 

Finally on June 28 the high retreated and the prevailing North Westerly settled in. The boats that had stayed closer to the rhumb line instead of working East had a big lead on us.


In my vicinity were “Pacific Wing” a Freedom-25, “Typhoonigator” a Newport-28, “Skol” a Valiant-32 and slightly further West “Restless” a Peterson-33 and “Uhuru” a Lancer-36.

Untill June 27 we were able to contact each other on the scheduled morning and evening VHF check in. The escort vessel “Hibiscus” was supposed to relay our positions to shore. But since the fleet was so spread out and particularly our Eastern section, we lost we lost any use of her on the third day out. “Hibiscus” did not carry a Single Side Band radio, only VHF and ham radio.

With my SSB radio I was able to relay messages to shore for some of the boats in my VHF range. “Typhoonigator” also had SSB and Les Clark and I rendezvoused twice a day until landfall. “Skol” and “Pacific Wing” could listen in on these transmissions on their short wave receivers but were unable to transmit. From the 27th till his July 13 arrival, “Pacific Wing” was completely out of transmission range. “High Flier” apparently was never sighted or heard of for his entire voyage. SSB is costly and complicated to install but I would hate to speculate on the hardship of trying to communicate emergencies or substantial delayed arrival through loss of steering or rig failure without a SSB radio.


The trade winds were much stronger than I had anticipated and the seas were rough and confused. Wind strengths varied from 15 to 25 knots and higher gusts in the squalls. My Hassler Pentab wind vane could not handle a spinnaker in these wind strengths. The Mini Sea Course electric pilot appeared too pressed for the wind and wave conditions. On the return trip I found out that Mini Sea Course could handle a lot more abuse than I dared to expose it to during the race. I had chosen the Pentab for it’s light weight and it’s acclaimed accuracy down wind. Unfortunately I had not had sufficient opportunity to try it out before the race. Upwind it worked well. Reaching it became overpowered and downwind it yawed excessively. The third day out on the return leg, the whole rudder system was ripped away. It could have served us well then in a mostly close hauled heading. But “Charlie”, the Mini Sea Course, filled the 4th helmsman spot well and used less current than our cabin lights. 


The second day into the trade winds I set the twin head sails. But that configuration soon overpowered the vane and it was difficult to quickly reduce sail in the squalls. From then on I 

went wing-on-wing reefing the main in the squalls. I bent the spinnaker pole and had to cut it back two feet. Just long enough to use with the 120% genoa. I had the occasional bouts of surfing. This livened up an otherwise dull 2 weeks of trade wind sailing. As slow as the first week’s progress was it kept me busy in constantly trying to keep the boat moving.


The weather in the trade winds was similar to Northwest summer. It was overcast with frequent showers and surprisingly cool. Only twice was the night sky clear enough to get a Polaris fix.


Except for flying fish there was little to break the monotony. The distance remained enormous.


On July 6th I phoned Kauai and heard that “Pegasus” a Wylie ¾ tonner and “Collage” an Olson 30 had finished. I estimated my arrival for July 12th and was told that the trophy dinner was scheduled for July 11. During the first week the race headquarters told us that the finish time deadline and Kauai events had been extended one week because of the light winds.

A few days later my family on Kauai made us feel better since they were told that the Trophy dinner was set for July 14th. But we later found out that the dinner was held the 11th and that the time limit had only been extended one day.

This however was contradicting our race instructions by an official S.S.S. brochure given out in Kauai which extended the deadline to the 14th if less than half of the starters were not in by midnight on July 10th. As it turned out 10 out of the 18 boats finished by July 11th.



On the 8th. I was able to get RDF signals from Hilo and Honolulu. My celestial navigation was weak. I had expected to broaden my noon sights and Polaris fixes routine by studying Dutton’s But it was difficult to concentrate. My RDF is a Sony ICF 2001 a synthesized digital portable AM-FM medium and short wave receiver. It is modified for RDF with a Plastimo combination hand held bearing compass with a directional antenna. You can just punch in the AM or MW frequencies and it has a graduated lighted display for signal strength. I was getting credible directions several hundred miles off the California coast. But I should have more

trust in my celestial navigation, as it turned out. Again credible triangulations were obtained from Hilo, Maui and Honolulu. But the distance was apparently still too great and it sent me on a zig-zag course for several days. On Monday July 12 my noon fix put me about 5 hours from Hanalei arrival. The one radio station on Kauai was giving fairly strong signals. I had not been able to get a phone connection for the last few days on my SSB. The Honolulu VHF marine operator would not accept phone calls unless I had a “Baker” number. I was anxious to notify my family in Kauai of my arrival in particular since my wife was to go back to work the next day. I had been averaging 6 knots the last days by doing more hand steering. I wanted to be in by cocktail hour and had been hand steering most of that day.


High cloud formations stayed fixed on the horizon and I figured the peaks of Kauai were shrouded behind them. Great expectations after 24 days on the water, of family, Mai-Thais, awaited me. But by late afternoon I still had no land in sight. Constant rain squalls and a 25 knot trade wind took their toll and I was getting tired. But a good rest was only hours a away. 


My RDF started changing directions and jumping around. Just like the wind vane it turned immune to my profanities and I dug my old Jefferson RDF. It showed both Honolulu and Kauai on line to the East. I changed course beating back into the Trades and constant rain squalls. Instead of  Mai-Thais, company, a shower and a soft bed it was salt water showers and no-doze.


I finally saw lights on the horizon. In the very early morning hours I was near shore and got a short respite in the lee of what had to be Waimea and proceeded to beat up the North shore towards Hanalei. I talked to Les Clark on “Typhoonigator” as usual on SSB. Les had decided to head into Maui, he was running low on water. The Kauai race committee, for the crewed race from San Francisco, overheard our conversation. They had been delegated by the SSS to look after their Hanalei affairs after they packed up on the 11th. They then got word to my wife that I was on my way.


I was not very impressed by the details of the Hawaiian charts but when I finally rounded the two steep ridges west of Hanalei and entered a large bay with a red entrance buoy, I dropped anchor and awaited my wife to come get me with the dinghy. But no-one showed up so I swam ashore, made a few phone calls and found out to my deep humiliation that I had landed in Kaneohe bay on the main island.


I had read the RDF signal on the old Jefferson from the opposite end. The stretch of Oahu north shore I landed on runs the same direction as the Kauai north shore and is similar in land marks. My wife then told me about the July 11th race time limit and I decided to stay in Kaneohe. By the time I rode the bus into Waikiki, they were aloft to Honolulu. We spent two great days in Waikiki before she had to go back to work. 


We provisioned at the Kaneohe Yacht Club dock. An impressive facility and a very active club. They had just had the Cal-20 Nationals and the next weekend hosted the El Toro National Championship.


My return crew was made up of my oldest daughter Lisa, and her two class mates Amy and Tiff. At last month’s high school graduation speeches, it suddenly and painfully sunk in to me that Lisa was on her way out of the house. And I am grateful for this opportunity of togetherness. For seven years, before I remarried, she was the lady of the house, she and her younger sister Rose Marie, my counselors. When I got back into sailing they were my crew. But Lisa had never sailed on “Fleetwood” yet. After she got over the first week of very rough weather, she has been sharing the 2-on 4-off hourly watches with Tiff and me. They have a good time together. And I am gaining some insight in a world that has been literally foreign to me. They are looking forward to college and are reminiscing on their Bellarmine years. Tiff is an enthusiastic sailor.


I have an amplified antenna and a 12 volt transformer for the Sony ICF2001 and have been able to enjoy the variety of short wave programs. One of the clearest stations is radio Nederland and I am hearing the same day what the purple head brigade has been able to destroy that day in my native city of Amsterdam. Many East European and Asian communist stations are constantly on the short wave with Spanish language broadcast directed at Latin America.


My “Escort” police radar detector works well out here. I tested it on several passing freighters and it will sound off to about 8 miles. It cannot determine the direction but it will wake me up to be on the look out. Once a way from the coast I did not see a single vessel till landfall, with the exception of some of the other racers. On the return trip we have seen two freighters so far and 6 tuna trawlers.


After a year’s absence it will be good to have the boat back in front of the house again and to get back into the Puget Sound racing and cruising activities. But I can look back on good memories on the time spent in the San Francisco Bay area. Great sailing and superior sailors.

What I saw of the single handed sailors in the Farralones and Vallejo races impressed me. Most of their boat handling is better than what you see around here in crewed races.


I will miss my Richmond Marina dock neighbors who showed a continued interest in my preparations. The great breakfasts at Johnny’s diner in Richmond, worth the long walk. The friendships made with my crewmembers for the mid winter series. In particular Rob Leslie, whose assistance with the preparations and his hospitality were so very valuable. Richard Clopton from Nova-Mar in Alameda who showed up at the start of the race to lend me his Hawkfarm spinnaker. 


Now I am finishing this story home again. We made our landfall at Cape Flattery on the 22nd day. The log showed 2830 miles from Hawaii, averaging close to 5 ½ knots. The San Francisco to Hawaii leg added up to 2756 miles, versus a rhumb line of 2,200 miles, giving an average speed of 4 ¾ knots.


We had followed the traditional N.N.W. course from Hawaii and were lifted slowly closer to the rhumb line. On July 27th we ran out of wind and powered for only a couple of hours to pick up the Northwesterly on port tack after sailing on starboard ever since leaving San Francisco. I noticed a definite lee helm. Retuning the mast did not help. In the freshening breeze it was also very squirely and hard to keep it from gyrating in less than a 30 to 40 degree range. In Victoria I took a closer look at the transom hung rudder and discovered a vertical crack and twist about 4 inches from the trailing edge and the leading edge was also cracked and twisted. 

This probably occurred in the rough seas we encountered right after leaving Kaneohe. A left over from a typhoon that had come very close to Hawaii. This was my bulletproof version after breaking a rudder on the trip south from Tacoma and another one in the Farralones single handed race. I had reinforced the fittings and had run a 10” wide strip of carbon fiber the lengths of the 14” wide rudder. The cracks were just outside the carbon fiber. Lesson number 4. With the spare rudder the sail from Victoria was the usual delight. On August 4th we ran into the Southern edge of a 40 to 50 knot North Easterly gale. We went down to just a 90% jib, broad reaching and surfing. I was proud of Lisa and Tiff. They needed full concentration to keep control under these huge waves and wind conditions. Two hours of wet, cold and lonely arm jerking watches in the middle of the night.



We had frequent dreams and we would routinely discuss them at breakfast. In 1963, I had decided to serve out my army draft tour in Saigon. It took me several days to finally find a Marine clerk who knew how to process my discharge. For years after I had recurring nightmares that I was still in Saigon pedaling my bike between the four service head quarters. So you can imagine that I wished that I had never heard of the Flying Dutchman.








Jack van Ommen

