Anegada

I was between fishing boats for a couple of years and spent that time working as a delivery skipper.  This was back in the days when the tax investment credit deal was rip snorting, and folks were buying their dream sailboats and then putting them into the charter business.  I made my meager living by driving them back and forth between New England & the Virgin Islands, with a stop in Bermuda for more fuel and water.  I’d take two or three of ‘em down back-to-back in the fall on a contractual basis and then hang out all winter, living off the delivery earnings plus a little I'd make occasionally teaching an on-board navigation course to the tourists.

I had heard that the most spectacular reef in that part of the world was located on the windward side of Anegada Island, and my mate, Paul, and I sort of scammed our way to it.  Paul had a brand new Coast Guard license and had been hired to captain a 45-foot sailboat for the winter charter season in the Virgin Islands.  But he had no blue water experience or celestial navigation skills, so his boat owner hired me to skipper the delivery from Connecticut to the Virgin Islands. The insurance companies at that time were pretty savvy, and based their delivery skippers' qualifications on experience, which allowed an unlicensed fishing captain such as myself to do the job. Once the boats reached the Virgin Islands and started carrying passengers for hire, a licensed captain became a requirement.  The only navigational skill required for that job was good enough eyesight to see the destination, the top of a mountain sticking out of the water five miles distant. So as soon as we arrived, Paul became captain and I the occasional navigation instructor, should the charterers elect to take the onboard course that was available as a package deal.

Two or three weeks after I had turned the boat over to Paul, I got word that my services were needed.  A couple had booked a week charter and had opted to include the navigation course.

Most of those cruises were pretty routine.  Without fail, I would be asked to start the course by dragging my sextant out of its box, and I would have to convince them it would be best to follow the syllabus, and the sextant would make more sense to them at the end of the course.  And most of the courses would end the same way.  Learning how to hold the instrument and take a shot was a big photo op, and gave them a salty picture to take home.  However, when it came time to put it back in its box and start the reduction process, all the pencil work that turns time and a measured angle into something useful, they lost interest.  But before this cruise was over, it got to be pretty funny

The man was an older guy, probably my age now, who had brought a woman as his companion.  They were both married, but not to each other.  Right off the bat, he informed us that neither of them were drinkers, and asked if we would mind if they smoked a little weed while on board.  We said that was fine, as long as they shared. He produced a puny bag of pretty good pot that took Paul & me about two and a half days to polish off.

But was this guy ever tight!  It started out as soon as they came aboard.  If you can prove that you know how to drive a sailboat, you can rent the thing and go your merry way for a week.  If not, you are required to hire a captain.  You also had the option of hiring a cook for the week if you wished.  Most of the gals that were providing that service were pros.  They would communicate with the guests before they arrived, prepare the menus and take care of the provisioning.  Douvres and cocktails in the cockpit before dinner, the whole works.

These people weren’t on the boat ten minutes before the guy started asking when lunch was being served.  Paul and I just looked at each other with that “Are you cooking?” look.  I figured I’d better make the first move, so I said, “I’m sorry, but I was hired as your navigation instructor,” and passed the buck directly to Paul.  He was the captain, and he had a whole winter ahead of him.  I figured he needed the experience getting out of this one.

He did great.  “I don’t know how to cook.”

I did my best to explain to this guy that cooks were available if that’s what he wanted, and we could easily make those arrangements for him.

He was an executive with Levi Strauss, and hopped right up on his corporate high horse.  He started telling us that he’d already paid for two crew and somebody was going to start making lunch.  I’d walked away from that corporation crap to go fishing a few years prior, and my girlfriend and some other friends were heading down island on a beautiful 65’ high-performance sloop for the Christmas holidays.  That was all I needed.  I excused myself and went below to start packing my sea bag.

I guess his companion, actually a pretty nice lady, realized she was going to end up cooking anyway, and she came below to ask me to please stay.  Said she didn’t mind taking care of the galley.  I still had most of the delivery money in my pocket, and that extra $500 didn’t seem so important at the time.  But I could sense that her presence would make the next week ok, and agreed to stay.

There were two ways to provision a charter boat.  The first was full provisioning, which provided three squares a day for all aboard. The second was called split provisioning, which assumed that you would eat dinner five of the seven days at one of the many beach bars or restaurants.  It was also assumed that the guests would feed the crew ashore as well on those five days.  A hamburger at the bar was all that was required for the crew, but something was required.  Split provisioning provided nothing for the crew to eat on five of those evenings.  This charter was arranged as split provisioning, and Paul and I had the grub properly stowed when the guests came aboard.

The first day out, at the guest’s request, I called one of those beach establishments on the VHF radio and made dinner reservations for two.  We sailed into a little cove in the late afternoon and dropped the anchor amongst a dozen or so boats in front of the restaurant.  There was a pretty good swell on that evening, and I must say that Paul & I performed a masterful display of seamanship getting this couple safely through the surf in the dinghy; conditions were severe enough to pretty much ruin the restaurant's business that evening.  Most of the other boats at anchor still had dinghies tethered behind.

As soon as we had them safely on the beach, the couple turned their backs on us and strolled into the dining area, leaving us to our own demise. That's when we copped the attitude that caused the pot to disappear so quickly.

At that point, Paul & I said screw it, and sat down at the bar and ordered drinks. As we ordered, the lady proprietor asked for the name of our vessel, explaining that was the way they kept track of the bar tabs. I'm pretty quick when it comes to tangible things, but not so hot about people stuff, so never caught on to her M.O. at the time.

Paul & I ended up getting pretty drunk during the time it took for the couple to consume their four course meal, and we ran up a considerable bar tab in the process.  After our guests finished their flambé desert, they came into the bar to have their after-dinner cordials with us.  As we prepared to leave, the proprietor presented the old guy with his dinner tab, plus our bar tab, both with the same boat name.  And she did it publicly at the bar, in front of Paul and me and the small scattering of other patrons.  Our bar tab far exceeded the one for their dinner.

He didn’t like it, but he paid it.  And then I caught on.  We'd be there all winter, and they'd never see that couple again.

It was wonderful!  Being drunk helped, but we soaked their sorry asses getting back out through the surf.  It turned out to be a very enjoyable evening.

We discovered the old guy's agenda for the week when we got back to the boat.  It was to seduce his companion, and it got a bit hinky in the confines of that little boat.  We were a captive audience to some right pathetic begging and pleading, but she never did give it up.  

They wanted to learn how to snorkel, and we spent the better part of a day trying to teach them how.  But they never got it.  Their best efforts consisted of wading around in waist-deep water with their faces in the water.  Each time they'd try to swim, they'd inhale a bunch of water through their snorkels and nearly drown, and we'd have to resuscitate 'em.  But Paul & I wanted to see those reefs of Anegada, so we convinced them they were doing fine.

And then I started working on getting them all fired up about this island that was off-limits to bare-boat charterers, those without hired captains, because of its dangerous shallow-water approach.  (The off-limits part was true, although I found the approach to be elementary.  It made me wonder what kind of people rented those sailboats for a week at a time.)

They bought it, and we sailed to Anegada.  We hired a jeep to take us to the windward side, and Paul & I spent the day exploring the most spectacular reef I have ever seen. The reef structure rose twenty feet from the bottom to the surface, but in those days I could collect conchs in 40 ft. depths, so was able to investigate everything in detail.

At one point I dove down along the side of a tremendous coral head and when I was able to see beneath the mushroom-shaped animal, I was looking at about an eight-foot nurse shark lying in the sand.  Paul had been right behind me, but when I surfaced to tell him about it, he was headed for the beach like he had a 50-horsepower outboard tied to his butt. I hollered at him, but didn’t have much success convincing him that species of shark had no teeth.  I selected two nice lobsters for Paul and me to have for dinner at a time when the rest of the Virgin Islands were fished out.
With a reef such as this, there is very little to be seen other than sand while wading about in waist-deep water peering at the bottom, so our guests spent their time sitting on the beach arguing about sex and watching Paul & me enjoy the day.  It was a good one.

I cooked the lobsters and served them with some broccoli and wild rice, and afterward Paul and I finished the last of the pot.  Then we dinghied ashore to pick up our guests and settled in to another couple of hours of listening to this guy making a fool of himself back in the aft cabin.

By the middle of the week, the old guy had given up on any hope of getting his ashes hauled and was evidently getting tired of the three-against-one relationship that was developing on board.  He turned off the big shot posturing, and the latter part of the cruise became pleasant.  One evening toward the end of the week I even pulled my old guitar out of the box and serenaded everyone in the cockpit.  I think their vacation ended up a success, other than his failed amorous advances.

I wished Paul good luck for the rest of the season and spent some of that $500 on a one-way ticket to St. Lucia, where I joined my friends for the rest of the holidays.
