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9 October 2010: 1247 UTC 

  
After the mother of all refits in Lagos, yesterday evening we quietly slipped our 

mooring lines, motored out of the river, hoisted our sails and shot away heading for 

Madeira 475 miles to the southwest in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean. The 

adventure begins. Hallelujah!  

 

The last day was pandemonium with last minute jobs and preparations. Lawrence 

Wells, Adrian Burn and I went off to the supermarket with a very long shopping list 

and came back with three enormous trolleys piled high with provisions. Much of this, 

it has to be said, was booze. I had heard that it would be difficult getting either wine 

or beer in anything other than bottles during the three months it will take us to get to 

Brazil, so the haul included 20 5-litre boxes of wine which was taken out of the boxes 

and the bladders now wash around under Adrian’s bunk like an enormous water bed. 

120 cans of beer are also strategically stowed around the boat.  

 

Once we got beyond Cape St Vincent on the corner of Portugal and entered the open 

ocean, the long majestic Atlantic swells started to roll in. Their motion didn’t suit 

everyone and Adrian spent a miserable night but I’m pleased to say he arose much 

more chipper this morning after a decent sleep.  

 

The sailing has been good with an exhilaratingly fast beam reach but it has since 

veered to the NNE meaning we are on a rather rolly broad reach. But we are sailing 

south at last, so all is well with the world! 

 

10 October 2010, 1300 hrs 

 

We are now more than half way to Madeira and making satisfactory progress. The 

wind has remained in the NNE, giving us a fast broad reach, and has occasionally 

reached F7, but on this point of sail it doesn’t feel that strong and the motion is quite 

comfortable.  

 

There has been no sign of any wildlife which is disappointing. 

 

Adrian has now fully recovered from his early bout of nausea and was able to enjoy, 

as we all did, the three large sea bass that Lawrence stuffed with onions and herbs and 

baked in the oven. It was a feast fit for the Gods and I would like to congratulate 

Lawrence on catching these fine fish – but to do so would be a lie as he bought them 

in the fish market in Lagos.  

 

The temperature has been surprisingly cool. Whilst during the day it is shorts and T-

shirts at a push, at nights it is definitely long trousers, sweaters and jackets on watch 

and duvets off watch. If we were following the transatlantic adage of “go South until 

the butter melts, then turn right” we still need to make a deal more southing.  



 

Date & time: 11 October 2009 1300 hrs 

 

Another perfect day’s sailing. Now with the Force 5 or 6 wind directly behind us we 

have been bowling along at about 7 knots with the mainsail strapped out on one side 

and the yankee poled out on the other side. 

 

We have been sailing in well over 4000m of water and last night we sailed straight 

over Monte Seine. This 2 ½ mile high volcanic mountain rises almost vertically from 

the seabed, its peak lying just 150 metres below the surface of the sea. As Adrian said 

“Just like Madeira really, except Madeira went just that little bit further”. 

 

In the afternoon, Adrian announced that he would be cooking dinner that evening. 

Lawrence and I waited in nervous anticipation, listening to the furious activity in the 

galley below and, eventually, presented before us was Adrian’s first meal cooked in 

nearly 50 years. Oven-baked breast of organic chicken in an onion and orange jus, 

presented with boiled potatoes and succulent asparagus spears, it would have won him 

a place in the semi-finals of Masterchef.  It was a triumph! His wife will be very 

proud of him and will doubtless be expecting Adrian to make a considerably greater 

contribution in the kitchen in the future, now his hidden talents have been revealed.  

 

12 October 2010, 0600 hrs 

 

Well, we have arrived, but not in Madeira! My ultra-sophisticated Whispergen 

generator had packed up so for that and other reasons we decided to anchor off Porto 

Santo about 30 miles from Madeira. A spectacular landfall, Porto Santo is a tiny 

volcanic island almost as high as it is wide. We arrived in the anchorage about 1730 

yesterday afternoon, having sailed the entire way for almost exactly three days 

covering a little under 460 miles.  

 

 

12 October 2010, 1330 hrs 

 

Having sailed non-stop for the last 450 miles it was a bit of an anti-climax to wake 

this morning and find the wind had died, so our last 30 mile trip to our destination in 

Madeira was under motor apart from the last half hour.  

 

Once tied up, and having completed our mission of arriving in Madeira, we celebrated 

with a couple of strong “anchor nips” followed by an excellent lunch at the marina 

restaurant with one, oh, why not, two bottles of wine. Given that I had had only four 

hours of sleep the night before, when Nicolas, one of the rally organisers, caught up 

with me and suggested we went through all the paperwork, I was all but unconscious.  

 

The Quinta do Lorde marina is, seemingly, surrounded by an entire village 

community of streets, houses, apartment buildings – even a church, stretching up the 

steep hill behind. But on closer inspection it is, as yet, a charade. This new 

development is under construction and the only bits completed are on the harbour 

front itself – a bit like a Hollywood film set.  

 

15 October 2010, 1330 hrs 



 

The following morning all the rally skippers were summoned to an hour and a half 

briefing meeting on technical things like fleet communication times and frequencies, 

and emergency procedures. All quite important stuff. The meeting was conducted in 

rapid-fire French until one of the non-French contingency asked if there could be un 

peu transalation en anglais de temps en temp. Someone was wheeled out of an 

adjacent office to translate the preceding 30 seconds-worth (which turned out to be 

about VAT on French-registered yachts which, of course, had no relevance to us) 

whereupon our newly-commandeered interpreter spun on his heel and returned to his 

office. The content of the rest of the briefing remains a mystery to many of us. Not 

much help to the 25% of the audience who spoke little if any French. We’re all going 

to have to improve our French enormously otherwise we’ll miss out on a lot.  

 

18 October 2009 1215 hrs UTC 

 

At 1530 yesterday afternoon amidst the sound of horns, rocket flares being set off and 

lots of what we French call bonhomie, the rally fleet set off on our first leg from 

Madeira to Tenerife, 260 miles (about 2 days) away, due south. It had been impressed 

on us that “This is a rally, not a race”. Like hell it wasn’t a race. We were all 

jockeying for position on the start line as the countdown commenced and, as the 

starting horn sounded, Mina2’s highly-trained crew of Lawrence Wells and Richard 

Close-Smith leapt into action like coiled springs. The cruising chute billowed out and 

we shot across the line in 4
th

 place out of about 34 boats. So far, so good.  

 

All of yesterday the wind had indeed been on the gentle side, but sufficient to 

maintain enough speed to avoid “peeling to the Perkins”. Mina2 is everything a 

horny-handed son of the sea could desire, but light she ain’t. She needs a bit of a blow 

to get her to pick up her skirts and go, and a bit of a blow was conspicuous by its 

absence. So we drifted along at 5 knots in about 11 knots of wind whilst we counted 

the lighter and, in these winds, faster boats as they passed us. Never mind, positions 

don’t mean prizes; it’s not a race, it’s a rally. 

 

After a few hours sleep I came on deck this morning at 0730. The wind had picked up 

substantially. With every thread of the cruising chute straining to its limits, we were 

thundering along at over eight knots. The little pin pricks of navigation lights ahead of 

us last night had transformed in the dawn light into sails – behind us. YES!! Good old 

Mina, we had caught the bxxxxxxs !! It was Agincourt all over again!! The race was 

back on!!! Sorry, what I meant to say is that the rally progresses satisfactorily. 

 

Sailing in these waters is magical. Since we left Portugal just over a week ago, the 

wind has always been from our side or behind us, the water is flat (where the long 

Atlantic swell we experienced just off the coast of Portugal went to, I don’t know) the 

boat doesn’t tip and we are not being thrown around the saloon like pin-balls. Right 

now there is no moon, but the brilliance of the stars at night is breathtaking. As we 

head further and further south, the old familiar constellations dip lower towards the 

northern horizon, and hitherto unseen southern constellations appear for the first time. 

These “new” constellations will be our companions for the next few years. We will 

get to know them well as we learn the art of astro-navigation.  

 



And talking of French, the only people in the world to be worse than the British for 

learning foreign languages are the French, so three-quarters of the fleet are 

Frenchmen who speak no English and one quarter are Englishmen who speak no 

French. At certain times of the day, everybody tunes into a particular radio frequency 

on which we take it in turns to check in, hear any announcements and ask any 

questions. At yesterday evening’s net I wanted to ask a question which was beyond 

my limited French. When it was my turn, I asked the net controller “Parlez-vous 

anglais?” “Non” came the reply. And that was it! So much for English being the 

official lingua franca  of the sea. What I do like about the French is their sense of 

priority. When each skipper was signing off from the radio net there was none of the 

formal, clipped “Roger, wilco, and standing by on channel One-Fiver. Mina2 out.” 

that you would get on a British run net. It was all “Bon soirée tous le monde et bon 

appetit!”  

 

On the subject of bon appetit, we had a little excitement this morning. Richard cooked 

a delicious breakfast of eggs, bacon, sausages, tomatoes and toast and had just pulled 

it all together and put the plates on the table when the spinnaker sheet shackle 

detached itself and the cruising chute started flogging itself to death. (Landlubbers can 

miss the next bit – it’s going to get a little technical). Whilst trying to bring the lazy 

sheet round to the working side, that too came detached. Attempting to douse the 

spinnaker with the squeezer, the squeezer jammed, so we bore away to bring the chute 

under the lee of the main, did a conventional drop onto the foredeck, unjammed the 

squeezer, fed the chute back into it, reattached the sheets and hoisted again. It 

probably took about 15-20 minutes and we probably lost a mile which we will have to 

make up, but the important thing is that the oven which was caretaking our breakfast 

was still warm and once we were stomping along again, we enjoyed the breakfast all 

the more. I am blessed with a magnificent crew that deal with an interrupted breakfast 

just like any other major crisis. 

 

Marina del Atlantico, Tenerife position: 28° 28’N 016°14.57W 

Date & time: 19 October 2009 1045 hrs UTC 

 

We have arrived safely in Tenerife, after an exhilarating sail over the last 42 hours. 

We did well I think, thanks to my highly motivated crew but, due to the fatigue 

caused by the exertions of the race – sorry, rally – and after more than one anchor nip, 

the details will have to follow.  

 

 

Marina del Atlantico Santa Cruz de Tenerife. Position: 28:28N 016:14.57W 

Date: 23 October 2009  

 

Once again, apologies for keeping you in the dark. Since we arrived in Tenerife in the 

Canaries, things have (as usual) been frantic.  

 

The last part of the passage from Madeira was very exciting. During Sunday night the 

wind went light and a number of the other rally boats passed us but in the early hours 

of the morning the wind picked up and we started hauling them all in. We had been 

flying the cruising chute continuously until just a few miles off Tenerife. In the 

approaches to the island you enter a “wind acceleration zone” where the wind funnels 

between the islands and the wind can increase from light to gale force in the space of 



200 metres. To be prudent we took down the cruising chute to avoid it being blown 

out. A boat just behind us, which we had been holding with the chute up, suddenly 

started gaining on us and was in danger of pipping us at the post. Throwing caution to 

the wind, we whipped the chute up again and held our place. At the line, of those who 

had sailed all the way, we were 2
nd

, beaten only by Dieter and the two Claudias on 

“Flying Kefi” an incredibly light and incredibly fast trimaran. 

 

One bit of additional excitement on the passage was when we saw a whale – just. 

About 200 metres from the boat we saw the “blow” several times and whilst I was 

rushing below for the camera, Richard saw its snout appear momentarily before it 

disappeared.  

 

Richard was due to leave on Wednesday morning so we hired a car and on Tuesday 

went for a drive down the length of the island. In the centre of the island is El Tiede 

an enormous volcanic mountain. At 3718 metres (over 12,000 feet or more than 2 

miles)  it is the highest Spanish mountain, nearly half the height of Mount Everest. 

We took the cable car to the summit, and looking down on on the clouds way below, 

one felt puffed and light-headed with the slightest exertion. All around were massive, 

spectacular lava flows from eruptions which took place hundreds of years ago. The 

island is incredibly barren at the northeast end and incredibly lush at the southwest 

end with acres and acres of banana plantations on the steep, terraced hillsides. 

 

Lawrence meanwhile, had gone off to meet up with his wife Carri, and Keely their 

delightful daughter who had flown out to spend some time together. Richard and I 

joined them all for lunch at the incredibly luxurious Abama resort hotel. For 

Lawrence, some contrast to the bunk cabin on Mina2! 

 

Now Friday, and preparations are underway for our departure tomorrow morning at 

1000 UTC to Dakhla in West Sahara, part of Morocco. Dakhla is slap bang on the 

Tropic of Cancer, so we will now be in the tropics – how exciting! The position for 

those who want to look it up is 23° 39.2N 16° 57W.  

 

This is the last place for serious provisioning until we get to Brazil just before 

Christmas, so on Wednesday I headed for the hypermarket and filled two trolleys. 

When eventually back on the boat, I had to unpack all the meat, divide it into meal 

portions and vacuum pack it. The exercise, carried out alone, (Richard had left, Tom 

hadn’t arrived and Lawrence was sipping champagne by the pool at Abama) started at 

5pm and I fell into bed at 1.30 in the morning shattered.  In consequence of all the 

heavy lifting of tons of water, fruit juice and other provisions, by back has started 

twingeing, so I am taking it very easy at the moment.  

 

Tom Mallaburn arrived yesterday evening and will be with us until we get to Dakar in 

Senegal. In Senegal we will be in malarial mosquito country so yesterday I went off 

and bought 19m of mosquito netting, Velcro, hemming tape and lead tape to hold it 

down, which I now have to construct into a tent to go over the cockpit. Easier said 

than done! 

 

 

Noon Position: 28:15.407N 016:15.45W 

Date & Time: 24 October 2009 1315 UTC 



 

Ahead of our departure today from Tenerife to Dakhla in Western Sahara, the 

skippers’ meeting yesterday evening was a much more informative affair than the last, 

as we got alternate French and English briefings. There was a real sense of excitement 

as we are today leaving Europe behind us for the last time and sailing into the very 

different world of Saharan Africa. The briefing said that we might come across 

“pirogues” – small boats – full of black African refugees trying to get to the Canaries. 

They might well be desperate with thirst and hunger. Leave some bread and water 

floating in a plastic bag for them to pick up, but do not let them get to your boat as 

they might try and board you. We are to call the coastguard with their position and the 

coastguard will come out to help them. Cocooned in our privileged world on our 

luxury yachts, it does no harm to be reminded of the desperate conditions in which so 

many of the world’s population live. 

 

The rally organisers are taking the “This is rally – not a race” business far too 

seriously. At the meeting it was announced that there would not be a formal start 

today. Anybody was free to leave whenever they wished anytime after 1000. So no 

jockeying for position on the start line; no adrenalin rush as the countdown begins; no 

fist-in-the-air high-fiving as we sweep over the line in first place as the gun is fired. 

Spoilsports. So we had to engineer our own pursuit race. If you look at our position on 

the www.islesdusoleil.eu website you will see that we are at the back of the fleet. 

THIS IS DELIBERATE and only a temporary situation. We decided to leave almost 

last so we had a fleet to chase rather than the more boring option of starting early and 

leaving most of the boats behind us. So in the hour between the departure of the first 

boats and our departure, we made good use of our time by tucking into a large plateful 

of the finest Cumberland sausage, best Northumberland black pudding, thick rashers 

of bacon and fried eggs, all courtesy of Tom who brought them out yesterday. The 

smells wafting from our galley drove our fellow competitors mad. 

 

Our course to Dakhla is 290 miles almost due south. The wind was forecast light from 

the NNE for most of the trip, but when we cleared the harbour wall, there was a brisk 

F6 northeasterly. Too much wind for the cruising chute at the moment so we are 

rolling along at 6.5 to 7 knots under yankee (like a very big jib) and full mainsail. 

When I say rolling, I mean it. The seas are much bigger than they were on our passage 

to Tenerife and we are having to stuff paper in between all the gin bottles to stop them 

from clinking together. It’s all frightfully inconvenient. And it’s beginning to hot up 

as well. Madeira and Tenerife have been a perfect 25 or 26 degrees (Celsius) but as 

we now head further south it is 29 degrees and rising. But, hey-ho, no complaints. 

 

My doughty crew for this leg are Lawrence Wells and Tom Mallaburn. Tom arrived 

the day before yesterday and has been hard at it helping to prepare the boat for this 

leg. Lawrence, on the other hand, is in disgrace. Having sworn to be back on the boat 

by 1030 yesterday (from his champagne-swilling, lobster eating sojourn with, Carri, 

his good lady), he came swanning in at 4.30pm still inebriated from yet another 

excellent lunch. I spent most of last night grinding my teeth thinking of all the things 

that should have been done by now, but which haven’t. As I said to Lawrence, 

“Lawrence” I said “You have let me down; you have let the boat down - but most of 

all” I said in an inspired moment of originality “you have let yourself down”. 

Lawrence laughed like a drain. But he’s not laughing now as he has been detailed to 

clean my loo with his own toothbrush. Lax crew, tough skipper. 

http://www.islesdusoleil.eu/


 

P.S. As I finish typing this, the wind has come further aft as forecast and we have 

hoisted the cruising chute. Now romping along at about 7.5 knots, and we are 

overtaking boats. Perfect. 

 

 

Noon Position: 25:01.87N 016:19.67W 

Date & Time: 25 October 2009 1205 UTC 

Distance Run in last 24 hrs: 132 nautical miles 

 

Things got better and better, the wind increased to 25 knots and, still with the cruising 

chute up, we were screaming along – sometimes at speeds in excess of 9 knots. We 

were well to the west of most of the fleet (in order to get a good angle on the wind as 

we approached Dakhla) so we could see very few boats, but through analysing radio 

contacts between boats throughout the afternoon we realised that we had shot right the 

way through the fleet and were now about 15-20 miles ahead of most of the 

competition. By the evening, we were delighted to discover that we were also within 

spitting distance of Dieter in the amazing “Flying Kefi”. His boat is a radical ultra-

lightweight trimaran capable of more than 17 knots (if we touch 10 knots, it is a real 

red letter day). I had assumed that he would by now have had a clear lead of about 25 

miles, but we could actually see him only just ahead of us – even though he had left 

the marina a full hour before us. Results like this can only be achieved if you are 

blessed with a superb boat and a superb crew (Lawrence has now been forgiven – 

well, almost).  Morale was as high as our kite (slang for spinnaker) ……. until ….. 

 

In the early hours of the morning, the wind died to no more than a zephyr, the boat 

rolled around in the slight swell, the sails idly slatting. Boat speed reduced - 5 knots, 4 

knots, 3 … 2 … 1 knot. The wind was also shifting around all over the place. The 

concentration required to get the boat moving at all was immense. At one point we 

were actually heading due west (destination sou’southeast). But to say we were then 

actually sailing away from our destination would have been technically incorrect as 

our boat speed indicator was showing 0.0 knots. We were at a complete standstill. 

Meanwhile dots of light passed us like a kaleidoscope, as engines were turned on in 

the calm and the fleet motored back past us. 

 

On Mina2 there was no question of “peeling to the Perkins”. Motoring was for losers. 

So for the best part of six hours we grafted, pulling every trick out of the book to 

simply keep the boat moving at all. I’m not sure how many other boats were stubborn 

enough and mad enough to stick out the frustrating conditions without succumbing to 

metal-power, but my guess is that there are only a handful of us. Dieter in “Flying 

Kefi” is certainly one, not least because his boat is so weight-sensitive that he only 

carries a cupful of diesel for emergencies. Then there is Jean and Sybille on 

“Havanita” courageously embarking on this adventure on a (only slightly) converted 

racing boat with their four small children. Jean is a mentalist. He has completed two 

Mini-Transats which is a semi-professional single-handed race across the Atlantic on 

saucer-shaped racing boats about the size of a dinghy. 

 

Just before the wind died away last night, we had a bit of an excitement. Earlier in the 

day, I had responded to a call from the Tenerife Coastguard who were concerned to 

see that an entire fleet of yachts was sailing through a narrow shipping lane between 



Tenerife and Gran Canaria with a couple of big ships scheduled to slice there way 

through in the next half hour. I was asked to ensure that all the yachts were made 

aware of this, which I did. Tenerife Coastguard now had my name. 

 

At 2100 hours I was surprised to hear the Coastguard calling Mina2 on the emergency 

channel. Could I confirm whether or not a yacht called Tengivag was one of our 

group. I confirmed that it was indeed. Tengivag, I was told, had transmitted an 

automated emergency call on VHF radio but was not responding to calls to them by 

the Coastguard. Could we find out if she had been in contact with any of the other 

boats and/or when she had last been seen? I was able to give the Coastguard 

Tengivag’s Iridium satellite phone number so they could try that. Meanwhile, I 

embarked on a series of calls to other rally boats, who relayed messages and 

information back and forth across the fleet which I then relayed on to the Coastguard. 

The position transponders that we carry came in useful. “Vita”, one of the British 

boats, has a very sophisticated bit of communication equipment which effectively 

gives him the capability to access the internet from anywhere in the world. He looked 

up the www.islesdusoleil.eu website and found out the last position of Tengivag. I 

was just about to relay this to the Coastguard when they contacted me with the 

welcome news that they had at last been able to get Tengivag to answer their 

persistently ringing sat phone, and that they were all OK. Apparently their VHF radio 

had misfunctioned and whilst they could receive they were unable to transmit (apart 

from false emergency calls?!). Anyway, panic over. (Afterwards, Tom asked me “So 

what does the ring tone of the satellite phone sound like?” “I don’t know” I said “I 

don’t know anyone rich enough to have called me!”) 

 

Just before dawn the wind returned, thank the Lord. Not a lot of it but enough to get 

Mina2 to pick up her skirts and trot along at a respectable 5 knots or so. And 

sufficient wind to shame the motorists into switching off and start sailing again. It’s a 

bit like the re-start of a Grand Prix after the safety car has been out – the race begins 

all over again but on this occasion we start once more at the back of the grid.  

 

 

Noon Position: 23:49.32N 016:03.75W 

Date & Time: 26 October 2009 125 UTC 

Distance Run in last 24 hrs: 134 nautical miles 

  
Happy Birthday Selina!!  Today is my daughter’s 30

th
 birthday. Whilst I am 

enjoying every second of this amazing adventure, it is days like this in particular that I 

so wish that I was able to share all these experiences with my family. One becomes 

absorbed in the camaraderie of the crew, the rally community and the exciting 

adventure on which we are embarking, but there is always that small hollow feeling 

that something is missing. I can’t wait to reach land and mobile connectivity this 

afternoon and to wish Seli a happy birthday. Nor can I wait for Peter to come out to 

the Cape Verde islands in a few weeks to join me for the Atlantic crossing. 

  

Meanwhile, back on Mina2 I picked up a couple of emails from the organisers with 

the positions of all the boats. At 8pm the night before last we were lying 3
rd

, having 

sailed through the fleet. By 7am yesterday morning, we were last (34
th

) the fleet 

having motored past us in the calm of the night. So back to the drawing board. We 

have had generally light winds from behind us, swinging round to the side of us. With 



boat speed ranging from about 5 knots up 8 knots. We have been able to pick off quite 

a number of boats over the last 24 hours, but most we can’t see so we don’t know 

where we stand in the fleet for the second of two races on this passage. You may 

know better than me! One of the boats we passé at close quarters last night were our 

friends David and Suzanne on “Suzie Too”, a Moody 49. Chatting to them on the 

VHF radio, David said that it was hardly surprising that we were going faster than 

them as I had three burly men and it was just the two of them. “Burly men!” I said, 

“All I’ve got as crew are a couple of broken-down old pensioners”. I had forgotten 

that both Lawrence and Tom were sitting in the cockpit listening to every word on the 

remote radio handset. Talk about a frosty reception when I climbed back up on deck! 

  

This morning, as we approached the coast of Morocco, a fishing boat with three rather 

surly looking men on board approached us under motor. I have to confess to feeling a 

little nervous, not knowing what to expect, and hid the cameras and computer. First 

they offered us a large squid which we declined, and then asked for whisky and 

cigarettes. We said we had no whisky or cigarettes (Tom has drunk and smoked them 

all!) and after tossing them a couple of cans of Coca-Cola, they seemed satisfied and 

shot off – doubtless to try their luck on the following boats. Since then three other 

small fishing boats have approached us. None of them make me feel any the less 

nervous, but they have, so far, all gone on their way after a brief chat. 

  

One of the reasons we didn’t want their squid was that we have, astonishingly, given 

my past appalling record, caught some fish. Talking to various allegedly successful 

rally compatriots, the first thing to do (read this well, Linda and John) is to chuck out 

the very expensive rod and tackle you have just bought. All you need is a stout line 

(150lb to 250 lb breaking strain), attach a length of bungee as a shock absorber to the 

deck end, a lure to the other end and after securing the deck end to the midships cleat, 

chuck the line and lure over the side. Here is the clever bit. You lift the line up to the 

guard rail and clip it there with a clothes peg. When you get a strike, you hear the 

snap of the line being pulled out of the clothes peg, and then you simply haul the 

catch in midships. 

  

Having trolled and lost lures from my rod and tackle for months without any success 

at all, within minutes of dropping the simplified rig into the water we heard a snap, 

and pulled in a largish fish of unknown species (I’m sure someone will know when 

we get in).  It looked like the cross between a small tuna and a very large mackerel, so 

for the moment we are calling it a Macktuna. As I type, I can smell it sizzling in the 

pan. But that wasn’t all, we chucked the lure out a second time and in minutes we 

were hauling in our second fish. By the time the third fish came on board, we thought 

we had had enough both for lunch and the freezer, so called it a day.  

  

We are due to arrive in Dakhla in a couple of hours and we have been told that Wi-Fi 

internet access should be available in the anchorage. If it is, I will try and send you a 

photo of the catch later. Meanwhile, a delicious lunch of freshly caught and fried fish 

awaits. Bon appetit! 

 

 

Position: 23:41.18N 015:55.85W 

Date & Time: 27 October 2009 1400 UTC 

 



The fish we had caught were Atlantic Bonito and they are, apparently, a great (in 

every sense of the word) aunt of the mackerel. Very tasty it was too. There is 

something about the chemical change in fish meat such that when you take a fish out 

of the sea and put it straight into the pan, the flavour is incomparable compared with 

the same fish cooked only an hour or so later – let alone a day or two later. Superbe, 

as we say in French. 

 

Dakhla is set in a bay behind a peninsula. So having run down the peninsula, dodging 

more and more small rickety fishing boats, and passing half a dozen rusting Russian 

whalers, we turned the corner and had an exhilarating beat for five miles up to the 

anchorage. About half the fleet were already in so, given that we had passed (for the 

second time) the other half of the fleet in the latter stages of the rally, we were not 

unhappy with the result. 

 

After the traditional (on Mina2) “anchor nip” we went ashore to be processed by the 

assembled bureaucracy. The process of clearing in and out of countries is complex in 

most places. But Morocco has raised the barrier to a magnificent level. Assembled 

round a table at the hotel which is hosting the rally fleet were no less than nine 

officials representing police, immigration, customs, harbour authorities and God 

knows who else, who pounced on the various documents I had brought ashore: ship’s 

registration papers, insurance certificates, passports etc etc. Each in turn asked the 

same questions, so the process took a while. Once finished, and only slightly 

disappointed that none of my crew had been arrested for some technical irregularity 

(which would have made an excellent story for the blog) we celebrated with a very 

small beer. They cost £5 each. You certainly wouldn’t want to develop a hangover 

here. 

 

Exhausted, we returned to the boat in the evening for a light meal and a good night’s 

sleep. Surprisingly it turned distinctly chilly in the night and, for the first time in 

months, I needed to pull the duvet over me. I suppose that is the desert influence – 

scorching during the day and freezing at night.  

 

This morning we went ashore for a rally meeting and have booked a day’s excursion 

tomorrow into the desert in 4x4’s on which I will report anon. After which we went 

for a walk around the small town. What can one say about Dakhla? The town has a 

population of 100,000; it is hundreds of miles from any other town and survives 

purely on its fishing exports and a small amount of tourism (it is a centre for kite-

surfing apparently). For all I know it is wealthy by Moroccan standards, but through 

inexperienced Western eyes it seems quaintly ramshackled. Exclusively Muslim, 

almost all the women and most of the men are dressed traditionally. The shops are 

stocked with sacks of every kind of pulse, herb, spice and loads of other things I 

didn’t even recognise. All very colourful, and there is no doubt that we have now left 

Europe behind us. It’s all very exciting. 

 

One task which HAS to be completed before we reach malarial mosquito country is 

the construction of our mosquito netting to drape over the cockpit. It has been preying 

on my mind. Wandering through the streets of Dakhla we passed a shop selling 

sewing machines run by a charming young man called Mucharaf. We explained our 

problem and asked if he knew of someone who could come to the boat, measure up 

and then take the netting away to sew it all together?.Yes, he knew just the person. 



Wheeled through the backstreets, we were introduced to an even younger 

Mahommed, who spoke very little French and even less English. He was delighted  by 

the dinghy ride out to the anchorage, measured up the netting to go over the sun shade 

over the cockpit like a tent, and also two other nets to go over the windows at the 

front of the saloon, and then came the tricky negotiations about price. He said it 

would all cost 150 Dirhams (about £15) and would be ready tomorrow. Assuming he 

will do the job satisfactorily (only time will tell) this was about 1/10
th

 of the price it 

would have cost anywhere else so rather than entering into a long bargaining process, 

I simply shook his hand and he went off with all the materials. As I say, time will tell. 

 

This morning, Malcolm & James on “Vita” told us that Steve, their fellow crew-

member and a vet, was laid up in bed with a face like a pumpkin suffering from a 

tooth abscess. Fortuitously, Tom is a dentist and offered to go and have a look at him. 

There would seem to some professional rivalry between vets and dentists which 

became evident only when Tom went off in the dinghy to visit his new patient armed 

only with a small packet of anti-biotics and a large cash box for his fee.  

 

One of the great things about being part of a community of extremely experienced 

cruising folk is that we are able to pick up all sorts of hints and tips from each other. 

For instance, when cruising in distant parts with few if any facilities for yachts one 

has to be even more diligent about the use of precious resources, such as fresh water 

on the boat. Dieter was telling me that he restricts shower running times by listening 

to the electric water pump thumping away and after 30 seconds simply turns it off. 

Voila! No more water. Excellent idea. I tried this today when Tom went into the 

shower. 30 seconds – off. After a few minutes Tom came out of the shower covered in 

soap and complaining that the water had ran out. “Not run out – rationed” I said. Tom 

is no longer talking to me. Oh – the loneliness of command.  

 

We leave for Dakar in Senegal on Friday morning and it may be that there will be no 

blog updates until then. Meanwhile, dear readers, I leave you with a photograph of 

one of our catches – the first of many I hope. 

 

P.S. Hot on the heels of Selina’s birthday yesterday is the birthday today of Carri, 

Lawrence’s wife. Happy Birthday Carri, from all of us on Mina2 ! 

 

Position: 23:41.18N 015:55.85 

Date & Time: 30 October 2009 1000 UTC 

  
A few nights ago Tom was sitting in the cockpit whilst we lay at anchor amongst the 

rally fleet in Dakhla when I heard him laughing. “Oh come and look at this Tim, I 

think “Tog Gwen’s” dinghy has escaped!” I nipped up on deck and there about 30 

metres behind us was a dinghy drifting away with “MINA2” emblazoned down its 

side in large letters. “That’s not “Tog Gwen’s” dinghy, you berk, it’s ours!!” It was 

too far and travelling too fast to swim to, so we got on the VHF radio to David and 

Suzanne on “Suzie Too” which was just behind us. Thank God they were on board 

and had their VHF turned on. Within seconds they had leapt into their dinghy and 

returned our tender to us. Much embarrassment. It was Tom who had tied the dinghy 

to the boat and his hopeless knots had clearly come loose. I was furious, thinking of 

the consequences of not having a dinghy and outboard in the Sine Saloum delta. 

Whilst Tom has forgiven me for the turning off the shower water episode, now he was 



in disgrace and I was not talking to him. He had to sit on the naughty chair for a good 

long time.  

  

The next night, Tom and I (now reconciled and the best of mates again) went to 

“Vita” where Steve was recovering from having his tooth abcess lanced in the 

military hospital here. After a couple of small whisky’s we went on deck to return to 

our boat. “Where’s the dinghy?” I asked. It had escaped yet again. This time I had 

seen James from “Vita” tie it very securely to a cleat. To cut a long story short, by an 

incredible coincidence in the dark of the night, a couple from another boat had seen it 

scudding away in the stiff breeze and had recovered it for us. Given it was pitch black 

and the water was very choppy, it was a chance in a million. I owe our rescuers 

several drinks. Had it not been seen it would by now be mid-Atlantic and heading for 

the Caribbean.  

  

But what was becoming blindingly apparent was that the painter which had had a 

couple of soakings in petrolly and oily water was now extra slippery. So it wasn’t 

Tom’s hopeless knots at all. Tom felt relieved on the one hand, but indignant at the 

unjustified criticisms levelled against him, so now I am in disgrace and Tom is not 

talking to me again. One of these day’s we will coincide our sulks! Meanwhile 

Lawrence has got stomach cramps and the squits. A healthy ship is a happy ship. 

Mina2 is neither. 

  

Yesterday morning the rally participants all assembled at our host hotel for a day’s 

excursion into the desert. A fleet of about 25 4x4’s were assembled in the road outside 

the hotel. In condition, they ranged from barely adequate to totally wrecked. Of the 

100 tyres on the vehicles about two had some tread, and the rest were completely 

bald. Lawrence, Tom, James (from “Vita”) and I clambered into one of the vehicles. I 

slammed the door shut and the loud speaker in the door fell out onto my feet. The 

driver handed Lawrence a window handle – the only one in the car – which had to be 

passed around whenever anyone wanted to shut or open the windows. Our driver was 

a surly young man who spoke only Arabic and who raised not one smile during the 

entire day. He spent the day completely ignoring us, chain smoking and playing music 

through an MP3 player at maximum volume through the last remaining speaker. He 

had a particular fondness for a song the lyrics of which consist entirely of “Baby, 

please don’t hurt me”. The moment it finished he clicked the replay button. After 75 

renditions we were screaming but were unable to convey our distress to our 

incommunicative driver.  

  

The convoy moved off. All the drivers seemed determined to achieve the honour of 

heading the convoy. We were screaming along at about 60 miles an hour, with 

everyone trying to overtake everyone else, sometimes three abreast taking up the 

entire road. Mrs Barker, the Absent Downstairs Skipper (to be known as the ADS) 

would have been terrified. Our nerves were not helped by passing an ambulance by 

the roadside who were hauling someone gently out of a car which had overturned. 

  

I had been telling everyone that I was looking forward to the visit to the oyster farm 

which was clearly detailed in the briefing notes. After about an hour driving down the 

desert road, the convoy swung off and screeched to a halt outside a large enclosure. 

The gates opened and we were confronted by hundreds of penned ostriches.  Oyster – 

ostrich – something had clearly got lost in the translation. Interesting anyway. 



  

We had been laying bets as to how many of these wrecks would breakdown during 

the course of the day. Ours was the first. Tearing down the road in pursuit of a higher 

place in the pecking order, there was a loud bang and the smell of burning rubber; the 

car collapsed onto its right front axle and the driver very proficiently controlled the 

violent slewing of the car and brought it to a juddering halt by the side of the 

road.  The front nearside tyre had blown out in spectacular style. By now the ADS 

would have been screaming hysterically.The driver dragged his spare out of the back, 

which if anything was in worse condition than the one it was replacing, and within 

minutes we were careering down the road at breakneck speed before peeling off into 

the desert itself. No roads now, it was all off piste. The drivers all got out with 

spanners to lock their differentials. “At last” I thought “we’ll slow down now”. Not a 

bit of it. Now they weren’t constrained by the width of a road, the drivers all went 

completely beserk, and hurtled off in pursuit of one another, cars leaping into the air 

off the tops of dunes, slaloming round rocks and scrubby bushes and cutting each 

other up with millimetres to spare. By now the ADS would have been having a 

nervous breakdown. For those of us with dodgy backs it was all nightmare. 

  

At last all the vehicles screeched to a halt in a flurry of blown sand at the base of a 

large round dune. We all walked to the top and, there before us was a lagoon 

stretching out to the sea. In the shallows were hundreds of wading birds and the 

foreshore was thick with red crabs some of which had one absolutely enormous claw, 

bigger than their own body. Walking back to the vehicles we were all attacked by 

millions of minute sand flies. So re-boarding the 4x4’s we had mixed feelings – relief 

to get away from the sand flies but mild terror at the prospect of the next stage. 

  

Lawrence had said to us “When we find a herd of camels, we must all race towards 

them”. “Why’s that?” asked Tom. “You want a good-looking one don’t you?” We've 

clearly been at sea too long. After more re-enactments of the Paris-Dakar Rally, we 

did indeed come across a herd of camels together with a nomad chivvying them along 

whilst sitting on a minute donkey smaller than himself. At these stops one or two of 

the drivers would wander off a little way, kneel down facing east and offer a prayer to 

Allah. We needed all the help we could get. 

  

Having been promised a midday break of a tented lunch consisting of fine Moroccan 

specialities we stopped mid-afternoon by a small oasis of scrubby trees which 

provided some shelter from the increasingly fierce sun. One of the trees was clearly in 

flower and was absolutely surrounded by hundreds of little orange butterflies. Eagerly 

anticipating our authentic Moroccan lunch, we were each handed half a cheese and 

tomato bap, half a chicken bap (most of which was cartilage) and three tangerines. At 

least the tangerines were authentic Moroccan fare.  

  

After more rally driving we reached Porto Rico, a wide and beautiful sandy bay on the 

Atlantic coast situated exactly on the Tropic of Cancer. Bedouin type tents had been 

set up to accommodate a number of our people who had opted to stay the night, 

sleeping by candlelight under the stars in the desert. It looked very romantic but as 

sailors the rest of us had seen a lot of stars at night and were happy to head back for 

Dakhla and a stiff recuperative G&T in the tranquil comfort of our own cockpits. We 

all slept very well that night awoken only occasionally, terrified by flashback 

nightmares. 



  

All in all a wild, exciting, interesting, brilliant day. An experience none of us will ever 

forget. 

  

Last night – our final night in Dakhla – we all went ashore to the hosting hotel where 

a formal Gala Dinner had been prepared with local dignitaries being the guests of 

honour. Speeches made, we were then entertained by a Moroccan pop group of mixed 

ability. Today we head off south to Dakar in Senegal. At 600 miles it is a good long 

passage which will take about four days. To try and ensure that we all arrive on the 

same day at least the smaller, slower boats will be leaving at about 1000 and we will 

be leaving in the second group at about 1600.  

  

Lawrence meanwhile has over the last few days grown a designer stubble as an 

experiment. I do not agree with Tom who says he looks like a smelly old down-and-

out who’s just crawled out of a cardboard box from under the arches at Waterloo 

station. 

  

  

P.S. Some of the anecdotes relating to skipper/crew relationships can be taken with a 

pinch of sea-salt. In the words of Colin Andrews who is joining the boat in Dakar, 

“Tim, sometimes it would help to embellish the truth a little to make your blog appear 

more interesting!”  

  

 

 

+++NEWS FLASH – MINA2 ABANDONS RACE AFTER DRAMATIC 

MIDNIGHT SPINNAKER BLOWOUT – NEWS FLASH+++ 

 

Noon Position: 22:00.84N 017:47.77W 

Distance run since start (1515 UTC 30 Oct): 146 miles 

Date: 31 October 2009 

 

We were scheduled to leave Dakhla for Dakar in Senegal at 1600. There were still a 

few things to be done before we left, like putting the generator back together again 

(which has been playing up yet again). We returned to the hotel at 1430 having done 

our shopping to be told that the plans had been changed and we were now to leave at 

1500 – in half an hour. We sprinted back to the dinghy and shot back to the boat to get 

everything ready for our 4-day 600-mile passage. Most of the boats (who had had 

rather more notice than us) got away at the allotted time. We followed behind the 

pack half an hour later, about 3 miles behind the leaders. The course to Dakar follows 

the coast southsou’east, round a bulge in the coast and then due south down to the 

Dakar peninsula. The lat / long of the anchorage in Dakar is 14° 39.85N 17° 25.8W. 

My strategy was to get well offshore - 50 or 60 miles or so – pick up a south-going 1-

knot current and getting a better angle on the wind during the passage. The wind is 

currently due to fade away to almost nothing on Monday as a small depression passes 

over Dakar. 

 

Everything was going to plan, we were tearing along under the cruising chute at over 

9 knots. We had participated for the first time on a radio net that we had informally 

set up for the English speaking boats and I got proof-positive that my windspeed 



indicator over-reads significantly. In these steady trade winds, everyone was reporting 

wind speed of about 17 knots and I was reading 24 knots. During the evening we 

crossed the Tropic of Cancer. We are now in the tropics!! After dark (well, not 

exactly dark, as we have a nearly full moon at the moment which is so bright you can 

almost read by it) we spotted a stern light flickering on the water a mile ahead. Within 

an hour we powered straight past “Auhema” a Beneteau 50 (longer, lighter and 

theoretically faster than us) like she was tied up to a dock. Brilliant! This was the life! 

 

A little later Tom said “Isn’t the wind a little strong for the cruising chute now?” “I 

think you’ll find I know what I’m doing” I snapped, and then I went on to explain that 

the top apparent speed for the cruising chute was 18 knots and I knew now that the 

windspeed indicator was over-reading, so I felt comfortable keeping the chute up with 

the 22 knots the windspeed was showing. 

 

At 0100 I went down below for a well-earned sleep. At 0110 Tom called out “Skipper 

– it’s gone – it’s gone!”. I leapt up on deck thinking “Oh no, he’s accidentally let the 

sheet (rope that holds the sail) go. More time on the naughty chair for Tom then.” 

Instead I came on deck to total chaos. The chute was in the water, completely ripped 

to shreds and the luff tapes were flogging around getting entangled in the rigging. The 

most important thing was to get the sail back on board before it went under the boat 

and wrapped itself around the keel or, worse still, the rudder. Snapping into Capt 

Aubrey mode I cried out “ALL HANDS – ALL HANDS ON DECK”. It would have 

been much easier to have called down “Lawrence, dear, would you be kind enough to 

pop up on deck and give us a hand please?” but it wouldn’t have had such dramatic 

effect. Helped by the bright moonlight and despite the boat rolling wildly from side to 

side, we quite quickly brought the shredded sail on board, lowered the rest of the 

apparatus from the top of the mast and stuffed it all into the forward deck locker. We 

quickly rigged the spinnaker pole and goose-winged the yankee. But it was not the 

same. The cruising chute in these conditions was our turbo-charger. We had lost a 

knot and a half of speed. We were no longer competitive. Rather than being “the one 

to beat” we had now joined the ranks of the also-rans – and all because I kept the 

chute up too long.  Tom, once again, had been right, and the skipper had, once again, 

been found wanting in his judgement. We were gutted. As Tom put it as 

diplomatically as a Geordie can “You have let us down; you have let the boat down 

but most of all Tim” he finished with a clichéd flourish “you have let yourself down”. 

Where he had got that _expression_ from, goodness only knows. But he was right. 

Time for the skipper himself to sit on the naughty chair. I only hope I can find a 

sailmaker in Dakar. Meanwhile we limp on under reduced sail, if not at the back of 

the fleet certainly in the process of being overtaken by most of it. We have effectively 

retired from the race and joined the ranks of the cruising classes. We’ll probably be 

turning our engine on next!! Our hopes and dreams are, like our cruising chute, in 

tatters.  

 

One of the problems with crack racing crew like Lawrence and Tom is that they are 

hard men driven by the need to win, Win, WIN! When we were at the head of the 

fleet they were happy. But when they are not, they turn mean and ugly. Last night 

when I was on watch after the “incident” I heard the two of them muttering 

mutinously down below. By the time I had got down the companionway they had 

scuttled back to their pits and were pretending to sleep. I wasn’t fooled. Oh, no. Just 

because I’m paranoid doesn’t mean they’re not out to get me. I need to stamp my 



authority on them and stamp hard. So I’ve decided that my mean, ugly revolting crew 

will not get any biscuits at tea-time today. That’ll show them who’s boss. 

 

 

Noon Position: 19:19.04N 018:32.52W 

Distance run over last 24 hours: 168 miles 

Date: 31 October 2009 

 

Pressing on with the wind right behind us with the yankee goose-winged we have 

been making good progress. Unfortunately to get the speed we had to push further 

west than I would have liked and the weather forecast has changed a bit such that 

there is now less advantage being well west than there was. Time will tell. We have 

just gybed the yankee (call the ADS, she will explain it all to you) and we are now 

steering 175° straight to Dakar and managing just under 8 knots.  

 

The excitement yesterday afternoon was spotting an enormous whale just in front of 

us. We passed it less than 50 metres away and saw most of its back and part of its 

head. We identified it by its size, and shape of dorsal fin, as a Humpback whale. Later 

on Tom saw another one (or possibly the same one) and saw its enormous fluke rise 

out of the water as it dived. One feels so privileged being in the company of such 

majestic beasts. 

 

Last night was magical. We have a nearly full moon which spreads its light across the 

waves like a brush stroke of silver. Tom has coined a word for the reflection of 

moonlight on the sea as “lunescence”, a word so poetic that it nearly brought tears to 

my eyes. Nearly. 

 

As the night progressed the seas have built into a large Atlantic swell, between 3 and 

4 metres from peak to trough. Sometimes we are perched on a crest with a 

commanding view of the horizon. The bow then dips as we hurtle down the back of 

the wave into the trough, to be surrounded by high walls of water all around before 

being lifted again. This is the rhythm of our life in this beautiful isolated world. 

(When reading this to the crew, Lawrence said “Oh for God’s sake Tim, pass the sick 

bag!”). 

 

This morning, passing the coast of Mauritania (how exotic does that sound!) dawn 

rose to reveal that the deck and all the rigging was covered in a light brown dust – 

Saharan sand even though we are more than 100 miles offshore. As Mina2 charges 

through the water, flurries of small flying fish leap out of the water and glide to 

safety.  

 

One surprise has been the temperature. Ever since we got to Dakhla, whilst it is hot 

when one is out of the wind, the wind has been cold. At nights we wear long trousers 

and fleeces and when in bed one needs a duvet. Not what I had imagined the tropics 

would be like at all. 

 

Back to personnel issues. After tea yesterday Tom, being a medical man, insisted that 

I start taking my malaria pills ahead of our arrival in Senegal. I thought that the 

malaria pills were called Malarone but I could swear that the pills he made me take 

were called something else – Mogadon I think. Probably one of the new generation of 



malaria pills that my doctor hasn’t heard of. Anyway, then an extraordinary thing 

happened – my cabin door got jammed whilst I was inside. No amount of shouting 

managed to raise the crew – idle waisters. Being off watch I went to sleep and the 

next thing I knew was that I had slept for 12 hours non-stop. Shamefully I had missed 

my night time watch., but I woke feeling completely refreshed – I must have been 

more exhausted than I realised. And the voices have now gone as well, which is a 

blessing.  

 

Tom and Lawrence are being very kind and solicitous this morning. They insist that 

they didn’t mind one bit standing in for my watch when I was asleep. Clearly my 

tactic of openly confronting them at tea time yesterday, accusing them of hatching a 

mutiny and then making them watch me whilst I ate their tea time ration of biscuits 

has done the trick (surprisingly difficult eating nine dry biscuits in one sitting). The 

authority of my command has been re-established. Though I say it myself, I think my 

man-management skills are tip-top. 

 

 

Position: 16:22.13N 018:15.41W 

Date & Time: 2 November 2009 1300 UTC 

Distance run in last 24 hours: 178 miles 

 

Settling down to getting on with life without the turbo-charge of the cruising chute, 

yesterday we were experimenting with different sail combinations and eventually 

found a Magic Formula which seemed to add the best part of ¾ of a knot to our boat 

speed (a considerable margin in sailing terms). We spent the day flying along at 

between 8 and 9 knots. In the conditions prevailing we would only have done 

marginally better with the cruising chute. We joined in the rally VHF radio net at 

1830 yesterday evening when we all, in turn, report our position, speed and direction. 

We were pleased to hear most boats, almost all further over to the east and the rhumb 

line, reporting speeds of about 6 knots. When it came to our turn I gave our speed as 8 

knots. There was a pause from the net controller “Do you have your motor on?” he 

asked. “Sacré bleu!” I exclaimed (I am almost fluent now) “Moi? Moteur? Jamais!” A 

feeling of smug satisfaction enveloped me. We continued to shoot along under the full 

moon throughout the night, not only sailing very fast with our new sail plan, but also 

benefiting from about half a knot of current which I hoped was not so strong further 

east where the rest of the fleet was. 

 

At about 0430 I was on watch alone in the cockpit, gazing misty-eyed over the 

lunescent horizon beyond when - BANG!!!! – I felt something hit me hard, full in the 

face, knocking my glasses off. I reeled in shock, found my glasses and a torch and 

there, flapping in the scuppers, was an equally stunned and very large flying fish. I 

was in such a state of shock that it was some minutes before I stopped shaking. I now 

spend my watches crouching in the cockpit, a quivering wreck awaiting the next 

assault. Mind you, that particular fish won’t do it again – I ate it for breakfast. 

Yummy. 

 

It wasn’t the only surprise attack. An enormous moth-like creature but with big teeth 

and an evil look in its eye, suddenly swooped into the saloon determined to sink its 

deadly fangs into Lawrence. But Lawrence’s girly screams soon scared it away. 

We’re 100 miles offshore, where on earth did it come from? 



 

Only yesterday I was remarking on how surprisingly cool the wind was this far south, 

particularly at night. The water temperature dictates the air temperature at sea during 

the night and when we left Dakhla it was a distinctly chilly 19°C. During the course 

of yesterday as we worked our way south, the sea temperature steadily increased to 

about 27°C. So last night, rather than wearing jeans and fleeces, we were in shorts and 

T-shirts with the balmy wind caressing our skin. Tonight should be even warmer as I 

have just looked at the sea temperature and it has risen to an incredible 29°C – 

warmer than anything we came across in the Mediterranean. 

 

But warmer temperatures can have its drawbacks. Our watermaker has packed up 

again, and we didn’t know this until we had left Dakhla with only half a tank. I hope I 

might be able to fix it in Dakar but assuming we can’t  and, as we will not be able to 

fill up again until we get to the Cape Verde islands in 2 ½ weeks we are nursing our 

stocks, using salt water for the washing up and showers are banned. As the 

temperature rises, Lawrence is not only looking like an old tramp with his new beard, 

but he is now beginning to smell like one as well. 

 

We were discussing the water shortage problem yesterday, just after we had seen 

some dolphins.  

“Dolphins are intelligent creatures” said Lawrence “they might recognise our plight 

and lead us to water” 

“They live in water, you pillock” said Tom 

“Oh yeah – I’d forgotten that” 

Lawrence has been at sea too long. 

 

We have seen dolphins about three times in the last day, the first time we have seen 

them for a long time. These ones are very small. Lawrence got himself set up in the 

bow to photograph them, clicked the shutter and saw on the screen “Flat Battery”. 

How frustrating 

 

When I surfaced this morning after a couple of hours sleep, I checked the emails on 

the Iridium satellite phone and found one from Maria with the 0600 positions of some 

of the boats. She must have made a typo mistake. I had quietly hoped we might have 

gone from being about 10 to 15 miles behind our principal competitors to being only 

4 or 5 miles behind them or, at best, alongside them. But if Maria’s figures were 

correct, we had made unbelievable progress overnight moving miles ahead of most of 

the fleet. Eventually I picked up an email from the organisers with the positions over a 

couple of hours of the whole fleet. Incredibly it was true. By my calculation we had 

gone from near the back of the fleet to 3
rd

 or 4
th

 position – and that without the benefit 

of our cruising chute. Whilst satisfying, it is all likely to be academic, the wind is 

forecast to all but disappear later today and all tomorrow, so most boats will turn their 

engines on and spoil the fun. We are still hoping to get in by tomorrow evening 

without the use of the engine. We’ll see.  

 

 

Position: 14:39.93N 017:25.68W 

Date: 4 November 2009  

 



Necessarily a very short blog as it is 6pm and Tom has just told me that he has agreed 

for us to meet some friends and go out for dinner in half an hour.  

 

Just to let you know that we arrived yesterday morning at 0950.  

 

I will try to find the time to send something tomorrow but been a bit busy so far! 

 

 

Position: 14:39.93N 017:25.68W 

Date: 5 November 2009  
  

The forecasts were right, On Tuesday afternoon the wind died. We were trickling 

along. But we were still keen to maintain our record of sailing all the passages without 

the “benefit” of the motor so we persisted, constantly trimming the slatting sails to 

maintain some headway. During the evening VHF radio net all the boats were 

reporting that they had resorted to being “en moteur”. When it came to our turn I 

announced “vitesse: deux neud : a la voile” (“speed: two knots: under sail”). “Ah” 

said Jean the net controller and hardy veteran of two MiniTransats “un puriste!”  

  

We had a crew discussion. It appeared that there were only two boats ahead of us: 

“Tog Gwen” a 54 ft Super Marimu which had started five hours before us and had 

motored most of the way in order to meet up early with some technicians in Dakar, 

and “Flying Kefi”, Dieter’s super-fast trimaran which we were never going to be able 

to beat (at one point he was surfing down the waves at 15 knots!). All the boats were 

motoring. The “race”, to the extent that there was one, was over, and we were the 

leading monohull. Meanwhile the constant slatting of my sails was not doing them 

any good, so after more than a thousand miles of sailing we too turned on the motor. 

After 2 ½ hours the wind came round to the south rather stronger than forecast and we 

were able to beat into Dakar through Tuesday night (which the rest of the fleet, much 

further east, were unable to do, so the strategy of going a long way west had paid off 

after all).  

  

Sailing along the coast on the approach to Dakar we had to dodge numerous pirogues, 

long narrow highly coloured Senegalese fishing boats which were bucketing around 

in the choppy seas. Cheery waves all round. At 0915 on Wednesday morning we  

rounded the point and joined “TogGwen” and “ Flying Kefi” in the anchorage. 

  

I had been in contact with Nicolas by email en route (there I go again) about the 

spinnaker and he had a (the only?) sailmaker standing by to receive our blown out 

spinnaker. We pulled an assortment of torn rags of sailcloth and luff tapes out of the 

sail locker and stuffed them into a sail bag. Later in the day the sailmaker reported 

back that it would be three days work to repair the sail (I’m surprised it wasn’t more) 

but he could complete it before we left for Sine Saloum. We agreed a price and off he 

went to start the work.  

  

I spent the whole afternoon with my head in the murderously hot engine room trying 

to sort out the problems with the water maker and the generator. I identified that it 

was the electric motor of the water maker that was not working, so Nicolas helped 

again by sending over to the boat an absolute mountain of a Senegalese electrician 

(“He used to be karati champion of Senegal” said Nicolas. “Well, I won’t be 



quibbling about his bill then!” I replied). He took the motor ashore and later came 

back to show me that the work carried out in Portugal had been bad: half the brushes 

had become detached and one had fallen into the middle of the motor. There was no 

replacement motor available in Senegal so he would have to dismantle the whole 

thing, manufacture various of the parts and springs and then reassemble it. It would be 

ready in two days. One doesn’t need the water maker but it would be great 

inconvenience without it so I am considering ordering a replacement and having it 

brought out to Cape Verde as a spare for the Atlantic crossing.  

  

As for the generator, I had been in email contact with the manufacturers in New 

Zealand and we had identified that the problem was one of fuel starvation. I 

dismantled and tested all the piping, pumps and filters from the fuel tank through to 

the generator and eventually discovered that the blockage was in the evaporator at the 

top of the generator. Replace the evaporator and bingo, the Whispergen has been 

purring away ever since.  

  

So, subject to the water maker motor working properly after its repair, all the 

significant  problems have been resolved. Hallelujah! It is in the nature of sailing 

boats for all the component parts to break down, at best in sequence but sometimes in 

batches and I am by no means alone in having to sort problems out here. For example, 

on “Flying Kefi” the autopilot packed up half way here and they had to hand steer 

solidly for two days.  

  

After the maintenance work we all went ashore in the evening in the water taxi which 

had been laid on by the rally organisers to ferry us to and from the luxury hotel which 

was hosting our stay here. On our way in the little open ferry stopped off at “Minnie 

B” to collect Phil and Norma. We were surprised when Phil boarded the ferry wearing 

only a pair of boxer shorts and clutching a bag. “Remarkably informal wear for an 

evening out on the town” I commented. “Ah” said Phil, “so you haven’t heard then”. 

The wind had been coming from the south with waves coming into the anchorage. 

The surge at the hotel pontoon made it unsafe to disembark there so the ferry was 

backing into a beach, timing the swell, surfing down a breaker and whilst the two 

crew leapt out and held the boat, the passengers stormed off the back and rushed up 

the beach before the next breaking wave came crashing in, surging waist high up the 

beach in wet pursuit of the spruced up sailors. Sometimes they made it but often they 

didn’t. Apparently David from “Suzie Too”, dressed in all his finery for the evening 

found himself literally up to his neck in a foaming wave. As we approached the 

beach, the truth of Phil’s description became blindingly obvious. Lawrence, Tom and 

I got our trousers and shoes off in about five seconds flat as the ferry hurtled 

backwards down a crashing wave onto the beach.  

  

We went out to dinner to a typical Senegalese restaurant recommended by Nicolas. 

Senegal is renowned for its unique and delicious cuisine. Enormous plates of fish, sea 

food and chicken arrived at the table, accompanied by cous cous and rice, all washed 

down with local beer and a very drinkable carafe of red wine. The bill came to about 

£6 per head. Senegal is a country with a stable government and a peaceful and, by 

African standards, prosperous population. But nevertheless, walking back to the 

hotel, we had not been prepared to find the pavements at night littered with people 

sleeping rough, many of them missing a limb or four. I am sure it is something one 



would get used to but having come from our cosy sanitised western culture, it came as 

a shock. 

  

 The locals, tall, elegant, good-looking, ebony black and brightly dressed are all very 

friendly to the point of persistent annoyance. They wait like vultures at the hotel 

entrance and then latch themselves on to you trying to persuade you to buy some 

shoddy souvenir or whatever and, when that fails, they offer to show you round the 

town. And by the time you have walked the length of the main square there are a 

gaggle of them surrounding you like a swarm of mosquitos.  

  

When Lawrence and Tom went ashore yesterday afternoon, they befriended Mamabu, 

a young musician who showed Tom & Lawrence round, taking them to a clothes 

factory and a friendly bar. He then sold Lawrence a number of priceless Senegalese 

artefacts, probably the only examples left in the whole of Africa (apart from those 

identical examples subsequently seen on all the other stalls of course). Mamabu did 

have one great advantage being that he kept away all the other persistent vultures.  

  

Tom arranged for Mamabu to come out with us yesterday evening and take us to a 

restaurant and to somewhere where we could hear some Senegalese music which is 

world-renowned. Things didn’t pan out quite as planned. We ended up in an 

extremely basic restaurant and had one plate of extremely basic chicken in an 

(admittedly very tasty) onion sauce with rice. No alcohol so we drank Coca-Cola and 

bottled water. We had asked what the cost would be in advance and had been told by 

Mamabu that for the eight of us it would be about 45,000 Senegalese Francs (about £8 

per head) Compared with the evening before this seemed distinctly pricey, but we 

were there and we were running out of time before the last ferry to get back to the 

boat. Having finished our meal we were then presented with a one line bill for 85,000 

– more expensive than your average London restaurant! No way! We sent Mamabu 

off to renegotiate and he came back with a revised bill for 55,000. Not good enough. 

We eventually paid the 45,000 that had first been indicated. But Mamabu had sadly 

shown his true colours, not as a reliable trustworthy guide who we would have been 

happy to use in the future but as an opportunistic rascal trying to fleece us for as much 

as he thought he get away with. Shame.  

  

Tomorrow we are planning to take a ferry over to the island about a mile away which 

was used as a holding camp for the tens of thousands of slaves who were shipped 

from here over to the Caribbean and America. Still with the old colonial buildings it is 

retained as a sobering reminder of a shameful past. A day for reflection perhaps.  

  

But meanwhile there remains a long list of routine maintenance work and re-

provisioning to be done. The blog is likely to resume on Sunday when we will have 

arrived in the Sine Saloum delta 60 miles south of Dakar. Until then, here are some 

photos - and Happy Guy Fawkes Day!!!: 

   

 

Position: 13:56.080N 016:45.520W 

Date: 8 November 2009  

 

This was what we had all been waiting for – the trip into the vast delta of the two 

Senegalese rivers, the Sine and the Saloum. Travelling to exotic locations like 



Western Sahara and Dakar (the port capital of Senegal) was all very exciting, but our 

few days in the delta promised much, much more. The delta supports a few isolated 

villages which subsist on fishing but the marshlands and mangrove swamps are 

stuffed full of birds, plants and wildlife – a naturalist’s cornucopia – and I had the 

naturalist on board. 

 

With tears in their eyes, Tom and Lawrence left for the airport on Friday evening. Just 

as well Lawrence was leaving. He had been on the boat for a full month (it had 

seemed like a full year) and we were becoming uncomfortably like a married couple – 

certainly the nagging was familiar.  

 

In flies Colin, brim full of bullshit and wisdom, to take over the role of devoted and 

hard-working crew member (I do wish the other rally members wouldn’t say things 

like “Hi Colin, so you’re the next victim are you? And how long will you be 

lasting?”). His infinite talents include demon bird-spotting and he and Sine-Saloum 

delta are a partnership made in heaven. 

 

But before he made it to this twitchers’ paradise, he had to make it from the airport to 

the hotel that was hosting the rally’s stay in Dakar. I had emailed him saying that it 

might be possible for me to arrange the hotel shuttle to pick him up. This was not the 

case, so I texted him with instructions on how to get a taxi. The text never got through 

– sadly. As he entered the arrivals hall, a young Senegalese gent beckoned him 

enthusiastically.  

“ I have been sent to collect you”, said the young man, “What is your name?”  

“Colin Andrews”  

“Yes, yes, Colin Andrews, that’s right. The hotel has sent me. Now, you will need 

some currency. I will arrange to change it for you.”  

The transaction was carried out before Colin’s eyes to see fair play. Colin assumed 

that his £50 was being changed by a bloke standing by a pillar with a large wad of 

notes in his hand, rather than at one of the foreign exchange booths, to achieve a 

better rate of exchange on his behalf.  Colin was grateful to have such a thoughtful 

guide and mentor looking after his interests.  

 

Colin’s new best friend took him to a taxi and they both got in. Due to an 

uncharacteristic lapse, Colin had forgotten to bring a note of the name of the hotel. 

What luck he had been collected! 

“Remind me”, said Colin after they had been driving for some time, “what is the 

name of the hotel we are going to?” 

“I’m not sure” said the personable young man “they just called me and told me to 

collect you”. By now, the slightest alarm bells were beginning to ring. After driving 

into town through roads that looked like they had recently been shelled by Americans, 

and through a process of elimination, they arrived at the hotel an hour later. Colin was 

told that the taxi fare was 10,000 local Francs – quite a chunk out of the 16,600 he had 

got for his £50 (doubtless the honest currency dealer had had a momentary lapse as it 

should have been about 75,000 francs).  Then, having deposited Colin at the hotel, his 

guide told him that the fee for his valuable services would amount to a further 10,000. 

Colin was now beginning to smell a rat, and gave him only 5,000 (he only had 6,000 

francs left anyway). The coup de grace of this budding entrepreneur was to take 5,000 

off me saying that Colin hadn’t been able to pay him anything. So, Colin’s taxi trip 



had cost him one hour and £50 for what should have been 20 minutes and about £5. 

Welcome to Dakar, Colin!! 

 

Meanwhile, I had spent all day getting my water-maker fixed and waiting for my 

repaired cruising chute to be delivered. The water-maker motor was delivered back to 

the boat at midday and, joy upon joy, I started to replenish the seriously depleted fresh 

water tanks. 2 ½ hours later it stopped again. The electrician was called again, re-

fixed it but told me it should only be run for an hour at a time because it would get too 

hot (it was designed to run, and had been run for many years, in an incredibly hot 

engine room??). 

 

The following morning we set off 60 miles southsou’east to the Sine-Saloum delta. 

Two hours into the passage and the water maker motor packed up again. It was going 

to be a hot, sweaty and largely unwashed stay in the delta. The entrance to the delta 

used to lie at the bottom of a very long peninsula. In 1987 there was an incredible 

storm. The tempestuous seas burst through the middle of the narrow peninsula, 

destroying a village with great loss of life and leaving the bottom end of the peninsula 

an island, separated from the mainland by a narrow passage. The fleet rendezvoused 

off the entrance to the passage and were led through by a pirogue, one of the long, 

narrow, wooden boats used by the local fishermen. We anchored off the small fishing 

village of Djifer 

 

Early the next day all the rally crews assembled on the beach. Being Sunday, we were 

going to church. The previous afternoon, I had taken Colin by dinghy round the fleet 

to introduce him to our friends. Thoughtfully, he had brought from the UK a number 

of (rather superior) poppies for Remembrance Day and had been able to give one to 

each of the British boats. A fleet of pirogues had been pulled up on the beach. We all 

piled in and off we went up river to a small settlement where we disembarked and 

clambered on to pony carts and went a further two miles to a small village with a 

Catholic church to attend an African Mass. The African hymns sung by the large 

church choir, accompanied by the Senegalese Djumbo drums were hauntingly 

beautiful. The church was packed with the village congregation.  The village is 

indescribably poor with large families living in tiny thatched shacks. Yet they all 

turned out for church in their immaculately clean, ironed and vibrantly colourful 

Sunday best. At 11am the British contingent went through our traditional two minutes 

of reflective thought for the fallen of the world’s wars, including the many Sengalese 

soldiers who had died in the service of France. The whole service was a wonderful 

and deeply moving experience. 

 

To judge the people of Senegal by the standards of the sharp, greedy vultures of 

Dakar would be a gross injustice. The village people were very inquisitive and 

warmly friendly. Speaking in French, they wanted to know our names, where we 

lived, had we all arrived by boat etc. Equally they were keen to answer our questions 

about them and their way of life.  

 

In the middle of the village stood a tall drum made from the trunk of a tree and tightly 

covered with a goat skin. This was the village tom-tom and is the only means of 

communicating with the outside world. Only the village elders have the right to use it 

and the children are not even allowed to touch it. When someone dies or there is a 

fire, or some other emergency, the tom-tom is used to communicate with the next 



village 12 kilometers away. The next village would then pass the message on to the 

next village and so on.  

 

We stopped for a while under two large trees, one a Fromage tree from which the 

tom-toms are made, the other a Boab tree. Their trunks had intertwined. They were 

sacred to the villagers, representing the unity of the community’s two religions – 

Islam and Christianity.  

 

The villagers loved photographs being taken of them and looking at the results on the 

camera screen. The children were a particular delight, running along beside us, and 

holding our hands as we walked through the village. Inquisitive about our poppies, it 

wasn’t long before they were complementing the intricately plaited hair of the girl 

children. The Senegalese are tall, slim and high cheek-boned and they walk with a 

long gait, ramrod straight. Whilst being desperately poor, the rivers abound with fish 

and shell food so they don’t go hungry. The overall impression was of a handsome 

dignified, and largely content community.  

 

On our return we walked round the village of Djifer which is strung along the 

peninsula opposite our anchorage. This community lives entirely off the fishing in the 

river and out to sea. The shore was lined with pirogues in varying states of disrepair in 

which they go up to 20 miles offshore with nets, lines or lobster pots. Behind the line 

of pirogues were stageings covered with fishing nets on which lay serried ranks of 

salted fish drying in the tropical sun. Once cured, these fish are taken on donkey carts 

to markets as far away as Dakar to be sold. There were also great boxes of sea snails, 

shell fish and oysters (which grow in abundance on the submerged roots of the 

mangroves by the riverside). The impressive smell was reminiscent of the fishing 

villages in the Lofoten Islands in Norway where they too lived from dried and salt-

cured fish. Further back from the beach were enormous piles of discarded shells. 

These are left to completely dry out and are then crushed into calcium powder used to 

make cement bricks for building their homes.  

 

This is the real Senegal, not the sanitised tourist holiday lodges that most visitors see, 

with their generator powered air-conditioning and orchestrated tourist experiences.  

To see the dire conditions in which these delightful people live, and their lack of 

resources, has been an eye-opening and truly humbling experience. 

 

 

Position: 14:00.78N 016:41.9W 

Date: 10 November 2009  

 

Yesterday morning we motored in convoy five miles up the river to Hakuna Matata 

camp, which is a basic riverside holiday lodge catering to a fairly limited number of 

Europeans from Dakar and groups of ornithologists, sports fishermen and scientists 

who come to the camp to explore the delta.  

 

Olivier, the charming young Frenchman who had rebuilt the lodge four years ago was 

laying on a traditional Mechoui feast for us that evening. Two large pits were dug in 

the sand, filled with logs and set alight. When the flames had died down, young pigs, 

goats and lambs were roasted over the glowing embers as we tucked into plates of 

cockles, collected that morning from the shallow water at the river’s edge. The meat, 



once carved on the plate, turned out to be disappointingly fatty and tough. As with my 

two meals in Dakar, I managed only to get a couple of mouthfuls of meat out of it all. 

Still, the couscous and vegetables were delicious, as was the fresh fruit which was 

served afterwards.  

 

Once the meal was finished, a group of the local villagers came and performed some 

traditional dances to the hypnotic beat of the Djumbo drums. They then performed a 

sort of pantomime with singing and drums re-enacting the Arab traders taking the 

villagers off to be sold as slaves. Very moving. Finally we were treated to a wrestling 

match by two giant and muscle-bound examples of Senegalese manhood. All great 

fun. Some of the rally audience said it was a shame that the dancers were not in 

traditional dress, but in T-shirts. But this, I think, was to miss the point. This was not 

a troupe wheeled out to entertain tourists. These were just the local villagers who had 

turned out to welcome the rally and entertain us (the arrival of the rally fleet every 

year is a big event which brings in a significant amount of money which ripples 

beneficially through the community). It was a memorable evening. 

 

This morning we had another early start. We had arranged for a pirogue to come and 

collect about 15 of us to explore the bolongs, the narrow mangrove-lined backwaters 

separating the hundreds of islands of the delta. Armed with cameras, binoculars and 

bird books, off we went. Colin had been in seventh-heaven since our arrival. The 

place is absolutely stuffed full of exotic birds of every size, colour and habit. He had 

gone ashore for a walk in the salt-marshes and coastal grassland behind the camp the 

evening before and couldn’t turn the pages of his bird book fast enough. By the time 

he had returned from his walk he had already identified nearly 40 different species. 

He was wetting himself with excitement at the prospect of adding further to his 

already long list. His greatest ambition was to see a Goliath Heron which stands a full 

five feet high. The pirogue trickled along the banks of the mangrove swamps and an 

enormous number of birds flitted from tree to tree, dive bombed the water for fish 

(which were leaping out of the water all around us) or walked in the shallows, picking 

tasty morsels out of the sand with their long pointed beaks. A twitcher’s paradise 

indeed. Everybody wanted to sit next to Colin who was giving a fascinating running 

commentary on the different types of birds and their characteristics. We rounded an 

bend and there, side by side, were an osprey and the Holy Grail, an enormous Goliath 

Heron. A double whammy. Colin, at that moment, had a small orgasm.  

 

Having passed a group of men putting a net out in a large circle and then drawing it in 

onto a sandbank we arrived at a small fishing village. We were introduced by our 

pirogue captain to the village’s headman who was enormously proud to show us all 

around. We visited the hospital, two small rooms, where the clinician explained that 

one of the rooms was used for the numerous child deliveries. Until recently a woman 

would have had, on average, about ten children. Now, however, they were putting 

contraceptive implants into their arms (voluntary, of course) and this had reduced the 

average number of children to about five. There was a sad little chart on the wall 

showing the number of monthly deaths of children under the age of five from malaria, 

diarrhoea or pneumonia.  

 

We then went to the school room where a classroom of fifty or so extremely lively 

young children were being taught. They were frightfully excited when we were 

ushered in and sat down at their benches next to them. I immediately had my Tilley 



hat nicked from me and it was grabbed by one then another of the little things who all 

tried it on to much hysterical laughter. Once order had been resumed, the teacher told 

us about education in Senegal and the dearth of teachers. Secondary education was 

also a problem because the children had to go away for that, living with other families 

who required money to feed the youngsters. The money often not being available 

meant that most children were not able to progress to secondary school. The children 

were all naughty, happy, pretty little things. A delight. Once the lecture had finished, 

they all sang us a song with great gusto and clapping, and then we all joined in a 

rendition of Frere Jacques. Honestly, it brought tears to the eyes of many of us.  

 

As we made our way back to the pirogue, a number of women had got a out a 

selection of wood carvings, jewellery made from shells and fishing line and paintings 

made from different coloured sand sprinkled onto painted glue (made from fish 

bones). Amongst one of the displays were three old and intricately carved small 

wooden doors – about 18 inches square. They are the traditional doors to the family 

granary used by a particular tribe and found in Senegal, Mali and Mauritania. They 

were asking quite a lot by their standards so after some good-natured negotiations we 

agreed on a price and I am now the proud owner of a lovely memento of my time in 

Senegal. 

 

The following morning the fleet was to return to Dakar in preparation of their passage 

to Cape Verde on the 15
th

. Due to admin error (on behalf of the organisers I hasten to 

add) Neil was not going to join us until the morning of the 18
th

, so Colin and I were 

able to stay alone in the delta for a few more days. A number of friends I had made 

amongst the crews of other boats were to leave in Dakar before Colin and I returned, 

and the next time we were to rejoin the fleet would be in Mindelo in the Cape Verde 

Islands in ten days time, so Colin and I decided to hold a drinks party on board. I 

knew that had the Absent Downstairs Skipper been on board, everything would have 

been perfect. But she isn’t, and we simply had to try and use her impeccable standards 

as a target. It was actually a jolly good incentive to get the boat into some semblance 

of cleanliness and order, the standards of which had inevitably slipped a little. So the 

afternoon was spent tidying up, cleaning, polishing, hovering and generally making 

good.  

 

Position: 13:59.766N 016:41.798W 

Date: 12 November 2009  

  
At first light yesterday morning, the rally fleet weighed their anchors and one by one 

drifted down the river to return to Dakar. Colin and I had the luxury of staying on a 

few more days in the delta. As the last boat left, we found ourselves alone – the only 

yacht in this vast delta. Complete peace in this magical paradise. After the hyper-

activity of the previous days we enjoyed a lazy morning, me writing my belated blogs. 

When the heat of the day was diminishing we went ashore for a long walk in the 

partially wooded salt flats behind the camp adding yet more previously unseen birds 

to our tally. There was some tension as Colin recorded his 49
th

 species. Then, a flash 

of light off the underside of a wing, a soaring bird suddenly plummeting to the ground 

– a Grey Kestrel – number 50. Colin solemnly went down on one knee as I presented 

him with a Mina2 Gold Star – one of the highest accolades in the cruising world. 

Colin wept at the sheer emotion of the moment, whilst I maintained my sang-froid 

(you see, even when the French fleet has departed it keeps on rushing out). 



  

We returned to the boat shortly before sunset and headed across the river to a bolong 

– a narrow creek lined with mangroves and mud flats. Even though it was near high 

water we had some difficulty in gaining entry to the bolong as there was a mud bar at 

the entrance but eventually we found a route through with about 1.5 metres depth 

below the keel. We went up the bolong for perhaps half a mile and anchored. (If you 

go into Google Earth and put in the exact latitude and longitude as above, you should 

be able to see precisely where we were). The creek was very narrow so we put out our 

stern anchor out as well to stop us from swinging into the bank at half water and 

ending up on our side. Sitting in the cockpit, all alone in the middle of a mangrove 

swamp with the stars shining down on us from an inky black sky was wonderful.  

  

Before first light we were up, packing our rucksacks for our next adventure. Into the 

dinghy and we motored slowly up the full length of the bolong, birds of every variety 

scattering as we approached. When at the top of the bolong we switched the engine 

off and drifted, identifying a further two species for our list.  

  

We had calculated that high water would be about 8am and I wanted to get out of the 

bolong before 8.30am – if we found that we were unable to cross the bar at the 

entrance on a falling tide, we would be stuck there for 24 hours. There are worse 

places in the world to be stuck, but we wanted to cram in a few more explorations and 

adventures before we had to leave. About 20 minutes sooner than we had expected, 

we noticed that some mudflats were appearing and that the surface water had started 

flowing out of the bolong. We hurried back to the boat to find a strongish current was 

now pushing the boat sideways, pinned by the stern anchor. We raised the stern 

anchor into the dinghy, and piled all the webbing anchor line on top of it, rushed back 

to the boat as she swung round, mercifully missing the steeply shelving bank by 

inches, weighed the main anchor and careered down the ebbing bolong towards the 

entrance, towing the dinghy behind us. The gap in the bar was exceedingly narrow 

and we missed it by a foot or two. We were aground in a strong current and on a 

falling tide. I put the engine hard astern. What I hadn’t seen was that a small bight of 

the webbing anchor line in the dinghy had flopped over the side and rapidly started 

pulling all the webbing into the water. As we started easing backwards off the sand 

bank, there was a graunching sound and then a crack. We had caught the webbing line 

round the propeller and it had snapped. I re-engaged gear, praying that the webbing 

wound round the prop shaft would not prevent the propeller from working. Thank 

God, all seemed OK. We backed off the bar, found the gap and were soon in the 

deeper water of the river. We anchored and Colin went over the side with flippers, 

goggles and snorkel to investigate the damage. The rope cutter on the prop shaft had 

clearly done its job – there was no trace of webbing anywhere. No need for Colin to 

go down with a knife between his teeth and cut away the webbing.  

  

There was a past Commodore of the Royal Cruising Club who once said “Members of 

the Club seem to have a great ability to get themselves out of difficult situations 

which they should never have found themselves in in the first place”. He has a point.  

  

As I type, we have just anchored a further four miles up the river in between two 

islands. On one of them, we have been told, is a colony of red monkeys. We will be 

going ashore soon to investigate. 

 



 

Position: 13:56.12N 016:45.59W 

Date: 13 November 2009  

 

Yesterday afternoon we went ashore in the dinghy to one of the Iles du Diable – 

Islands of the Devil – to see the fabled red monkeys which we had been told about. 

The island was basically a mangrove swamp like all the others around and we 

couldn’t see how or why a colony of monkeys would or could have settled here as, 

whilst the delta as stuffed full of birds and fishes, we had seen no mammals at all. So 

it came as only a small disappointment to find that the monkeys were indeed a fable – 

there was none at all. We did, however, see thousands of purple and red crabs, all 

waving comically at us with their one enormous claw the size of their bodies. Perhaps 

something had got lost in the translation? 

 

As we hadn’t seen one mosquito down the entire coast of Africa we decided not to put 

the mosquito netting tent over the cockpit, but instead we were bombarded by 

hundreds of bugs, some of them frighteningly large so we retreated back into the boat 

and settled down for an early night.  

 

I awoke at 6am – still dark - and was sitting in the cockpit thinking that this place 

could not be any more wonderful when I heard a deep sigh right beside the boat. Then 

another sigh on the other side of the boat. Two cetaceans (probably dolphins or 

porpoises) had decided to enter the river and were quietly nosing around in the 

shallows for a bit of breakfast. Through the darkness I saw the water rippling as they 

made the occasional dash for a fish but I could see no more of them. Exciting 

nevertheless. 

 

After the disappointment of the non-existent monkeys, we motored Mina2 down the 

river for 4 miles and anchored off the entrance to a lake where we could be 

guaranteed to see fields of pink flamingos. The entrance to the lake was narrow, too 

shallow to motor the dinghy through, and lined with mangroves. It was like a scene 

from The African Queen as Humphrey Bogart (Colin) put the painter over his 

shoulder and strained away pulling the dinghy through the mangroves whilst I 

(Katherine Hepburn) preened and postured in the stern. We burst through into the 

shallow lake and whilst Colin ripped the leaches from his skin (OK – perhaps that 

similarity with The African Queen is a little bit of an exaggeration) I scanned the lake 

from horizon to horizon. Not a flamingo in sight. We were beginning to wonder 

whether our guide had not been pulling our skinny pink legs. Nevertheless, even 

without the flamingos we had pretty much overdosed on the birds, Colin having now 

tallied a staggering 64 different species. 

 

As there were no flamingos to salivate over we pushed the dighy back out of the lake 

and decided to go further up the bolong to a village near the top – but it was some 

way. So we opened the throttle, got onto the plane and went careering up the wide 

sweeping bolong at Mach 1 – until we hit the sandbank in the middle of the river. 

Whilst the dinghy went from Mach 1 to Stop in 0.5 seconds, Colin and I carried along 

a little further. We both ended up in a pile in the bow of the dinghy, shaken but not 

stirred. Thankful that all we had hit was soft mud which hadn’t damaged the outboard 

propeller, and with nothing hurt other than our pride, we turned around and drifted 

back out of the bolong at a much more sedate pace and returned to the boat.  



 

We have decided to return to Dakar tomorrow, a day earlier than we had originally 

planned. Our lack of water maker is now becoming unhygenically inconvenient and 

no matter how much we prefer the delta to the squalid city, an additional day to sort 

the problem out, not to mention the prospect of a good shower the other end, is 

increasingly attractive.  

 

 

Position: 14:39.93N 017:25.68W 

Date: 15 November 2009  

 

On Friday afternoon we motored 8 miles back down the river and anchored off the 

fishing village of Djifer and went for yet another bird-watching walk in the woods. A 

few days earlier I had received an email from my daughter, Selina, who told me in no 

uncertain terms that if I was buying mementos of the trip for myself, then she jolly 

well expected me to buy some nick-nacks for her as well. Her mother, the Absent 

Downstairs Skipper, is not particularly grasping so I simply cannot understand where 

Selina gets this rather unattractive materialistic streak from. Anyway, to avoid future 

tantrums (she’s full of unattractive traits) I went into the village and found someone 

who made bits of jewellery from whatever was lying around, and negotiated a rock 

bottom price for a necklace. It’s horribly cheap and tacky, but it will do for Selina.  

 

After an early night, at first light we weighed anchor and made our way to the shallow 

pass which would lead us from behind the peninsula into the open sea and to the 60-

mile passage northeast back to Dakar. The pass having been created only a few years 

ago after a violent storm washed a chunk of the peninsula away, it is uncharted, unlit, 

unmarked and has shifting sandbanks. At places it is very shallow and a strong tide rip 

sluices across it. Our entry on our arrival was made possible only by being escorted 

through in convoy by a local fishing boat. This time we were alone so it was with 

some trepidation that we edged towards the pass. On our way in I had recorded on our 

electronic chart our position at 10 second intervals, giving us a track which we were 

now following in reverse. With one eye on the chart plotter and the other eye on the 

depth sounder we edged our way through, constantly compensating for the tide rip 

which was doing its best to force us on to the sandbanks either side. So it was with 

some relief when we saw the depth begin to rise again. We were through. 

 

We had a brisk wind on the beam and nearly a knot of tide to help push us along, and 

we enjoyed the warm fast sailing whilst we could as the wind was forecast to die at 

midday. And die it did, but we needed to give the batteries a boost so did not mind 

having to turn the engine on for the remaining four hours.  

 

This was not a passage on which one could relax for a second. 40% of the exports of 

Senegal are fish and there are 50,000 fishermen in the country in 12,000 pirogues. 

Most of them seemed to be out in the 60 miles between Sine-Saloum and Dakar. We 

weaved our way through literally hundreds of them, some large with more than 20 

men on board hauling large nets of fish over the side, to tiny and almost invisible 

pirogues with one sole fishermen jigging a line. To complicate matters further the sea 

was strewn with lobster pots all of which we had to spot and avoid. Relaxing it was 

not. 

 



Without new birds of marsh and woodland to identify, Colin was going into a rapid 

decline until, more than 10 miles offshore we were visited by a wide variety of other 

winged friends: butterflies, moths, locusts, enormous wasps with bright red bodies, 

and other bugs. Colin was happy again. 

 

At 1430 we saw the masts of the rally fleet anchored in front of the Presidential 

Palace in Dakar and half an hour later we dropped anchor to rejoin the fleet. A bonus 

of having left Sine-Saloum a day earlier than planned was that there was a concert 

yesterday evening by the world-famous Senegalese jazz band, Orchestra Baobab. 

Quite a number of rally members went along, running the gauntlet of the ever-present 

locals wanting to extract money from us. It was worth it. The band was sensational. 

The rhythms electrifying, the music very different and very complex. A great evening.  

Back on the boat whilst we were enjoying a nightcap in the cockpit a large, handsome 

praying mantis joined us – a good omen I hope. 

 

I woke this morning and found, to my horror, a clutch of cockroaches nestling on the 

mosquito netting covering the hatch of my cabin. Cockroaches are every boatowners 

worst nightmare as, once on board, they are all but impossible to get rid of. After a 

couple of screams from me, the Great Naturalist (Colin) arrived, picked one of them 

up and said with disdain in his voice “Surely anyone can see that these are not in the 

family Gryllidae but are from the suborder Caelifera in the order Orthoptera” (once I 

had surreptitiously got onto Wikipedia I discovered he meant they were not 

cockroaches but a type of cricket). Phew.  

 

The rest of the fleet leave to day for Cape Verde 450 miles into the Atlantic Ocean 

which will be our last stopping off point before the Atlantic crossing to Brazil. We, 

however, remain in Dakar for a few more days until Neil Thackray joins us early on 

Wednesday morning. We still have a non-functioning water maker which is a 

considerable inconvenience and I am hoping that our delayed departure will mean we 

can find a solution.  

 

I have come ashore to send this blog but forgot to bring my memory stick from the 

camera so, technology willing, I hope to get some photos of the Sine-Saloum delta to 

you all tomorrow. 

 

P.S. I had intended to post this yesterday 15 November, but was unable to connect to 

the internet – details in next blog – but in fact sent on 16 November 

 

 

Position: 14:39.93N 017:25.68W  
Date: 16 November 2009  

  
Anyone who thinks that swanning around the west coast of Africa in a yacht in 

tropical heat in mid-November is a stress-free and relaxing experience can think 

again. I am near the point of exhaustion, largely due to Colin. He is the sort of maniac 

who thinks that sleep is a waste of time and anything more than four hours a day is a 

sissy self-indulgence. He then insists that I join him on all his madcap adventures. 

With that and the nervous exhaustion of trying to fix the various problems on board 

and I am more tired and stressed now than I was when I was working a 70-hour week 

in the pressure cooker of the City six years ago.  



  

First of all, let me update you on the saga of the water-maker motor. Arona, the 

electrician who has twice failed to fix the motor for more than 2 hours greeted my 

return to Dakar on Saturday with the excellent news that he had acquired a new big 

Jabsco water pump which he was going to try and adapt to work with my water 

maker. It would be done by Sunday. Sunday arrived and went, and I’ve now been told 

that if I call him this afternoon (Monday) he might be able to tell me whether and 

when it might be fixed. I’m not staking my life on whether this will be a long term 

solution so I have asked Oyster after-sales to get a new motor couriered from the US 

for Peter to bring out to Cape Verde (as usual the team at Oyster, Ally and John, have 

been providing a superb service – a real life-line in times of crisis).  

  

Meanwhile a further problem materialised when I came ashore yesterday to find that 

my laptop would not communicate with the internet – either by wifi (used onshore) or 

by Iridium phone (used offshore). I tried everything including turning it off then back 

on again (normally sorts most problems) – but nothing. This meant that I could not 

send or receive emails, would not have access to weather data for the passages but 

worst of all I would not be able to update this blog. I now have a devoted fan club and 

I know that the lack of blogs would create a void in the lives of all five of you – 

something had to be done and done fast.  

  

Colin had sweated himself to a shadow yesterday traipsing around Dakar in pursuit of 

a computer specialist, not helped by the fact that notwithstanding it is a Muslim 

country everything is shut on a Sunday, but he did manage to identify a number of 

potential computer shops.  

  

Colin is desperate to get out to the Isle de Madeleine, a nature reserve off the coast of 

Dakar with all the bird life necessary to bring his tally from a monumental 72 species 

to a record-breaking round 100. But I insisted he join me this morning to quickly whip 

into town and get the computer fixed. We left at 0730 fully expecting to be up and 

running again by 0900. To cut a very long story short, we met someone who knew 

just the chap who could solve the problem  - at 1000. At 1030 he turned up but looked 

at the laptop like it was the first computer he had seen. But not to worry, he knew 

someone who knew all about these problems and we were carted by the “expert” and 

his introducer through the back streets to another centre of hi-tech excellence where 

we were met by yet another blank _expression_. Another phone call later and a 

further expert arrived. Over the next hour half a dozen more experts were called in. 

Once a Senegalese latches on to you he never lets go, so on our final trip through the 

less salubrious parts of Dakar we were surrounded by an entourage that Barack 

Obama would have been proud of – and all of them computer experts. Eventually we 

gave up exhausted and depressed. I went back to the hotel which is our land base in 

Dakar whilst Colin was at last released to see if he could get the necessary permit to 

visit the Isle de Madeleine. I ran some virus software, found that the computer had 

indeed been infected (by a Trojan?) and I seem to have acquired a degree of 

connectivity. How long it will last I don’t know so if I go off the air suddenly, please 

bear with me. 

  

Having now spent eight full days anchored off the city centre, today was the first time 

I had actually found the time to venture into the capital city of Dakar in daylight. It is 

an extraordinary, bustling, colourful, dirty and, for naïve European visitors, slightly 



threatening city.  The streets are lined to bursting with street traders, beggars, and 

vulture-like opportunists all vying with each other to take money off the unsuspecting 

European visitor. The ADS who, back in London, has been reading the blogs of other 

fellow rallyists has reported back to me that several have found “guardian angels” – 

local Senegalese – who have acted as guides and protectors; who have neither 

demanded nor even expected any payment for their services. Sadly this was not our 

experience. They are highly skilled in their technique. At first they appear genuinely 

friendly and wishing to show you around for which we were ready and willing to give 

them “un cadeau” for their help but, at the end of the day, there has always been the 

sting. Naively we have trusted them to arrange things in what to us is an alien city and 

they, without exception in our experience, have abused that trust. You end up being 

ripped off and with a bitter taste in one’s mouth. The country people of Senegal that 

we met – those in the Sine-Saloum delta - are charming, genuinely friendly dignified 

and honest people. I would love to come back to the country but I would avoid Dakar 

like the plague.  

  

Talking of plagues, Amina on “Naomi 2” became ill more than a week ago. Confined 

to her bed with severe flu like symptoms she has been diagnosed as having contracted 

Denghi fever, a disease spread by mosquitoes but for which there is no prevention – 

unlike malaria. Worse still there is an epidemic of Denghi fever in the Cape Verde 

islands, our next port of call where we will be staying for two weeks before we make 

the big hop across the Atlantic. So we will all be going around in long trousers, long-

sleeved shirts and covered in Deet to avoid the same debilitating infection. 

  

There are more risks in ocean cruising than one suspects. 

 

 

Position: 14:39.93N 017:25.68W 

Date: 18 November 2009  

 

The first four, long paragraphs of this blog had been going into minute detail about 

the repair of my water-maker. I then remembered the sage advice of my daughter, 

Selina – that nobody was in the slightest bit interested in my problems and it would be 

relief to everyone if I spared the details – so here goes: the water maker now works. 

Let’s move on.  

 

But whilst all the work was being carried out, Colin was on deck doing some fishing. 

“Don’t waste your time” I said. “Everyone thinks they can catch fish off the boat, and 

they all fail. You will as well”. When Arona (who was fixing the water maker) finally 

emerged from the engine room ready to return to his wife and family, Colin gave him 

a large plastic bag full of fish. I was incredulous but at the same time selfishly 

practical “That’s a bit generous” I whispered to Colin, “What about some for us?” 

“Don’t worry” Colin replied “I’ve given him less than half the catch”. 

 

And he had. Colin had developed a foolproof fish-catching technique. You attach a 

string of very small mackerel lures to a fishing line, drop it over the side, give it a 

couple of jerks - and here’s the clever bit - you then pull it back in. Every time he did 

this he pulled a minimum of two – sometimes four – fish off the hooks. In 40 minutes 

he had caught over 60 fish. Most of them were small – a bit bigger than whitebait, a 



couple were large, and one was a whopper. Last night we ate like kings. The best 

meal I had had since I’d been in Senegal.  

 

Last night, Neil arrived at 0200. Rather than being ripped of, he found a courtesy bus 

for the hotel (which I had not arranged) and hopped in. Got here for nothing. There’s 

probably some furious hotel guest still waiting at the airport wondering where his 

courtesy bus is. 

 

We set sail this afternoon for Mindelo which is on the island of Sao Vicente in the 

Cape Verde Islands, 450 miles on a course of 288 degrees. We should arrive 

sometime on Saturday depending on our speed, but I hope to keep you in touch en 

route. Lots to do, so will sign off now. 

 

 

Noon Position: 15:18.99N 019:56.5W 

Distance since departure (1530 yesterday):  150 miles 

Date and time: 18 November 2009 1230 UTC 

 

Colin Andrews, Neil Thackray and I weighed anchor at 1530 yesterday afternoon and 

left Senegal bound for the Cape Verde Islands 450 miles away in the middle of the 

Atlantic Ocean. Colin and I had mixed feelings about our departure from Senegal. 

Our time in the Sine-Saloum delta had been nothing short of magical, but neither of us 

shed a tear at leaving Dakar. Doubtless if one were to spend more time here, one 

would acquire the skills to circumvent the devious dishonest vendors and “guides” 

who had plagued our stay here. But we had not and we were pleased to be shot of the 

place.  

 

We passed close by the spectacular basalt cliffs if Ile de Madeleine and headed out to 

sea with a pleasant Force 5 northerly which meant we were on a close reach (wind a 

bit ahead of the beam). As the evening wore on the wind increased and the seas built. 

For most of the night we have been charging our way at 8 ½ knots through big three 

metre seas, main and yankee well reefed, and the staysail pulling as well. 

 

The last couple of times Neil has been on board and we have started a passage with 

lively seas, he has felt distinctly unwell for the first couple of days. As our pre-

departure evenings have previously always involved going out on the town and 

sampling a few of the local beverages, we have put Neil’s illnesses down to nothing 

more than severe alcoholic poisoning. On this occasion however, there are no 

excuses. Since we hit the big waves Neil has spent a good deal of his time bleaching 

my decks with the contents of his stomach and we are forced to conclude that like 

many other great sailors before him, it takes him a couple of days to acclimatise. They 

say there are two stages to seasickness; the first stage is when you are feeling so ill 

you’re afraid you’re going to die; the second stage is when you’re feeling so ill you’re 

afraid you’re NOT going to die. Neil is currently moving into stage three. But being 

the stalwart pro that he is, he insists on standing his watches even though he is feeling 

like death. 

 

Meanwhile, life below decks could, in all honesty, be more comfortable. Having 

battened down all the hatches as solid blue water courses over the decks, down below 

it is uncomfortably sticky. With Mina2 loving it all, and launching herself off the 



crests of large waves with gay abandon, one has to maintain a very firm handhold at 

all times or risk impersonating a pinball round the saloon. On deck, however, life is a 

joy: admiring the Sheerwaters, the fast jet pilots of the sea, as they soar, swoop and 

then with absolute precision glide at incredible speed, countouring the waves with 

their wingtips just a few millimetres above the surface. Watching the fascinating 

flying fish as they leap out of the water in shoals and glide incredible distances. As 

they are in their final descent, they wiggle their tails on the surface of the water which 

gives them another boost into the air. Even when a rogue wave knocks on the side of 

the boat and rather rudely invites itself on board, the soaking one gets is 29 degrees C 

– almost bath temperature. What a difference to the English Chamnnel! 

 

 

0600 Position: 15:18.99N 019:56.5W 

Distance over 24 hrs:  200.3 miles 

Date and time: 20 November 2009 0700 UTC 

 

+++NEWS FLASH+++ MINA2 SMASHES SPEED RECORD+++SKIPPER 

OVER THE MOON+++CREW AS SICK AS PARROTS+++ 

 

At 0600 this morning it was officially confirmed that Mina2 over the previous 24 

hours had covered 200.3 miles. The 200 mile barrier is the Everest for cruising yachts; 

the 4-minute mile, nay The Holy Grail. It is the unreachable star, very rarely attained 

by sub-50 feet monohull cruising yachts.  

 

A couple of hours ago I received a baffling email which read 

 

“Dear Sir Tim 

My husband and I offer our sincere congratulations to you and your crew for your 

monumental achievement. The nation is inspired by your skill, leadership and heroism 

and our hearts are with you at this time, your moment of glory. 

 

Elizabeth R 

 

P.S. Keep up with the blog. It’s a cracker” 

 

Who is this woman? I don’t know anyone called Elizabeth. 

 

To reach 200 miles in a day requires an average speed of more than 8.3 knots. I would 

like to think that this “monumental achievement” as the mysterious Elizabeth calls it, 

had been achieved as a result of enormous concentration by the dedicated crew and 

the constant trimming of sails by them. But whilst I celebrated the great occasion with 

a large glass of Bowmore 15 Year Old Islay Single Malt Scotch Whisky, Colin and 

Neil celebrated with a sip of water and a Stugeron. For if the truth be told (as it 

always is, of course, in this blog) the only time I saw the crew during the entire period 

they were lying horizontal with their eyes shut. To cover 200 miles in a day you need 

a bit of a blow, and with a bit of a blow comes a lumpy sea. Yes, it has been a 

boisterous sleigh ride and it has taken its toll on the wretched retchers.  

 



Colin has been feeling distinctly queasy in the lively conditions but has not 

succumbed. Given he is not a sailor but The Great Naturalist - Darwin to my Fitzroy, 

Maturin to my Lucky Jack Aubrey - he has done remarkably well. 

 

Neil, on the other hand has not done remarkably well. He has been feeling and 

looking ghastly. Yesterday evening, in what might be considered challenging 

conditions, I put together a rather tasty chilli con carne. Neil showed his appreciation 

by chucking his helping overboard. But not without having eaten it first. He said that 

if any prizes were being handed out, he should get one for Greatest Weight Loss in 

the First 36 Hours of a Passage. At least that should please Sarah back at home who 

has recently taken to calling Neil “Belly Boy”. 

 

Luckily, Mina2 managed her record all on her own. We tucked a couple of reefs in the 

sails yesterday morning, and shook them out this morning, but apart from that we 

have neither trimmed the sails nor altered course. Fabulous. What a boat!! 

 

We had a further bit of excitement this morning when Neil saw an enormous shark 

less than a boat length from us. Its entire body was visible through the clear water and 

Neil reckons it was at least 10 feet long. And he should know. Neil is the sort of 

mentalist who has swum with sharks for fun. 

 

 

Position: 16:53.09N 024:59.75W 

Date and time: 21 November 2009 0300 UTC 

 

At 0300 this morning we rounded the breakwater of Mindelo harbour and dropped 

anchor after a momentous passage. I’m pleased to say that after the bruising we took 

in the record-breaking seas the wind eventually subsided, as did the seas, and we 

enjoyed a much more sedate and comfortable ending to the passage.  

 

Normally at the end of a long passage I am knackered. Apart from maintaining 

systems and controls, doing all the navigation, collecting and interpreting the weather, 

writing the blog, communicating not only with the fleet but with the rest of the world, 

cooking meals for a sick and unappreciative crew and standing my share of the 

watches, the little time remaining for sleep is frequently interrupted by calls on to 

deck to oversee reefing and trimming of the sails, alterations of course and to assess 

the continuous traffic of ships across our path. On this occasion, however, I was 

surprisingly refreshed. In the 2 ½ days we saw just two ships and the trade winds were 

so consistent that we barely touched the sails. So I have enjoyed long interrupted 

periods of sleep. In fact I feel less tired now than I have done for a couple of weeks.  

 

We will weigh anchor once everyone is up, and join the rest of the rally fleet on the 

pontoons before going through all the administrative procedures for clearing in to 

another country. There are a few maintenance jobs to be done. Shortly after leaving 

Dakar, our fresh water pump packed up so whilst before we had had no water in the 

tanks but the means to pump it out, we now had plenty of water in the tank but no 

means to pump it out – so no showers again! Doubtless we will be arranging to take 

the ferry over to the next door island of Santo Antao tomorrow which is stuffed full of 

the next book of new birds for Colin to identify before he leaves us on Monday. 

 



So it may be a day or three before the next blog. 

 

Meanwhile I hope that you are all enjoying a warm and sunny autumn in the UK. 

 

 

Date: 23 November 2009 

 

What a wonderful relief it is to be in the Cape Verde Islands. Compared with the 

manic, aggressive, greedy atmosphere of Dakar, Mindelo on the island of Sao Vicente 

is an oasis of peace and tranquillity. I will be writing more about it in later blogs.  

 

The purpose of this blog is solely to pander to the needs of any twitchers amongst you 

who must be gagging to know exactly which were the 74 species of bird that Colin 

(mainly) and I identified in the Sine Saloum delta. For his work in this valuable field, 

Colin was awarded the coveted Mina2 Gold Star. Here goes, in the order in which 

they were identified: 

 

Black Kite 

Grey Backed Gull 

Little Egret 

Cattle Egret 

Grey Heron 

Reef Heron 

Pelican 

White Breasted Cormorant 

Ruppel’s Griffon Vulture 

West African River Eagle 

Osprey 

Mourning Dove 

Red Billed Wood Dove 

Lapwing 

Turnstone 

Curlew Sandpiper 

Caspian Tern 

Lesser Black Backed Gull 

Common Tern 

Little Tern 

Black and White Tailed Hornbill 

Whimbrell 

Grey Headed Sparrow 

Pied Kingfisher 

Senegal Firefinch 

Blue Billed Weaver 

Village Weaver 

Barbarry Strike 

Blue Cheeked Bee Eater 

Red Eyed Dove 

Red Beaked Hornbill 

Pygmy Long Tailed Sunbird 

Spur Winged Plover 



Senegal Thick Knee 

Swamp Flycatcher 

Black Headed Oriole 

Black Crowned Tchacorce 

Red Cheeked Cordon Blue 

Longtailed Nightjar 

Goliath Heron 

Swallow (European) 

Longtailed Black Whydah 

Pied Crow 

Curlew 

Black Winged Stilt 

Crested Lark 

Pied Wagtail 

Sacred Ibis 

Pallid Harrier 

Grey Backed Strike 

Red Bishop 

Grey Kestrel 

Red Throated Bee Eater 

Yellow Wagtail 

Double Spurred Francolin 

Tiger Bittern 

White Fronted Sand Plover 

Ringed Plover 

Marsh Sandpiper 

Gull Billed Tern 

Black Headed Weaver 

Common Sandpiper 

Common Garden Bulbul 

White Wagtail 

Toth Billed Barbut 

Great Sheerwater 

Sooty Sheerwater 

Grey Backed Camoroptera 

Laughing Dove 

Speckled Pigeon 

Red Billed Tropic Bird 

Pintailed Whydah 

White Backed Vulture 

Collared Sunbird 

 

…and if there’s still anybody out there reading this, give a thought for the poor chap 

who had to type all this – and get a life! 

 

 

 Position: 16:53.14N 024:59.48W 

Date: 28 November 2009  

  



For those in search of Paradise – look no further. The archipelago nation of Cape 

Verde consists of ten volcanic islands in the shape of a horse shoe about 170 miles 

across. Located 450 miles west of Africa in the middle of the Atlantic, the uninhabited 

islands were discovered in 1462, and settled by the Portuguese who controlled the 

islands until independence in 1975. The inhabitants are of mixed race origin from the 

black Africans who were brought here as slaves, either to work the land here or in 

transit to the Caribbean, and the Portuguese settlers. In colour, looks, height and 

temperament they are totally different from the Senegalese. Unlike the pushy, over-

familiar, generally insincere “you are my best friend” approach of the Senegalese (as 

a prelude to trying to sell something you don’t want, or to rip you off), the Cape 

Verdeans generally ignore the few visitors who come to the island. It is not that they 

are unfriendly, it is simply that they are very reserved. When introduced to you by a 

local, they slowly thaw and it is then that you see the beaming smile, the contentment 

and the warmth of these delightful people.  

  

The inhabitants of the islands total only 400,00 but there are a further 600,000 

CapeVerdeans who have left the islands for Europe and America. However, many are 

now realising that the lure of money in distant lands has deprived them of the 

contented lifestyle in their beautiful country and this trend is now reversing. 

  

The official language of the islands is Portuguese but most of the population speak the 

local dialect of Krioule. Whilst all the islands are volcanic (Fogo still has an active 

crater) they are all different in terms of terrain and rainfall and the isolation of each 

individual island means that the Krioule dialect also differs from island to island. 

  

Surrounded by the ocean, the temperature is less hot than Africa and it varies little 

during the year, ranging from a pleasant 25 - 29 degrees C. The one problem that 

some of the islands have is lack of water. But whilst Sao Vicente (where the marina 

is) has so little rainfall that it is officially a desert and relies on desalination for its 

expensive water, San Antao just 15 miles northwest has much more rainfall and 

springs which flow year round. 

  

The one thing which unites all Cape Verdeans is their rich musical culture. Their 

music has links to the mournful Portuguese Fado but is also strongly influenced by 

African, Caribbean and Brazilian music as well. Most bars and restaurants in Sao 

Vicente’s capital of Mindelo reverberate nightly to the sound of music being played 

by anything from a single artist to a band of eight or more musicians. In the Club 

Nautico on the waterfront, the resident artist plays a right handed guitar left-handed 

and his party piece is to play some of his numbers with his teeth! The international 

musical star of Cape Verde is Cesaria Evora. Get her CD's! 

  

Before we arrived we were all in trepidation at the news that there was an epidemic of 

Dengue fever (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dengue_fever) in the islands and we 

would have to spend our time here in long sleeves, long trousers and socks to 

minimise the possibility of being bitten by Dengue carrying mosquitos. In the event it 

transpired that whilst there was some Dengue reported in the southern islands it was 

on the wain, and there were no incidents in the northern islands where we were. 

Indeed it would take a very determined mosquito to hang on long enough to bite 

anyone in the strong trade winds which blow here day and night. In fact, having 

rigged ourselves out with voluminous mosquito nets, taken expensive anti-malarial 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dengue_fever


drugs and loaded the boat with gallons of Deet, we have not seen one mosquito down 

the entire coast of Africa – not even in the delta. 

  

But mosquitoes are not the only source of danger. One rally member broke her ankle 

badly a couple of days ago and has flown back to Switzerland to have it operated on, 

whilst another member broke his leg horrifically, simply slipping down a ramp in the 

marina. He has flown back to France for an operation. So everyone is creeping around 

mindful of how the adventure of a lifetime can turn to dust with just one slip. And 

there has been a bout of stomach bugs going round the fleet. The latest victim is Neil 

who took to his bed this morning just as we were starting the big spring-clean ahead 

of the arrival of Venetia and Peter on Monday. But whilst the bug normally lasts three 

days, Neil had a miraculous recovery this evening just after I had finished cleaning 

the inside of the boat from top to bottom, and just as the music started to thump out 

from the concert the marina are putting on for us this evening. Neil is now down 

below getting into his party gear.  

  

The friendly xenophobic banter between the French and the English continues. Patrick 

the garrulous Frenchman who runs the rally was asking Phil from “Minnie B” what  

names the British had for the French apart from “Frog”. Phil told me later that 

encapsulating the meaning in French of “Cheese-eating Surrender Monkeys” was 

quite challenging. I wish I had known about this conversation before I introduced 

Neil, my latest crew member, to Patrick describing Patrick as “Le Grand Fromage”. 

Given his very recent conversation with Phil, and that Patrick is a fine figure of a man 

(c 25 stone), the thin lipped response suggested that the soubriquet may have been 

misunderstood.  I had to back-pedal furiously explaining in my best broken French 

that “The Big Cheese” in English simply meant the Top Man and was one of the 

highest compliments one could possibly bestow on a Leader of the Universe. This did 

the trick and we left Patrick beaming with pride. The entente was cordiale once more. 

  

A couple of days ago we went to the island of San Antao with the English-speaking 

members of the rally. I’m running out of time (as ever) so I am taking the unusual step 

of simply copying from the blog of Phil & Norma on “Minnie B” who have perfectly 

described the trip. My thanks to them, and if you want to read a properly written blog 

their website is www.minnieb.me.uk . 

  

They write “Words do not do justice to the amazing visit to Sao Antao. We had been told 

it was superb, but it was an SEE rating – that’s substantially exceeds expectations, and it 
doesn’t get better than that. 
 
So what was it? Well, the island is a short ferry ride (one hour) from Mindelo and the 
intrepid group under the leadership of Marta (African Seawing) was up at dawn on 
Tuesday to catch the 0800 ferry. The company (some say bad company) comprised 
Marta and Frank, David and Suzanne (Suzie Too), Andy and Sue (Spruce), and Tim and 
Neal (Mina 2) – all with varying amounts of luggage for our two nights on Sao Antao. It 
seemed that we had enough for a week, whereas we were unsure what kind of odours 
Tim and Neal would be giving off as they had so little baggage. 
 
We were met by our guide, Sonya, and a bus for twice the number of people. Porto 
Nova, where we landed is not up to much and the southern side of the island is quite 
barren, albeit the main scenic feature is the vast number of new houses springing up. 
The approach to building is get some money and get started – this means there are lots 
of part-built houses that are grey because the breeze blocks and cement have not been 

http://www.minnieb.me.uk/


plastered and painted. When they do get enough money to paint then the colours are 
vivid greens, blues, reds and yellows. 
 
Our bus straightaway climbed the cobbled road towards the ridge that splits the island in 
two, and what a treat – there were forests, gorges, ravines and the near-perfect volcano 
caldera into which we walked. The views were spectacular. Some of the houses now 
changed too and were of stone walls, with roofs thatched in banana leaf and sisal. The 
land became more cultivated and we had our first views of the extensive planting of 
sugar cane (more about this later). Sonya kept stopping the bus so that we could take 
photos and make a small contribution to the local economy by buying drinks and snacks 
at the tiny one-room shops that appeared to be everywhere. 
 
We stopped at Ponta do Sol on the northern coast for lunch of fish, rice and yams and 
had a walk round – lots of new developments in housing, but also some new shops that 
are modern but mostly waiting for occupants. 
 
Then it was off to our hotel. Phil had been looking forward to a gin and tonic on the 
veranda. The first we knew that we may have to adjust our expectations on this one, was 
when the bus stopped beside a narrow stone path and Sonya introduced the porters who 
would carry our bags. She said it was a short 15 mins walk. She did not say that the path 
was near vertical. However, as we had decided we were intrepid, off we set. By the time 
we all gathered at the Casa das Ilhas it was clear that there would be no gin and tonic, 
but the views up and down the valley took our breath away – actually, it was the climb 
that took our breath away. We recovered quickly and met Kate who is Belgian, and runs 
the place. Here is the website casdasilhas {CHANGE TO AT} yahoo {DOT} fr – visit this 
place. No, not just the website, the actual place. The bar is the fridge for beer or grog 
(and soft drinks) and Kate operates a trust system so you take what you want, record it in 
the book and pay at the end of your visit. Our rooms were simple, but spotless and oh, 
the view from the window. We had more fish for dinner with all of us sat around one big 
table. We were joined by Francois (Pilhoue V) who was travelling alone, but by 2000 it 
was clear that everyone was tired and waiting for someone to be the first to call it a day. 
By 2015 we couldn’t keep going so we apologised and started the rush for bed.  
 
Dawn brought cocks crowing and the views. Sonya arrived with another guide, Ronnie 
(pronounced Honey) and we set off for what we understood to be a three-hour walk. We 
were walking though a highly cultivated valley with dry stone walls creating layer upon 
layer of terraces. We saw a very rich diversity of crops that were new to us: breadfruit, 
manioc, yams, papaya, coffee, and sugar cane with its feathery flowering tops. There 
were four hundred years-old dragon trees and round nearly every corner we came upon 
stone houses with thatched roofs. This side of the island gets lots of rain between August 
and October, and the steep valley sides have many dried up waterfalls bearing testimony 
to just how much water falls here in this period. Everywhere there were people working 
their crops or just hanging out – they were polite and friendly, if a bit shy. Many go 
barefoot and they are essentially subsistence living, working the main fields for absentee 
landlords and raising crops for themselves on small parcels of land. 
 
We stopped for lunch in the courtyard of Senhora Vittoria’s house and she made coffee 
for all of us. We visited other houses and many had electricity and running water. After 
lunch we were to head for a small village and meet our transport back to Casa das Ilhas. 
This was when our walk gradually changed from a rating of Moderate, through Difficult, 
then Very Difficult to You Have Got To Be Joking. Basically our guides stopped being 
guides and became guessers. We had three ravines to cross to get to the village so we 
ended up experiencing canyoning, rock-climbing and cutting our way through the sugar 
cane - well, the last is a bit of an exaggeration. We eventually arrived at the village, found 
a bar and quenched our thirst with copious amounts of beer followed by tasting the 
home-made grog (not for the faint-hearted and remarkable how something so pungent 
can be made from something so sweet – the sugar cane). Andy, Tim, Neal and Frank 



decided they had not had enough and walked back to Casa das Ilhas while the rest of us 
wimped out and got on the bus. 
 
We had bought wine from the bar, and this washed down our dinner of chicken and chick 
pea stew. Then people who shall remain nameless bought bottles of grog and Francois 
bought punch for the ladies. James, Adam and Yvonne (Vita) had arrived that afternoon 
and they joined the party. Now, it’s very interesting that home-made grog does not 
produce a hangover. We should all have had serious headaches but remarkably there 
was just a small degree of fatigue this morning. We caught the 1000 ferry and were sad 
that our short vacation was over. Sao Antao was a big hit and we would (a) go back for 
another visit, and (b) recommend it to everyone.” 
  
So the Cape Verde Islands, their people and their music have stolen the hearts of all of 

us. Whilst Phil & Norma’s words brilliantly describe our time here, words alone can’t 

describe the beauty of this place. Here are some photos (mainly mine – some of 

Neil’s) which will give a further feel for the place, but the only way you will really 

find out is to come here yourself: 

  

 Position: 16:53.14N 024:59.48W 

Date: 1 December 2009  

 

You can’t believe the number of things that need to be done in preparation for a long 

ocean passage. From important things like final provisioning of fresh food, to 

unimportant things like getting haircuts (Neil was so impressed with the service that, 

to the surprise of the barber, he went back for a second haircut within three days) the 

“to do” list seems never ending (I am a Virgo and big into lists). Getting up at 0600 to 

chip away at the tasks is all well and good if you haven’t been up half the night 

partying. Over the last two months the crews of all the boats have been bonding. This 

is now our world – our community, and with most of us about to embark on our first 

trans-oceanic passage, there is an emotional need to mark the occasion and to say our 

farewells - a need manifested in endless drinks parties. Sometimes two an evening 

before going out to dinner, then after dinner the impromptu “Come back to our boat – 

we’ve got an excellent malt” – that’s the killer. (Yes, Maria, I KNOW I should say 

“No” but without your sensible influence, and with the irrepressible, irresponsible 

influence of Neil egging me on, it’s so difficult). So the urgency of trying to get 

everything completed on time, combined with lack of sleep and an unhealthy intake of 

alcohol, leads to a spiral of fatigue and stress. Survived the City, defeated by cruising. 

 

A couple of nights ago we went back to an excellent restaurant  “El Gaudi” run by a 

Parisienne. The food is superb and reasonably priced – the best food we’d had in 

months. They were putting on a musical evening the star turn of which was the 

accompanist for the legendary Cape Verdean singer Cesaria Evora. The music was 

fantastic, the restaurant full to bursting and the service appalling. We had to wait an 

hour for our orders to be taken; an hour and a half for our first drinks to appear and 

two and a half hours before we got our starters. Drained by accumulated fatigue I was 

falling asleep at the table. When, after three and a half hours our main courses had 

still not materialised, I flipped. I made a scene. Yes, me. Never done it before, and 

hope never to have to do it again. “It’s unacceptable. We will leave the restaurant and 

we will pay you nothing!” I ranted. The owner and waiters came to mop my fatigued 

brow and miraculously within three minutes our food was on the table. Perhaps I 

should have tried it two hours earlier.  

 



On Monday evening, Peter and Venetia arrived to swell our Transatlantic complement 

to four. Peter, my son, is not an experienced sailor (my fault, as when he should have 

been learning how to sail, I was too busy working) but he saw this as the opportunity 

of a lifetime, and I can’t tell you how thrilled I am to have a member of my family to 

share this amazing experience. He has sacrificed, as has Neil, much needed working 

income to join me on our adventure.  

 

Venetia, on the other hand, is a highly experienced sailor and has been a stalwart 

member of our passage-making team. We have done many passages together since 

Mina2 started her globe-trotting six years ago. She also acts as a much-needed 

sobering and motherly influence on an otherwise hopelessly male crew. This doesn’t 

mean that she does all the cooking, washing up and tidying – but she does make sure 

that it is all done, and we aren’t allowed our evening cocktails until she’s inspected 

our hands and behind our ears and made sure we’re all properly clean (except our 

minds that is – that’s a task beyond even the formidable Venetia).  

 

To break the monotony of tasks and parties, we did have a bit of excitement the other 

day. A Danish boat came in. (One of the great things about Cape Verde is that the 

only boats which visit – and there aren’t that many - are all serious cruising boats and 

have either just completed an ocean passage or are about to embark on one. The 

marina and anchorage is like the League of Nations with boats carrying the flags of an 

enormous number of countries. So everyone is an adventurer and there are loads of 

interesting people. Every boat which leaves is heading out on an epic voyage and are 

set on their way with a celebratory cacophony of fog horns and emotional waves.) 

Back to the Danish boat. They had just been to Gabon and they had established that 

they had a rat on board which had taken up residence in their anchor locker. Rats, if 

anything, are more feared by yacht owners than even cockroaches. John Minton, the 

original owner of Mina2, was sailing from Gran Canaria to the Caribbean a couple of 

years ago on his new Oyster 56, Stealer VI, and returned to the boat to find that rats 

had settled in. They had gnawed their way through the upholstery, the bedding, and 

the wiring. Not knowing which wires they had shorted, basically the entire boat had to 

be re-wired – and there are miles of it.  

 

So back, once again, to the Danish boat. The rat hunt commenced. Neil said he had 

just the implement. He rushed back to Mina2 and grabbed my fine bamboo pole 

which I had salvaged from a beach in the Northern Sporades in Greece in the summer 

and had it earmarked for a specific purpose on the boat. The anchor locker was 

opened and the Dane started a frenzied attack on the cornered rodent with said 

bamboo pole. So fierce was his assault that the pole broke into two. Not deterred, the 

Dane shouted to the swelling crowd of blood-crazed yachties “Does anyone know 

how to use chopsticks?” The mayhem continued for a while until the Dane stood up 

and heaved a sigh of relief. A cheer went up amongst the assembled throng of 

fascinated onlookers. The Dane smiled and took a bow. Until his wife, still peering 

into the anchor locker, shrieked “Its still alive!” The Dane went berserk resuming his 

attack with refreshed vigour, my treasured bamboo pole splintering into a thousand 

pieces. Eventually a very dead, almost dismembered rat was hoisted from the anchor 

locker and displayed for photographs.  

 

So the preparations finally completed, we finally set off tomorrow, bound for Brazil. 

 



Noon Position: 16:52.5N 025:06.4W 

Date: 1 December 2009  

 

The fleet have been leaving for Brazil in three staggered fleets, so that our arrival is 

not spread out over too many days. The smaller boats left on Monday, including 

Norma and Phil on “Minnie B”. Malcolm James and Steve left yesterday on “Vita” 

with the medium sized boats, and the larger boats including “Suzie Too” with 

Suzanne, David and Lisa on board, and ourselves, left today. 

 

Having developed close relationships over the last couple of months, it was 

surprisingly emotional saying goodbye to our friends as they embarked on their big 

Transatlantic adventure. Every boat left with crowds of friends waving goodbye 

amidst a cacophony of fog horns. Suzie Too left earlyish at 0830 whilst we stayed on 

to finish the last few tasks, leaving at 1115. 

 

The route to Salvador in Brazil (12 deg 55 S 038 deg 30 W) is 2000 miles as the crow 

flies, although it would be a bloody tired crow by the time it arrived. But we will not 

be going direct, and the distance we will cover will be more than 2100 miles. It should 

take about 13 or 14 days.  

 

The strategy is to follow the wind south west for the first 50 miles or more to benefit 

from the stronger winds funnelling between the Cape Verde islands, then head due 

south for about 700 miles (05 deg 30 N 025 deg W). During this time we should have 

the wind just behind the beam, sailing reasonably fast in the north easterly trade 

winds. We then get to the Doldrums (the ITCZ). Most people think the Doldrums as 

an area in between the north east trade winds and the south east trade winds with 

nothing but calms. In reality you do get light winds (mainly from the east) and calms 

there, but these are interspersed with squalls, some violent with winds up to 60 miles 

per hour, and accompanied by tropical downpours. The width of the Doldrums varies 

from as little as 50 miles across to a couple of hundred miles and we will want to get 

through them as quickly as possible. Most boats will be motoring through, and we are 

likely to resort to the Perkins ourselves for part of the time.  

 

Once through the Doldrums we will start picking up the south east trade winds and we 

should have beam winds for the last 1300 miles as we curve round towards our 

destination. The last few hundred miles off the coast of Brazil is likely to be windless 

and we might again have to resort to the engine. The reason for the longer dog leg is 

that if one were to follow the direct line, the ITCZ would be wider at the point of 

intersection and thereafter we would have head winds for the rest of the way.  

 

A big day for all of us will be when we Cross the Line (the Equator) on about 10 

December and enter the Southern Hemisphere. We will be crossing at approximately 

27 deg W. 

 

Venetia having at last satisfied herself that we had enough food on board to ward off 

starvation (so long as she can keep Neil away from the biscuits) – and we certainly 

won’t die of thirst having more than 50 litres of wine, 3 bottles of whisky, 4 bottles of 

gin and several more assorted bottles of strong liquor (I was in charge of the liquid 

stores) we slipped our lines and sailed out of Mindelo harbour. For some people the 

most exciting day in a passage is the day they arrive in a new destination. For others, 



the most exciting day is the day they leave for the next destination. I fall in to the 

latter category – the travellers rather than the arrivers. So whilst we have had a 

fabulous time in these wonderful islands, it was time to leave.  We got off to a good 

start today, sailing at about 7.5 knots and overtaking “African Seawing”, Frank and 

Martha’s catamaran who had started about 20 minutes before us. But in the right 

conditions the cat is very fast and she will doubtless retake her position in due course.  

Meanwhile, Suzie Too who started about three hours before us will be more than 20 

miles in front of us. Our Dolink transponders will be updating our positions every 

four hours so you can track where we (and the other boats) are on the rally website 

www.ilesdusoleil.eu .  

 

Noon Position: 14:10N 025:19W 

Noon to Noon Run: 164 miles 

Date: 3 December 2009  

 

Things could have started off better. A couple of hours into our passage, we were 

running with a stiff breeze behind us and the mainsail secured outboard with a 

preventer. I was at the helm. After all the preparations, this was it. We were on our 

way. My joy was inexpressible. I couldn’t wipe the smile off my face. However, a 

momentary lapse of concentration later and I inadvertently gybed the main and we 

now have a couple of bent stanchions.  Although the damage is not material to speed 

or safety, it was a timely reminder of the need to be alert, and mindful of the power of 

this boat.  

 

Although we are constantly reminded that this is a rally – not a race, I have to admit 

(along with I suspect almost all the other skippers) that the competitive element really 

adds spice to what is already a wonderful experience. We all receive daily emails 

from the organisers of each boats position, and there is a VHF radio net twice a day 

where all boats which are in range report their positions. By this morning we seemed 

to be reasonably placed in our group and hopefully we will be hauling in some of the 

smaller boats in the other two groups which left before us.  

 

But more important than one’s position relative to other boats is one’s position within 

one’s own boat. A “pokey little boat” as someone once described Mina2 is an 

unforgiving environment in which inter-personal tensions can build and ferment 

leading to an unhappy ship and a potentially dangerous one as well. That is why the 

selection and training of a crew prior to a transoceanic passage is critical to the 

success of the venture. A complicated and long drawn-out process of psychometric 

testing is required to ensure compatibility of personalities. Then there are the weeks of 

crew training, bonding weekends, planning summit meetings and so on. Every detail 

of life on board needs to be discussed, analysed and agreed upon at the outset. So 

some people say. Poppycock. That’s what I say. If they can mix the skipper an extra 

strong gin and tonic and wash up my empty glasses, they’re on.  

 

Or at least that’s what I used to say. Yesterday afternoon we had an incident. We had 

been belting along under a sunny sky with the cruising chute billowing before us. The 

wind was picking up and, not wanting to shred the sail again so soon into the race 

rally, we decided to take it down. We were dropping acres of sail onto the deck, all of 

us pulling like mad to stop it from going overboard. I was momentarily enveloped in 

sail cloth as it was coming down when something smashed into my cheekbone. 

http://www.ilesdusoleil.eu/


Stunned I shook myself out of the sailcloth to find standing beside me Neil, who was 

rubbing his fist with a grin on his face. He later claimed that it was a complete 

accident, but I overheard him later telling Peter that he had been dying to do that for a 

long time, but it was quite tricky because as I was covered by the cruising chute he 

had to have three goes before he made contact. So it’s mutiny again. Perhaps the 

psychometric testing would have revealed Neil’s psychopathic tendencies. Mind you, 

I should have guessed as much. He is a Geordie after all.  

 

In the same conversation between Peter and Neil, I overheard Peter saying “You 

should’ve given me warning you were going to hit him in the face.  I could’ve 

followed up with a winch handle…” . So that’s the thanks I get for all those years of 

personal sacrifice, rationing my gin for the sake of his school fees.  

 

The beating up incident was followed shortly after by my standing by the sink in the 

galley asking why no one had yet washed up my empty glasses, when Venetia sitting 

above me in the cockpit gave every impression of hurling a full glass of fruit juice at 

my head. Again, apparently, it was an “accident”.  

 

Only Snoopy is showing me the respect I deserve. Snoopy is now very old and much 

loved, if a little threadbare. In those heady carefree days before the children arrived, 

Snoopy travelled all over the world with the Absent Downstairs Skipper and me. He 

arrived in Pete’s luggage and narrowly missed being slit from groin to neck by the 

drugs officers at Sal airport. Snoopy is now the ship’s mascot for the Transatlantic 

crossing and sits faithfully in the tray in front of the nav table looking admiringly at 

me whilst I sit doing skipperly things. 

 

Noon Position: 11:14N 024:52W 

Noon to Noon Run: 178 miles 

Date: 4 December 2009  

 

This is classic trade wind sailing with rock steady winds of moderate strength pushing 

us along at a good lick. Over the last 24 hours we have averaged 7.4 knots which is 

more than respectable. In terms of position within the fleet, those of you with access 

to the rally website will be in a better position to judge than I am, but the latest data 

suggests we are at or near the head of our group and catching up with the next group.  

 

Although we are now getting a bit more of a long Atlantic swell, the waves are 

moderate. So everything is at a comfortable angle and the boat is quite steady. When 

crossing the Atlantic one envisages sailing west, so it does seem odd to be sailing, if 

anything, east of south. But this is a tactical move in order to get a slightly faster and 

more comfortable angle on the wind once we have passed through the Doldrums. 

 

It’s surprising how many landlubber friends ask me “What do you do at night? Do 

you anchor and go to sleep?” The answer is no, not least because the sea bed is more 

than 2 ½ miles beneath us and if we had that much anchor chain on board we would 

sink. Commercial shipping continues to ply the seas 24/7 (have you been on a ferry or 

cruise ship that stopped at night, turned off the lights and started again in the 

morning?) so a watch has to be kept anyway.  

 



So we plug on night and day. But night sailing is one of the privileged joys of 

offshore passages. Words can’t describe the awe one feels gazing up into a starlit sky 

so brilliantly lit that one can almost read by it; to see the Milky Way so densely 

packed that it looks almost, well – milky. And to gaze into it with binoculars is mind-

blowing. You are literally seeing the edge of the universe and it’s very humbling. You 

can’t see this anywhere in the UK as there’s always ambient light that dims this stellar 

spectacle. Add to that the thought that using only these heavenly bodies as a guide 

you can fix your position anywhere on the earth’s surface with nothing more than a 

sextant, a watch and some tables – it’s like magic. But this was the only means 

available until very recently with the introduction of GPS. When the moon is up you 

have an altogether different spectacle. A full moon on a clear cloudless night lights up 

the sky, the sea, the horizon almost like daylight. Tom Mallaburn who was on the boat 

recently, coined the word lunescence for that magic silvery sparkling avenue of light 

which is reflected off the waves. And without wanting to alienate all of you at home 

surrounded by freezing cold gale force winds and torrential rain, the weather is 

sublime. The temperature of both the water beneath us and the air around us is a warm 

and comfortable 30 degrees C. Even at night one can sit in the cockpit with no shirt 

on, luxuriating in the balmy breeze.  

 

So how do we organise our lives when we are at sea for a long time and the boat has 

to be manned and a watch kept every minute of the day? It varies from boat to boat.. 

On Mina2 I normally do passages with three people including me. Each of the three 

crew do three hours on watch and the next six hours off watch. In practice what 

happens is that during the day most people are up and about (particularly for Happy 

Hour followed by dinner) and at night you are generally left on your own to keep a 

watch for shipping, adjust the sails or course but mainly to think and reflect. It’s a 

special time.  

 

On this Transatlantic passage we, unusually, have four people – myself, Venetia 

Kenney-Herbert, Neil Thackray and Peter, my son. I have wanted to get to grips with 

astronavigation and this long passage was a perfect opportunity – but it takes time and 

I knew that if I was standing watches as well as doing all the skipperly things, then it 

would never get done. So for this passage we are maintaining the three man system, 

but I am not standing any watches myself. So far this system is working very well. 

 

But it’s not just the routine of watch-keeping which keeps us busy. There is always 

something to do. Peter, for instance, is making a documentary of the passage (making 

documentaries is what he does, so it’s a bit of a busman’s holiday for him). I bought 

myself a fancy new combo HD video and stills camera for the adventure, and you 

can’t do anything without finding a lens peering at you with Peter behind it. Neil is 

contributing to the project as well as he has an excellent camera with a very wide 

angle lens, and a completely waterproof HD video camera.  

 

Yesterday we were visited by a very large pod of dolphins that stayed with us for a 

long time, frolicking alongside and riding our bow wave as we swept along at eight 

knots. Neil tried to hang over the side of the boat with his waterproof video camera, 

and film the dolphins under water but his arms weren’t quite long enough. So he 

grabbed our (last) boathook and some gaffer tape, bound the camera to the end and 

lowered it into the water. We now have some spectacular underwater footage of the 

dolphins. David Attenborough, eat your heart out. Granted, we can’t use the boathook 



for its intended purpose but we will have a lovely video clip of the mooring buoy we 

want to pick up as we drift pass it. 

 

Having invented this new gadget, Neil spent the rest of the day experimenting with 

other uses for it like swooping it around the saloon like the jib cameras at rock 

concerts. He found many other uses as well. Peter was quietly sitting on the loo 

minding his own business when he heard a tap on the porthole behind him. He turned 

and saw Neil’s camera swooping in for a close-up. Venetia hardly dares have a 

shower now for fear that she will appear in a YouTube video clip in all her loveliness.  

 

Talking of Venetia, I have received a very long email from some solicitors 

representing the Kenney-Herbert family. I have studied this document carefully and 

particularly the section headed “Claim for Damages for Libel”. In a previous blog I 

referred to Venetia as being “formidable”, synonyms for which are alarming, 

terrifying, frightening, dreadful, fearsome, and difficult. I unreservedly retract this 

completely inadvertent slur on Venetia’s almost perfect character. As anyone who 

knows Venetia will know, she is a pussy cat and far from being formidable she is 

universally regarded as something of a shrinking violet. I apologise for any hurt I may 

have caused.  

 

 

Noon Position: 08:14N 024:56W 

Noon to Noon Run: 179 miles 

Date: 5 December 2009  

 

Too hot to type more. Will be back shortly with the next blog, which will include the 

following features: 

 

Killer Fish Caught – Panic Ensues 

Entering The Unknown – The Doldrums 

 

 

Noon Position: 05:36.6N 025:01.8W 

Noon to Noon Run: 157 miles 

Date: 6 December 2009  

  
I apologise for the break in transmission yesterday, but the fact was that I had fallen 

behind on the blog so it was always going out 36 hours after the event. So here we 

are, back up to date again.  

  

Yesterday we were approaching the dreaded Doldrums. The Doldrums is the band 

across the Atlantic where the north east trade winds of the northern hemisphere meet 

the south east trade winds of the southern hemisphere. It is an area of meteorological 

confusion with lots of calms and light winds interspersed with vicious squalls. But the 

position of the Doldrums is not defined; it is not a fenced off theme park with a sign at 

the gate saying “Welcome to the Doldrums”. The band moves around from day to 

day, and sometimes it is narrow and sometimes it is wide. So it’s difficult to know 

when to expect it, where, or for how long.  

  



Our first indication that the Doldrums were approaching came last night when we saw 

great sheets of lightning flickering across the sky many miles in front of us. Over the 

next few hours the previously steady wind slowly faded away and started shifting 

direction. We held the cruising chute throughout the night but come dawn we were 

barely trickling along, the mainsail was slatting and the cruising chute hung limply in 

the water. We made the decision to take the sails down and turn on the engine just as 

the first drops of rain began to fall – the first rain I had seen in months.  Within 

seconds visibility was down to less than 100m as the rain came down in biblical 

quantities. Thunder rumbled overhead. It was dark, cool, wet, windless and eery. 

When the squalls do come, they come in fast and vicious. Within seconds the wind 

increases from less than 10 knots to more than 30 knots. As we are now 700 miles 

from land (and particularly as we aren’t racing) we’ve decided not to use the cruising 

chute again until we are out of the Doldrums in perhaps 24 hours time.  So with 

everybody turning their engines on for varying amounts of time, the competitive 

element of the crossing is temporarily on hold. The non-race will resume once more 

when we are out of the Doldrums.  

  

Talking of not racing, we do get a report emailed to us by the rally organisers every 

day with feed back they receive from other rally boats. Although we can only 

understand part of the shorthand French, we understand that two boats have hit 

whales. The boats were undamaged but one of the whales sadly was bleeding badly 

after the encounter.  

  

We, too, have had encounters with marine life. We hadn’t bothered to put out a 

fishing line as we had some previously caught fish in the freezer and we have half a 

cow to get through (we bought two enormous and absolutely delicious vacuum 

packed Brazilian beef fillets in Mindelo which we are now transporting back to 

Brazil).  Yesterday morning we put out one of our last remaining lures and before 

long we had a fighter on the line. We hauled it in and found a large fish (about a metre 

long) with a vicious set of teeth thrashing about on the end of it. A junior member of 

the sailfish family we believe. What to do?  

  

Neil fancies himself as something of a Bear Grylls, but I’ve never heard such a fuss. 

There were girly shrieks as first he tried to lasso its tail to haul it on board, and then 

he donned massive gloves to try and lift the thrashing beast on board. Venetia 

meanwhile had gone off to get a bucket. As we were lowering the desperate fish on 

board Venetia was shrieking “Put it in the bucket! Put it in the bucket!”  

“How can I put it in the bucket” Neil shouted back “It’s so big I couldn’t even fit it’s 

head in the bucket”. 

“Then why don’t you just cut its head orf?”  

“Because it might get just a little bit angry and this thing’s capable of biting my arm 

off”. 

  

Eventually the fish died of boredom and within 20 minutes it had been gutted, cut into 

eight large steaks and four large fillets with some of the steaks cooked to perfection 

by Venetia for a very memorable and delicious lunch.  

  

Responsible yachts sail passages dry – no alcohol. This is not a responsible yacht. 

Happy Hour (or “six o’clocksies” as Venetia puts it) is the crew morale boosting time 

of day, and believe me we need as much crew morale boosting as we can get. Neil 



and I were preparing the cocktails. Venetia’s favoured tropical tipple is mango juice 

and gin. Neil poured in a good measure of gin, topped it up with mango juice, forgot 

he had already put in some gin so added more. I came past, assumed that Neil hadn’t 

floated any gin on top as Venetia likes so I added a further good measure. By the time 

the glass was drained, Venetia was staggering around and slurring her words. She 

wasn’t allowed out of the cockpit until she had sobered up.  

  

I, meanwhile, have been taking the opportunity to get to grips with astronavigation, so 

I’m constantly popping up on deck with the sextant to take sights and then going 

below, wrapping a wet towel round my head and struggling with the intricacies of 

spherical trigonometry. I’ve managed a couple of fixes between 5 and 10 miles of 

where we actually are which is gratifying but I am still a million miles from being a 

competent astronavigator. Much more practice required. 

  

But the revelation on board has been Peter, my son. He came on board a very 

inexperienced sailor. But apart from filming the documentary he has thrown himself 

into the learning curve of sailing, mastering all of the skills with minimal instruction. 

The boy’s a natural. A chip off the old block. So far he has been awarded no fewer 

than seven Mina2 Gold Stars – that’s right, seven. Mina2 Gold Stars are as rare as 

hens’ teeth. They are like a combination of the VC and a Olympic Gold Medal. Until 

now only a total of five have ever been awarded, and no person has ever won more 

than one. What a boy! 

  

But it’s a shame that some people can’t bear to see others succeed. Neil has been in an 

increasingly odd mood. He refuses to talk to Peter and keeps on muttering about 

“nepotism”, whatever that means. 

 

Noon Position:  03:05.4N 025:22.1W 

Noon to Noon Run:  153miles (mostly under engine) 

Date: 7 December 2009  

 

There have been certain aspects of our first Transatlantic crossing which have come 

as a surprise. First of all the waves: where are they? We are  now almost slap bang in 

the middle of the Atlantic Ocean and the waves are no different to what one might 

expect crossing Lyme Bay in a moderate breeze. OK, so the wind has never been 

strong enough to throw up big waves, but where is the ever-present long Atlantic 

swell we had heard so much about? It’s certainly not here.  

 

Secondly, we were expecting to sense the enormity of the ocean; to feel like an 

insignificant pinprick in this vast expanse of water. But actually we don’t. We look 

around us and we see a flat disc of water. We are at its centre and this is our world. 

But our world extends only to the horizon and that isn’t that far away. It’s a bit like 

looking up into the night sky and sensing that all the stars are positioned on the 

surface of a celestial globe around us and that that celestial globe is the finite 

boundary of the universe. It is only when one starts to think about the infinite universe 

rather than accepting the celestial globe as its limit that one starts to feel the 

insignificance of ones own being. Certainly the lack of shipping has something to do 

with it. When you see a ship appearing from over the horizon in front of you and 

disappearing over the horizon behind you, the illusion of one’s limited disc-like world 

is shattered. With lots of shipping the fact that there IS something beyond one’s 



limited horizon is constantly being brought home to you. But here there is little or no 

shipping to remind you.  

 

The third surprise is less philosophical. We had all expected the Doldrums to be 

muggy and windless, but we had expected to be sitting beneath blue skies under the 

unrelenting heat of the tropical sun. We held an ambition to sail all the way to Brazil 

without turning the engine on, being powered by the trade winds but drifting more 

slowly through the Doldrums, looking out for the occasional squalls and reducing sail 

whilst they passed. Well, it’s not like that at all. Since we entered the Doldrums 

yesterday morning we have hardly seen any sun at all. Much of the time it has been 

drizzling with rain under a grey blanket of cloud, and the squalls are frequent and 

violent. You can’t have any hatches or portholes open so down below it is hot, airless 

and damp. It’s horrible. Sailing through the doldrums would be a thoroughly 

unpleasant and extremely long-lasting experience. Most of the time there is barely 

enough wind to get the boat going. What little wind there is drifts about from every 

direction which would mean constant adjustments to the sails. One would be a sitting 

duck for every squall that came along, during which one would have to take down or 

reef all of the sails. It would be murder. Now we understand why, in the days of 

sailing ships, the Doldrums drove strong men mad. As a result the engine was running 

for the best part of 24 hours and we are nearly through, thank God. So the Doldrums 

have been a horrible experience, but “horrible” is comparative, and our comparison 

has been something close to paradise, so let’s not feel too sorry for ourselves. 

 

On first entering the Doldrums we simply accepted the inevitability of constant 

drenchings during the squalls, but we have since learnt that most of them can be 

avoided. I had heard that one could use the radar to see squalls. I was sceptical 

thinking that one would be looking at a cluttered radar screen trying to interpret areas 

which were slightly more dense than others. Not a bit of it. Well tuned, the squalls 

appear on the radar screen as clearly defined, sharp edged masses which can be 

tracked and avoided as easily as any ship. So latterly we have been slaloming round 

the squalls which has reduced the discomfort of our transit. 

 

We can’t wait to get back into the trade winds again and start turning the corner for 

the long last leg to Brazil.  

 

P.S. Here’s a photo of the monster 4.2kg fish we caught a couple of days ago, but 

we’re rather upstaged by the news that one of the other boats has just caught a Yellow 

Fin Tuna 1.5 m long and weighing a staggering 55kg!! 

 

Noon Position:  01:29.7N 026:29.0W  

Noon to Noon Run:  118miles (motoring or sailing slowly) 

Date:  8 December 2009  

 

I was roundly criticised by the whole crew for yesterday’s blog. “If you write a blog 

as boring as that tomorrow, your five fans will stop reading it” said Neil in his usual 

charming way. The pressure’s on, but no promises.  

 

We have reached the point of no return insofar as we are now closer to the coast of 

Brazil than we are to the coast of Africa. Now 750 miles offshore, we are further from 

land than any of us have ever been before.  



 

From a sailing perspective, it has been a slightly frustrating 24 hours. Through the 

Doldrums we motored. When we came out of the Doldrums yesterday afternoon, and 

the wind returned at last, rather than finding south easterly trade winds of 18 to 25 

knots which we were banking on to waft us rapidly to Brazil, they were light – and 

slightly west of south. When we did sail, we were heading more towards the 

Caribbean than Salvador. So we have alternated between going slowly in the wrong 

direction when there’s enough wind to sail, and motoring in the right direction when 

there isn’t. Venetia, litigious as ever, is talking about suing the tour operator under the 

Trades Descriptions Act (geddit?). 

 

Whilst we are deliberately further to the east than almost all the other boats (we hope 

this will benefit us later) we know that they have been experiencing the same 

frustrations. We lost radio contact with David on “Suzie Too” early yesterday and we 

are now more than 65 miles apart (they being further north but further west of us). 

Before radio comms ceased we had started a game of remote Marine Trivial Pursuits 

(e.g. “How do dolphins sleep?” Answer: They close down half their brain to rest it 

whilst continuing to swim etc with the other half. As I said to David “Neil seems to 

operate on much the same basis”). Since then we have continued our correspondence 

with “Suzie Too” by occasional email and at the same time we advise one another of 

position and conditions. And the forecasts are indicating light winds with a southerly 

bias for a number of days so it might be a slow frustrating passage from now on. If 

this is the case we are unlikely to continue doing well as, at 20 tons and about the 

heaviest boat in the fleet, we need a bit of a puff to get us going. So expect to see us 

slipping back in the fleet if these conditions continue.  

 

Snoopy, old and revered fellow traveller, is on board as ship’s mascot and he has been 

throwing himself into the day-to-day activities. Yesterday he was on deck trimming 

the sails and even took a turn on the helm. At lunch time he was in the galley helping 

to chop up a cucumber, all of his activities faithfully recorded by Peter on the video. 

But yesterday afternoon I found Snoopy slumped on the saloon table. His exertions 

had been too much for him. He wasn’t breathing and I couldn’t feel a pulse. A 

suspected heart attack!  

 

“Peter” I shouted “I have an emergency! Quick, bring the camera”. Neil, who had 

been sleeping in his cabin for just half an hour heard the word “Emergency” and leapt 

from his bunk to find me administering mouth-to-mouth resuscitation to Snoopy. Neil 

was not amused. Only by promising him an entire box of biscuits for his own personal 

consumption from our rapidly diminishing supplies did I avoid having to sit on the 

naughty chair.  

Meanwhile Neil seems to have come round at last and is recognising the very 

considerable achievements of Peter. Neil now openly refers to Peter as “The Golden 

Boy” although sometimes I do wonder whether there isn’t a bit of a sneer in his voice 

as he spits the words out.  

 

I am very much hoping that my next blog will be announcing our Crossing of The 

Line (Equator), the first time for all of us, and that we’ll be sailing in the Southern 

Hemisphere. This is a great moment for any sailor and the champagne is already in 

the fridge. If we carry on at the rate we are at the moment, we should be popping the 

cork sometime tomorrow morning. 



 

Noon Position:  00:00.01S 027:13.0W 

Date:  9 December 2009  

 

At 0829 UTC this morning, Mina2 crossed the Equator into the Southern 

Hemisphere in the company of King Neptune. Blog and pic to follow when we 

sober up. 

 

 

Noon Position:  00:29.7S 027:23.0W 

Noon to Noon Run:  130miles (sailing slowly) 

Date:  9 December 2009  

 

Crossing The Line is a big moment on any vessel and particularly if it’s for the first 

time for anyone on board. So it was with excited anticipation that the crew assembled 

early this morning as the GPS was counting down the northern latitude to zero. The 

normally mild-mannered crew transformed for the occasion into a fearsome bunch of 

pirates.  

 

All of a sudden there was uproar in the aft cabin. Shrieks of fear from the unseen 

skipper. The cabin door burst open and into the saloon strode an apparition so ghastly 

it was enough to freeze the blood of the most villainous pirate.  Standing, legs astride, 

long flowing white hair and beard, covered from head to toe in green slime and 

wearing nothing but a rather fetching grass skirt stood none other than King Neptune 

himself, brandishing a fearsome looking trident. The stench of fear pervaded the 

saloon (or was it just Neil) as the terrified crew slumped to their quaking knees in 

submissive supplication. King Neptune (who turned out to be a bit of a show off) 

roared on for a while about how he was Lord of this and King of that and then said 

that no one could enter his Southern Domains without first being Initiated. As turning 

the boat round and going all the way back was not an option (Venetia kept bleating on 

about how she had a plane to catch on the 20
th

) one by one the crew knelt before the 

grotesque figure and was daubed with the same green slime favoured by the King 

himself.  

 

 

Having got the formalities out of the way, the King lightened up a bit and everyone 

went up into the cockpit to witness the transit of the Equator. As the final countdown 

began, Neil found by happy chance a bottle of champagne in the fridge; Peter cranked 

up the new cockpit speakers to max vol and everyone joined in a raucous rendition of 

Andy Wiliams’ “The Impossible Dream”. The final climactic line “to reach the 

unreachable star” was hit at 0829 UTC as the latitude changed from North to South, 

the champagne cork nearly blew a hole in the new mainsail, and there was an 

emotional tear in every eye. Except, that is, the eye of the skipper who was still 

locked in his cabin and who had missed the moment for which he had been planning 

assiduously for years. After drinking toasts straight from the neck of the champagne 

bottle (the skipper had the key to the glass locker with him in the locked cabin) King 

Neptune bade everyone farewell and departed, releasing the skipper on his way out. 

Thoughtfully, before he left, the King presented the skipper with a beautifully hand-

inscribed certificate marking this momentous occasion.  

 



Date:  10 December 2009  

 

+++NEWSFLASH - ROMANCE BLOSSOMS ON MINA2 – NEIL PROPOSES 

MARRIAGE – VENETIA THRILLED+++NEWSFLASH 

 

As we crossed the Equator yesterday morning on the adventure of a lifetime, Neil 

picked up the satellite phone and called his girlfriend, Sarah Willan, in her office in 

Hartlepool. Expecting him to regale her with stories of King Neptune and bore her 

with details of advanced sail trimming techniques, we were electrified when we 

overheard Neil say “Will you marry me?” (there’s no room for privacy on a yacht). 

There was an awkward moment as the signal went weak and Neil was saying “Hello – 

hello – are you there? – can you hear me?” Then, as the signal came back, even 

without the sat phone we could have heard Sarah’s squeals of delight 3,700 miles 

away. A few minutes later an email came in from Sarah. I couldn’t speculate on the 

content, but the Subject line read “YES-YES-YES!!!” For the second time in less than 

half an hour, we all had tears in our eyes.  

 

I have been gagging to tell the world this news via the blog, but for obvious reasons a 

“D” Notice was slapped on the story until midday today to allow an orderly 

dissemination of the news to those who matter. Can you imagine, for instance, Mr 

Willan, father of the bride-to-be, innocently tuning into the Mina2 blog and hearing 

for the first time that he was just about to acquire Neil as a son-in-law? The shock 

could kill a man. 

 

Sarah, whom I have known since she was at school with Selina, is the most delightful 

woman and Neil is an extraordinary (and extraordinarily lucky) man. They were made 

for each other. Venetia, Peter and I are thrilled for both of them, and we are touched 

to have witnessed such a momentous occasion.  

 

Mina2 will not have another day like this!! 

 

+++BREAKING NEWS+++ It was announced early today that Neil Thackray will be 

the first ever, and probably only, recipient of The Mina2 Platinum Star, created 

especially for this extraordinary occasion. Golden Boy, eat your heart 

out.+++BREAKING NEWS 

 

 

So, we’ve been at sea for nine full days now, sailed over 1200 miles and there are still 

1000 left until we reach Salvador, Brazil.  The strangest thing about the whole process 

is the fact that I’ve not seen land for almost ten days now.  Without any reference 

points to look at it’s hard to get a perspective on the fact that you’re travelling to 

anywhere at all.  It reminds me a bit of the final scene in The Truman Show when he 

sails and sails in an attempt to reach new land but eventually just bumps into the edge 

of the film set.  There’s no way of gaining any real sense of how far we’ve gone aside 

from the navigational instruments on board, so it’ll probably come as something of a 

surprise when we finally reach Brazil in just under a week’s time.  

 

Aside from the lack of visible land, another thing I’ve had to get accustomed to is the 

array of sailing jargon that gets used on boats.  The other day Neil and I overheard my 

dad warning Venetia that he was about to start ‘cracking off’.  Oh no, I thought, 



we’ve only been at sea for a few days and it’s already come to this.  But upon further 

investigation we found out that ‘cracking off’ in sailing terms just means to let the 

sails out.  Thank god. 

 

Our days are neatly divided into three hour segments, during which each person takes 

it in turns to do a watch.  During the daytime it’s fine, as everyone’s up to keep you 

company but at night you’re on your own.  It’s at times like this that I knew my i-pod 

would be an invaluable form of entertainment, so before coming out I diligently 

created a ‘Sailing’ playlist with songs carefully chosen to inspire me with awe as I 

gazed out across the majestic ocean.  Anyway, two nights in, after I’d just listened to 

Christopher Cross sing movingly about how ‘sailing takes him away to places where 

he needs to go’ the screen went blank and it died on me.  I was gutted.  All wasn’t 

lost, however, as my Dad kindly offered me the use of his i-pod, so I now have a 

plethora of new music to choose from, which is great, so long as I’m in the mood for 

either The Carpenters Greatest Hits or any one of about twenty different Heartbeat 

Compilation Albums (who knew they made so many??), or, perplexingly, a whole 

album of cover versions sung by John Barrowman (why is he everywhere??).  My dad 

says that he bought the album for someone else but barely a conversation goes by 

without him regaling us with a John Barrowman-related anecdote and even has a John 

Barrowman-themed board-game, so I’m not sure whether or not I believe him. 

 

Seeing as there’s not much to look at outside the confines of our own boat I thought 

that I’d spend most of my time reading books but, for some reason, I seem to be too 

distracted by nothing much at all to engage in any sort of mental activity.  I’m able to 

spend an inordinate amount of time just staring out at the sea without ever getting 

bored.  Maintaining a vacant _expression_ for hours on end, staring catatonically into 

the middle-distance probably makes me look a bit moronic, which isn’t helped by the 

dodgy £2 haircut I got done in the Cape Verde Islands just before setting sail.  They 

really went to town on it with some clippers, despite my repeated request that they do 

it in the style of John Barrowman.  Ever since then I’ve been trying to counteract the 

lack of hair on the top of my head by cultivating even more of it over my face in the 

form of what I hope might be a rugged, nautical-style beard but which, if past 

attempts are anything to go by, probably just makes me look like a geography teacher, 

or an Armenian man. 

 

I’m also slightly concerned that the nights spent sitting on my own up on deck with 

only my thoughts for company are having a bad effect on my mental state.  A couple 

of nights ago, exhausted, I was keeping watch and slipping in and out of sleep.  When 

I looked up, I could have sworn that standing just one metre away at the helm was 

none other than John Barrowman, steering us gracefully across the rolling seas while 

singing a jaunty version of ‘Every Little Thing She Does Is Magic.’  I don’t think I’m 

going to listen to my dad’s i-pod anymore. 

  

Anyway, I’ve gone on for longer than I thought I would, so I’ll leave it there.  I’m just 

going to pop back on deck and crack off for a little bit.  Happy Christmas to you all 

and hopefully see you in the New Year. x 

 

Noon Position:  03:06.6S 028:28.2W 

Noon to Noon Run:  170.9miles (beginning to fly) 

Date:  10 December 2009  



 

This is just a position report to get a pin in the map. Should have been the header for 

Pete’s Celebrity BlogSpot 

 

Noon Position:  05:47.2S 030:12.9W 

Noon to Noon Run:  190.1 miles (Warp Factor 2) 

Date:  11 December 2009  

 

I have been remembering our passage across the Bay of Biscay four years ago in the 

frontal weather systems of the North Atlantic. 600 miles over four days and, as the 

depressions spiralled by, we had everything. Flat calms to gale force winds, clear 

skies to thick fog, and wind came at us from every point on the compass. It was 

varied, challenging and interesting. 

 

In contrast, trade winds sailing is easy, comfortable and predictable. As Neil said, 

 

“Every morning I come up on deck and ask the same question, “What’s new?” 

Nothing’s new. Ever. Wind speed: the same. Wind direction: the same. Boat speed: 

the same. Course: the same. “Can I get you something to drink Venetia?” “Yesh 

pleesh, I’d like a Mango Bomb with a triple gin float”. It’s all so predictable. Day 

after bloody day. It’s like Groundhog Day. It’s driving me nuts.” 

 

No, not driving you nuts Neil – driven you nuts. After more than a week on the boat 

the cracks are beginning to appear and there has been an outbreak of cabin fever. 

Let’s look at the evidence.  

 

First, Venetia: I’m afraid she’s developed a drink problem again. Ever since we 

inadvertently gave her a triple measure Mango Bomb I suspect she has become a little 

over-fond of Mothers’ Ruin. Yesterday, we found her unconscious on the sofa, 

cradling an empty bottle of gin in her arms. She claims she was only asleep and that 

the bottle had been planted there by Neil. Neil denies this. So who do I believe: a 

respected matron of the shires; one of the Great and the Good of Weston-super-Mare 

and respected member of the Magistrates Bench who has a drink problem which must 

at all costs be kept quiet? Or Neil who has nothing to lose or gain from the revelation? 

‘Nuff said. (And if Messrs Sue, Grabbit and Run are reading this: this time we have 

the video evidence). 

 

Then Peter: having set off on the passage with such golden promise, he started 

developing little eccentricities which have now progressed into full-blown manias. Of 

our domestic rubbish, we keep all plastic, glass, cans and other non-organic materials 

and anything organic goes overboard to biodegrade. The latter includes cardboard 

which we tear up before throwing into the sea. Peter took on this particular 

responsibility. I started picking up on abnormal behaviour patterns when I noticed that 

Peter was taking considerable care in tearing the cardboard into exactly uniform 

pieces, mumbling to himself when doing so and getting agitated when any piece was 

not perfectly shaped. Not satisfied with the regular supply of whisky cartons and wine 

boxes, Peter started hunting round the boat for other bits of cardboard. All my note 

books no longer have their cardboard covers. And last night I was woken by a ghastly 

moaning noise in the cockpit. Peter was on watch alone, standing at the helm, singing 

in a strangulated descant. “What on earth are you doing?” I asked. “I’m singing a duet 



with John Barrowman here” he answered, gesturing into thin air. Whose John 

Barrowman anyway? 

 

And last, but not least, Neil: I started noticing that when Peter had piled up his bits of 

cardboard into stacks of twenty and began the process of flicking them carefully 

overboard at the rate of 1.2 every second, Neil would slip quietly to the back of the 

boat. When the bits of cardboard came winging past him he would snatch them out of 

the air and pop them into his mouth. Enough’s enough. I confronted him about his 

odd behaviour. “Why are you eating the cardboard?” “Because I’m hungry and it’s 

tastier than the bread” was his response.  

 

OK. We have had a small problem with the bread. We bought just enough in Cape 

Verde to last before it went stale. And then we went through the sealed pre-baked 

bread, the tortilla wraps and the numerous packets of crackers. But not to worry, I had 

bought about two dozen packets of bread mix. The Absent Downstairs Skipper had 

given these a trial in the summer and had produced marvellously tasty rolls that were 

exquisite straight from the oven and more than acceptable the following day. But the 

ADS was not here. The instructions on the Portuguese packets shed little light on how 

we were to go about the process. Venetia took over, and later that afternoon presented 

us with four cow pats. They were rock hard on the outside and like Playdough on the 

inside. And they tasted disgusting. I always try and look on the bright side but could 

find no redeeming features at all unless you wanted to use the insides as filler for 

crash damage on the wing panels of Ford Cortinas. Peter tore them into perfectly 

equal squares and flicked them overboard. This time Neil was not in his usual station 

to pop them into his mouth. Having emailed the ADS with desperate pleas on how to 

make the bread, the following day I tried my hand bristling with confidence. Same 

inedible result.  

 

But going back to Neil, when we crossed the Equator he phones up Sarah, his 

girlfriend to tell her of our heroic achievement but instead some internal fuse blows 

and, can you believe this, he proposes to her! Proof positive that the poor chap has 

completely lost the plot.  

 

So with the three of them close to breakdown it is just as well that I remain strong and 

sane, as evidenced by this lucid and honest blog.  

 

Meanwhile, back on the race course, the only consolation of the nightmare that was 

the Doldrums is that we managed to get away with using our engine for much less 

time than some of our fellow rallyists. When we came out of the Doldrums we (along 

with everyone else) were frustrated by unforecast southerly winds and whilst we more 

than held our own within the fleet we had a couple of days of slowish speeds. But in 

the last 36 hours we have been able to storm along and noon yesterday to noon today 

we managed a very respectable 190 miles and have picked off another two or three 

boats. Not that we can see any of them, nor have we been able to hear any of them on 

the VHF. Instead we rely on the daily email we get from the organisers which are so 

complex and anomalous it is difficult interpreting anything from them. Proof of this is 

that I am told by those of you at home who are following the rally closely that there 

are a dozen rally boats all blogging away and all of them claiming to be winning after 

all achieving record days. We are not winning and are unlikely to do so, but we are 

having a great deal of fun trying to out manoeuvre our friends on the final 700 miles 



down the coast of Brazil to Salvador. Best guess at the moment is that we will arrive 

Tuesday afternoon – but a lot can happen between now and then.   

 

Noon Position:  08:05S 031:46W 

Noon to Noon Run:  166 miles  

Date:  12 December 2009  

 

When Peter was anticipating this trip, he was talking to some friends who had crossed 

the Atlantic before. Their most enduring memories were the clarity of the skies and 

the dazzling starlit nights. So he, and all of us, have been surprised and disappointed 

that since we crossed the equator there has been pretty comprehensive cloud cover. 

During the day this has served to keep the temperature down, but at night there has 

been little to marvel at.  

 

But not last night. During the afternoon the clouds cleared and all of us spent most of 

the night just gazing upwards in astonishment. In all the years I have been sailing, I 

have never seen a display like it. Adding to the spectacle were a succession through 

the night of shooting stars and, to cap it all, we were visited by dolphins at 0300 who 

were covered in phosphorescence as they cavorted round the boat. Nice, too, to 

clearly see the Southern Cross for the first time. A night to remember. 

 

Meanwhile, after the stonking good 190-mile run yesterday, we were quite relieved 

when the wind abated and the boat straightened up a bit. Life at a permanent 40 

degree angle can get a bit wearing after a while. At dawn this morning the wind had 

backed more to the east so up went the cruising chute and we have been reaching 

along at 7.5 knots over the azure sea under a cerulean sky studded with just a few 

cotton wool trade wind clouds. For the icing on this almost perfect cake, Peter has just 

plugged in his iPod and turned the music on: Andy Williams Christmas Special. 

Creaming along in 35 degree heat listening to “I’m Dreaming of a White Christmas” 

is about as surreal an experience as you can get! 

 

We are currently just 180 miles east of Recife and only 520 miles to Salvador, our 

destination. This would normally be considered to be a pretty long passage but after 

10 days oat sea it seems like we are almost there, and we are nearly at the point of 

tidying up in readiness for our arrival.  

 

I have dealt with the crew issues. All alcohol on board has now been transferred into 

the skipper’s locked cabinet. Cold turkey can be difficult, but Venetia is doing 

commendably well as she dries out. No more ratty than usual really.  

 

We have swept the boat for cardboard (there was remarkably little left as it happened 

– Peter had done a thorough job), and chucked it all overboard. Peter’s anguished 

screams tore at my heart strings, but tough problems need tough solutions. And it’s a 

bit of a tough solution for Neil as well. Without the cardboard supplement, he’s all but 

wasting away.  

 

We had a formal walking of the plank ceremony for Peter’s imaginary friend, John 

Barrowman, so that problem has been solved as well. Or I think so: last night when 

Peter was alone on deck I overheard him chatting away to someone. “So, Andy” he 



was saying “tell me a bit more about this unreachable star”. We may not be 

completely out of the woods yet.  

 

Noon Position:  09:52S 033:19W 

Noon to Noon Run:  142 miles  

Date:  13 December 2009  

 

After a good night’s sailing with the cruising chute up, and passing or closing right up 

to the last remnants of competition in the non-race, the winds went light early in the 

morning. Frustrating, but this is part of sailing and you just have to get on with it. Or 

so I thought.  

 

I was disappointed to find that many of the boats, including our main “competitors” 

reacted by simply turning their engines on. In the last 11 days we have used our 

engine for only 28 hours to get through the Doldrums. After the Doldrums, we set 

about doing as well as we could under sail again, and day by day we chipped away at 

the fleet. But by turning their engines on and motoring away from our inescapable 

advance on them, they have taken our ball away and we on Mina2, still sailing, feel 

somewhat cheated. 

 

Back tomorrow with a new update perhaps on what might now be the third “non-race” 

of the crossing – but with Mina2 at the back of the grid once more! 

 

Noon Position:  11:36S 034:55W 

Noon to Noon Run:  141 miles  

Date:  14 December 2009  

 

Yesterday evening we sailed into the most amazing sunset. Talk about living the 

dream, it was just like a lifestyle video. And as the brilliant stars started picking their 

way into the blackening sky, so the show began. “Oooh “ we all exclaimed as we saw 

a shooting star arc through the night. “Oooh “ we said again two minutes later as 

another shooting star criss-crossed the path of the first. After the first hour of almost 

continuous shooting stars we were all oohed out, but the show went on and on and 

faded only when dawn lightened the sky. When Peter was alone on watch in the 

middle of the night, he was momentarily confused when he saw all the sails lit up as 

in the light of a very strong torch. Then he saw the large intense, brilliant light 

reflected strongly off the waves as it continued streaking through the sky for several 

seconds. Unbeknownst to us at the time we were passing through one of the biggest 

meteor storms in history, and witnessing it in extraordinary conditions.  

 

I’ve been busy again on the astro-nav front which is why this isn’t much of a blog, but 

I promise you something a little more exciting for tomorrow. 

 

Noon Position:  12:46S 034:55W 

Noon to Noon Run:   163 miles  

Date:  15 December 2009  

 

Having started right at the back of the fleet, we have over the last two weeks been 

slowly but surely making our way towards the front. We are now only 65 miles, about 

9 hours, away from our destination – the harbour entrance at Salvador in Brazil. This 



is the same distance as going across the English Channel from the Solent to 

Cherbourg. Considered quite a long passage for weekend sailors, for ocean voyagers 

as we have now become, it is nothing: the full stop at the end of the chapter. Venetia 

has been tidying the boat in preparation for our arrival – that’s how close we are. 

 

It’s a big ocean and you can only see another yacht if it’s less than about 8 miles 

away. In the last two weeks we have seen just one other yacht – “Cigale” – when we 

overtook her about four days ago. But as we all head for the “finishing line” – the 

harbour entrance in Salvador -  so we all converge.  

 

We do know the rough positions of the other yachts from the daily emails we receive 

from the rally organisers. We know that “Suzie Too”, who left Mindelo 2 or 3 hours 

before us, was about 10 miles ahead of us and is likely to be travelling at the same 

sort of speed. There were two other yachts “Fidelio” and “Carati” who had left a day 

before us but which were sufficiently close to us now to be targets.  

 

So it was with some excitement that we spotted a light shortly before dawn in front of 

us – and we were closing it fast. After half an hour it became clear that it was coming 

in the opposite direction. Not one of ours. Blast. 

 

Dawn arrives. We can see a sail on our starboard beam. Take a bearing. Then we see 

another sail further away. By taking compass bearings over a period of time you can 

tell whether you are overtaking them or the other way round. We were overtaking one 

quite quickly, the other very slowly.  

 

The VHF radio crackles into life.  

“This is “Havanita” calling all Rally yachts. Does any one hear me?”  

It is Jean, veteran single-handed Transatlantic sailor on his very fast converted racing 

boat with his wife and four young children. A big surprise. We passed Jean days ago. 

He shouldn’t be within VHF range.  

“Havanita, this is Mina2” We have a chat but we are only interested in each others 

positions. I give mine first and tell him we are sailing at 7.5 knots.  

“Good”, he says. “Then we will beat you in”.  

What?! He says he’s been screaming along under spinnaker for the last three days and 

making his way back through the fleet. He’s only ten miles behind us and he’s doing 

8.5 to 9 knots. Yes, at that rate he will beat us. The radio conversation suddenly 

shortens. It’s agreed that the first boat in provides the Caipirinhas for the loser. 

 

“Let’s get the cruising chute up”  

“Isn’t there too much wind, skipper?” 

“Just get it up - now. We have a race on – and right now we’re losing it” 

There’s no time to lose. After two weeks of hard training, the boys are fast. Bang – up 

goes the cruising chute.  

 

The VHF crackles again. 

“Mina 2, this is Suzie Too, over” 

Phew, at least she’s not so far ahead she’s out of radio range. I give my position. 

There’s a pause.  

“You’ve done well overnight” says David, “we’re one of the boats on your starboard 

beam. You’ve just put up your cruising chute, haven’t you?” 



No point in bluffing, he can see the damn thing.  

 

Five minutes later we see his “Big Blue” cruising chute billowing out. He’s not going 

to let us through without a fight.  

 

The wind is at the top end of the range for our cruising chute. We’re now tearing 

along at 8.5 to 9 knots like “Havanita”. Almost out of control. It’s brilliant. 

 

Suddenly the sheet (rope holding the sail in) parts. The big sail is thrashing about in 

the wind. Less brilliant. Like coiled springs Peter and Neil are on the foredeck. Snuff 

the sail. Reattach sheet. Re launch the sail. No more than a few minutes. How these 

boys have come on in the last two weeks.  

 

It’s going to be neck and neck to the line. Is this the most exciting day in my life, or 

what? Oops, I’ve just wet myself. Must dash.  

 

Position:  12:58.4S 038:30.9W, Terminal Nautico, Salvador, Brazil 

Passage Distance: 2,144 miles  

Date & Time:  15 December 2009 1150 UTC 
 

At 1150 UTC this evening the razor-sharp crew of Mina2 tied up at the Terminal 

Nautico in Salvador and stepped ashore for the first time in 13 days 11 hours having 

sailed 2,144 miles from Cape Verde.  We downed our first Caiprinha (the first of 

many we hope) to celebrate the successful conclusion of our first ocean crossing. It 

was an emotional moment. 
 

If I were to list all our honours on this passage it would go on for pages! Suffice to 

say Mina2 did her bit, thanks to her superb crew. This is one happy skipper. 
 

It has been, for all of us, a great adventure. Here, in a paragraph by each of us, is a 

summary of what it has meant to us: 
 

Peter: Before setting out on this trip I didn’t really know what to expect.  I was 

excited but also slightly apprehensive.  Having never done a sailing passage of more 

than about ten hours before, two full weeks at sea and crossing an ocean seemed 

pretty intimidating.  I wasn’t so much nervous about the conditions we’d encounter, 

although the idea of being hit by a storm so far from land was a bit of a concern, I was 

more worried that I’d go a bit mad without any way of escaping the confines of the 

boat itself and with no outside distractions.  That hasn’t been the case at all.  In fact, 

two weeks later, and with land finally in sight, there’s a strong part of me that wishes 

we could overshoot the headland and carry on going.  I’m sure that when I touch dry 

land for the first time in a fortnight and see everyone I’ll be really excited to do so but 

it’ll feel rather sad to step off Mina2 after such an amazing experience, and strange to 

interact with people other than my dad, Venetia and Neil, who have been my only 

point of social contact for the last two thousand miles.  Reading this back it seems 

rather serious but, in my defence, it’s about forty degrees below deck and I’m too 

tired to think of anything light-hearted.  By the way, my phone has completely died 

now, so if you want to get in touch over the next couple of weeks please send me an 

email.  Thanks! x 
 
 



Venetia: Mango bombs! A terrific two weeks with wonderful sailing, great company 

and lots of laughs. Thank you Tim and Mina2. 
 
 

Neil: This trip started for me almost one month ago on 16 November when I began 

my long-awaited journey to Dakar in Senegal , the starting point of the Atlantic 

crossing. After working hard for the past twelve years with very little time off I was 

both looking forward to the impending Adventure and in need of the break! We 

started by sailing about 460 miles, arriving in Mindelo in the Cape Verde Islands after 

2 ½ days of romping along in heavy seas and high winds. It was an excellent passage 

enjoyed by us all, including Colin who “doesn’t do passages” but who still made a 

superb travelling companion.  

 

The following week or two moved quite slowly with a mix of social events including 

drinks in town and on board, and we were always accompanied by good music and 

stimulating company. The stay in Cape Verde was topped with a sugar-coated cherry 

in the form of an island visit to San Antao, one which I will never forget as long as I 

live. We were shuttled by a rusty old ferry to the Garden of Eden, walking and living 

in the valleys and mountains of a volcanic creation, the likes of which must be few 

and far between! 

 

The final chapter of the trip of a lifetime lasted for almost two weeks, all of which at 

sea and isolated from the world in our own little universe. At night it feels like God 

has placed a domed bowl over you with a night sky painted with more precision and 

beauty than Michaelangelo’s Sistine Chapel. By day I can best describe the feeling as 

being on a perpetual oceanic treadmill. You know that you are moving but there is no 

point of reference – it’s a very surreal experience. I’ve loved every minute of it and 

have never wanted it to end, but as we approach the twinkling lights of Salvador you 

can’t help but get excited.  

 

Thanks to Tim, Peter, Venetia. It’s been very special. Neil Out. 

 

Tim: To have the opportunity to sail one’s own yacht across an ocean for the first 

time is every sailor’s dream. It is a dream which evolves over a number of years and 

then, after many months of preparation, it comes to fruition. The anticipation is 

immense. The expectations high. But what we have experienced has way exceeded 

my wildest expectations and, I hope, the expectations of my crew. It is the crew which 

makes or breaks the satisfaction of such an experience, and I could not have had a 

better crew. Working as a team, the mechanics of sailing the boat have worked like 

clockwork, but what I will remember most about the trip has been the joy of sharing 

this incredible experience with each other: the seas, the skies, the creatures, the fast 

sailing, the slow sailing – and the loathsome Doldrums. But as much as anything else 

I will remember the laughter. My, how we have laughed. Thank you so much, 

Venetia, Neil and Peter for making my dream such a happy one.    

 

22 December 2009 

 

Skipper Returns Home For Christmas 

 



I am flying back to the UK today to spend Christmas with my parents who I haven’t 

seen for many months. I will return in a week. 

 

Meanwhile I leave on board Maria, Selina, Peter “Golden Boy”, little Snoopy and the 

pre-honeymoon couple Neil and Sarah (Sarah keeps on accidentally scratching the 

woodwork with the ENORMOUS rock she now wields on her engagement finger). 

Maria will continue to rule the Downstairs Department with a rod of iron whilst Neil 

has in my brief absence been appointed Acting Upstairs Skipper. Pretty scary. It’s a 

bit like leaving your child in the care of the more demented inmates of the lunatic 

asylum, so they are under strict instruction to do NOTHING and to go NOWHERE. 

 

They will be maintaining the blog in my absence but as it will be all about boring 

things like shopping trips and how the loos in the marina got blocked on Christmas 

Day, I’m sure they won’t be worth looking at. I certainly won’t be bothering to log in.  

 

Catch up with you when I get back. Meanwhile, all of us on board Mina2 wish you a 

very Happy Christmas. 

 

In my absence, Neil was appointed Acting Temporary Upstairs Skipper, and Selina 

took over as the Mina2 Blogmaster. Here is her account: 

 

23 December 2009 
We’re outta here….wahoooo!! 
Position: 51:12.7S 059:10.7W 
 
Hi everyone, this is Mina crew here! 
 
So the situation is this. CapTim is gone. The downstairs skipper and Neil have been 
left in charge, with strict instructions to under no circumstances move the boat or 
leave the port. And yet, no sooner had she waved her husband off than the 
downstairs skipper announced 'well, I'm not staying stuck here for a week. Let's get 
outta here.' Neil was already casting off so it looks like we're all on the same 
mutinous page. I'm sure you'll be breaking into a cold sweat as you read this Tim, but 
seriously how hard can it be? Whack up the sails, keep a vague eye out for other 
boats, make sure you NEVER have your fenders down until you're less than 10 
metres from the quayside and don't make stupid noises/comments on the VHF 
unless it's really funny and after midnight. 
 
Other than that we're fully stocked with cachaca and ready for some adventures. 
You didn't really think we were going to stick around here when there are all those 
islands to explore did you...? oh, and what do the green bits on the map mean? 
 
We won't be able to report back on what we've been up to until we're back in 
Salvador marina, provided we figure out how to park the boat. So until the 26th 
December or there abouts it's a HAPPY CHRISTMAS and over and out from team 
Mina! 
 
p.s. you'll be relieved to hear there will be no more tedious talk of problems with 



water makers or detailed description of general boat maintenance...I'm sure I wasn't 
the only one that used to skim those sections. 
 
 
28 December 2009 

Christmas on Mina2 without CapTim - brilliant! 

So, no sooner had CapTim’s taxi turned the corner than we were casting off and 
bumping our way out of the marina. With about 300 tonnes of bread, cheese and 
Doritos on board (Neil had done the shop) we were off and heading for an 
anchorage off Muta in the Itaparica Channel, keeping close on the tail of the lovely 
Minnie B who promised CapTim they’d keep a close eye on us while he was away. 

As we approached the anchorage Neil (the Acting Temporary Upstairs Skipper) 
become very quiet and transfixed on the depth...err...thingy. He’d managed to get us 
out of the marina but would he be able to drop the anchor without first running us 
aground? With caipirinhas in hand the rest of the crew watched on in delight at 
Neil’s clear discomfort. He kept edging into the shore and we’d all shout “Perfect – 
let’s whack the anchor down here - it looks fine!”  and suddenly he was full throttle, 
swinging round and shooting back out into the middle of the bay. In the end Neil 
chose a spot that, while I can’t be sure of the exact coordinates, seemed to be 
somewhere slap bang between the Muta anchorage and...Salvador. The rest of the 
crew speculated whether half a tank of petrol in the dinghy would even be enough 
to get us to shore. Poor Neil, he endured our wrath, but later that evening as we 
watched the river practically drain away, it turned out that had we “whacked” the 
anchor down where we’d suggested we would have been dry on our side.  

Run up to Christmas - Muta 
In the warm up to Christmas we spent a couple of lazy days meandering around the 
river, diving off the back of the boat and occasionally swimming ashore to enjoy a bit 
of land sway helped by a drink at a local beach bar. 

In the evenings we plundered the fish from the freezer, caught on the passage and 
proudly vacuum packed by Tim and his on-board vacuum packer (bizarre but useful it 
turns out) and cooked it up on the tiny but brilliant tin BBQ that Tim and Selina had 
bought at the amazing Sao Joao market in Salvador that was a sea of stalls bursting 
with vegetables, live chickens and goats in wheelbarrows. 

The nights were clear and we gazed up at the stars, but it was Sarah who seemed 
most over-awed as she gazed up from her cabin and marvelled at the brightness of 
the stars only to be pointed out by a sniggering Neil that those “stars” were actually 
the anchor lights at the top of the mast. 

Christmas Eve - Santiago de Iguape 
We had arranged to meet other members of the Rallye in Santiago de Iguape. We 
made our way up the Paraguacu river, stopping off at an idyllic bay for lunch. As we 
arrived at Iguape with a huge church looming up on the river bank the DS (Maria – 
the Downstairs Skipper) was busy making caipirinhas and Selina was feverishly 



making xmas decorations out of newspaper. Once we’d anchored the boys put up 
the fairly lights that turned Mina2 into a giant Christmas tree - we got cheers (or 
maybe they were jibes) from the shore.  

At about 8pm we settled down to our Christmas Eve dinner with the saloon turned 
into a Santa’s grotto with glittering candles, paper snow flake chains, crackers and 
Andy Williams belting out Jingle Bells. 

After our Christmas dinner we went into the town nestled behind the majestic 
church on the river bank. We found the crew of African Seawing dancing with locals 
and enjoying some strong caipirinhas. We ordered a round and within half an hour 
with her usual complaint of “This doesn’t taste like it has any cachaça in it at all!” the 
DS became highly “animated” and was ordering another round. 

Feeling by now in a thoroughly festive mood we went with African Seawing to gate 
crash the far more civilised evening that the rest of the rally were enjoying at a local 
house cum restaurant. We rounded the evening off singing Christmas carols - French 
vs English and then made our way back to the boat with the DS insisting on rowing 
us back gondola style. If it weren’t for Pete valiantly wrestling the oar off her I’m not 
sure we’d have ever got back to the boat that was sticking out like a sore thumb on 
the river, lit up like one of those houses that has the Santa climbing up the side of 
the house and a full team of reindeer on the roof or, as the DS pointed out, slightly 
vulgar. 

Christmas Day 
Pete and Maria then took their hangovers to the early morning Christmas service at 
the church on the river bank. Two hours later they returned with their hangovers still 
very much on board. At midday we all swam or rowed over to African Seawing with 
the crews from Minnie B and Suzie Too to sink down Christmas beers, pancakes and 
smoked salmon.  

Boxing Day 
We were all woken up at 7am by the sound of a horn, that kept blowing with 
momentary pauses getting closer and closer to the boat. Pete took a look out of his 
cabin window just in time to see a dug out canoe with 4 men inside being rowed 
silently past us about 2 metres away heading for the town. Another dug out canoe 
rowed with them and at the front of one was a man blowing a conch shell. We could 
see that villagers were gathering on the shore. Not sure whether this is the norm, to 
announce your arrival by blowing a massive shell but it was all rather magical.  

Later that morning, before heading off, we went to visit the mangroves in the dinghy 
and then picked up the anchor and floated back up river and anchored off at the 
monastery that we’d passed a few days before. Built in 1692 - amazing really to 
imagine what life must have been like for the monks out there trying to convert 
everyone to Christianity. It does appear to have been plonked in the middle of 
nowhere though, so who exactly they were there to convert apart from the 
occasional conch blowing fisherman passing by, it’s not entirely clear although a little 
later the Reconcavo as this area is called was important for its sugar and tobacco 
plantations.  



As we left, one of the kids from the village had charged up on his horse and was 
cruising around chatting with his friends. We’ve seen quite a lot of this - the local 
lads all getting around on horse-back. They look no different to guys in Italy that beat 
around on mopeds, except the mopeds are replaced by horses.  

In the evening we anchored off a paradise island, lush with trees and a long stretch 
of sandy beach. It was a beautiful clear and calm evening and we rowed ashore with 
Suzie Too and African Seawing and had a BBQ beach party. 

The caretaker (a toothless old man) of this private island welcomed us, having taken 
a definite shine to Selina, and with the help of his sidekick with incredible agility 
sprinted up the coconut trees handing out coconuts and cashews (the fruit) to us all. 
We invited them to join the BBQ beach party, sharing with them caipirinhas, beers 
and food. The DS was delighted when the caretaker announced that her caiprinhas 
were good - too good in fact. Selina was less delighted as her mother’s infamously 
potent caipirinhas only seemed to further fuel the caretaker’s ardent proposals of 
marriage. 

But the night was magical. The moon shone down and twinkled off our 3 boats 
anchored close to the shore and we all lay back in the sand and enjoyed a warm and 
balmy Brazilian evening on our private paradise island. 

Back to Salvador 
The next morning we waved goodbye to our Brazilian friends as we left their island 
and set off back to Salvador, about 3 hours away. I think it would be safe to say that 
Neil was sh***ing himself at the prospect of getting Mina2 back into position in the 
marina. He slept or prayed or drank heavily (we weren’t sure as he’d locked himself 
up in his cabin) for most of the journey back. But whatever he did, it worked. We 
genuinely glided back into our spot on the pontoon with no problems at all. At which 
point Neil collapsed and (we suspect) cried a little. 

We had the night and next morning to stock up on provisions before we’d be 
heading back out into the bay for our New Year’s adventures... 

 

29 December 2009 
New Year Brazilian Style 
 
I think it important to start this new entry with reference to the rumours that have 
been going around about the ‘hijacking’ of Mina2 in the absence of CapTim. 
Here’s an excerpt from a  ‘newsflash’ sent out by MinnieB on 4th Jan: “News is just in 
that Mina 2 has been located and Maria freed by the SAS-trained Brazilian Special 
Forces, known as the CapRNA. There were several injuries among the hijackers 
including chipped nail varnish, smudged lipstick and mussed hair....At midnight on 
30th December an all-out assault took place with four hundred CapRNA’s attacking 
Mina 2 by mini-submarine, hang- glider and parachute. The hijackers, Neil, Sarah, 
Selina and Peter tried to fight off the attack with water-bombs but they were no 
match for the SAS-trained CapRNA’s. It is believed that the hijackers will be deported 



immediately as they have very posh accents (apart from the Geordie, Neil) and it is 
feared this might cause severe unrest in any Brazilian prison to which they could be 
confined.” 
First of all – ‘posh accents’?! How very dare they?! And Neil in particular has taken 
umbridge at the suggestion that any nail varnish was chipped. He wears only the 
very best quality of nail varnish and takes pride in its pristine upkeep, mini-
submarines or no mini-submarines.  
But here is our version of Mina2’s New Years adventures when the crew were in 
charge... 
 

28th December 
We got up at the crack of dawn, careered around Salvador stocking up on ice, 
cachaça, Doritos (for Neil) and we were off. The wind was blowing a 
perfect..err...well it was blowing and soon engines were off, sails were up and the 
crew took their positions: Pete at the helm, Neil trimming the sails, Sarah in the 
cockpit eyes fixed on the horizon repeating her mantra ‘I will not be sick, I will not be 
sick...’, Selina with a mirror under her chin to catch every last possible ray and 
meercat Mary was, as ever, darting all over the boat keeping watch for any kind of 
potential disaster: storms, pirates, rogue ferries, god knows... 

We were heading to the islands south of Salvador – out of the bay and a good half-
day sail away out on the open sea. Selina had, days before, managed to persuade the 
crew that the best place to spend New Years Eve could only be... Morro de Sao Paulo 
– PARTY ISLAND! Of course she’d sold it with the promise of long white, palm-fringed 
beaches and had made no mention of the 50,000 Brazilians that were also making 
their way there for the party to end all parties... 

And so, blissfully unaware that they were heading to the Ibiza of Brazil, the Mina2 
crew swept out of the bay, with the sails full, and headed south. 

We glided into Morro de Sao Paulo as the sun began to dip, let down the sails and 
put the engine back on. Then spent the next hour sh***ing it as we attempted to 
navigate a very shallow bay, whose actual shallows and sandbanks seemed to bare 
no resemblance to the ones plotted on the chart. Seems that Bahian chart plotting is 
much the same as Bahian punctuality – vague. Mary was up at the front ready with a 
fender in one hand and the boat hook in the other to fend off...well, sandbanks we 
assumed, no one was really sure. Neil and Pete edged forward eyes glued to the 
‘depthometer’ and edged forward, then back, then sideways, then forward again 
and eventually...back out to sea. Finally we dropped anchor a short distance from a 
deserted, idyllic, palm-fringed beach next to the chilled out Gamboa bay. OK, so it 
turned out to be slap bang in the middle of the regular ferry route, with party boats 
speeding past us, music blaring every 3 to 5 minutes, but who cared - we had DEPTH. 

And so the next morning we awoke early and rowed ashore. We strolled along our 
paradise beach, dotted with beautiful wooden pousadas nestled into the lush green. 

There are no cars on the island and so donkeys and wheelbarrows are used instead. 
We watched men on donkeys trotting by with boxes strapped to their saddles. We 
saw them later shovelling sand into the boxes and heading back to the other side of 



the island, where I’m pretty sure they already have their own sand...so go figure, 
maybe they just like to keep busy. 

After breakfast we decided to head to the main part of the island to explore the 
party town. We pulled up to the central landing point, bustling with people. Selina, 
the Portuguese speaker of the crew, was sent forward as translator and negotiator 
and as usual went straight for hot young men, fluttered eyelashes and was 
successfully scammed into agreeing to pay $20R for someone to keep an eye on the 
dinghy. Well, at least it would be safe. 

We leapt ashore and up into the town. With the run up to New Years Eve it was 
crammed. Men rushed about with wheelbarrow ‘taxis’ carrying the luggage of 
newcomers to the island. The sandy streets were lined with brightly coloured bars, 
shops and pousadas and the sun beat down. 

We made our way to the beach and found shade at one of the beach bars. It is a 
huge holiday town, overrun completely by tourism but it really is beautiful. 

That afternoon we went over to the less-crowded Gamboa beach. We walked along 
the 2 mile shore with its velvety sand and green calm waters. We made our way up 
to the town where the locals live – a big ‘avenue’ of sand lined with shops and 
homes.  

We wandered back to the further end of the beach, close to our bay and settled in at 
a lovely wooden beach bar where a barman, wearing nothing but a pair of speedos 
and a bum bag, rustled up 5 strong caipirinhas.  The downstairs skipper did her usual 
– “is there any cachaca in this? Are you sure you didn’t order a lime juice – I can’t 
taste any alchohol at all!” – downed it and less than 10 mintues later was lost in  
giggles... The barman in tiny pants kept the caipirinhas coming and then cooked us a 
delicious moqueca complete with lobster, rice, salad and piruim.   

Finally after we’d sated ourselves on brazillian food and drink we decided it was time 
to head back for the boat, ready for bed. The night was beautiful, the sea was flat 
calm, the moon was full and we all sat in silence bathing in the balmy breeze as we 
trundled back to the boat on the dinghy. Suddenly Pete’s favourite – flying fish – 
came spinning past the boat, arching through the air. Pete loves the flying fish, he 
was clapping in delight wanting to see more. Selina on the other hand is not a fan – 
she instead was wide-eyed and frozen in fear that one would come flying into her 
hair. And then it happened. A shoal of 20 flying fish came leaping out of the water as 
we motored over them. While 19 of them glided back into the water, one of them 
miscalculated and went flying, not back into the water, but straight into the boat and 
managed to wrap itself, flapping and flailing in panic, in Selina’s skirt. Well, all hell let 
loose. There was shrieking, Sarah and the DS held on to Selina who was making every 
effort to dive over board, Pete had brandished a net to save his flying friend, Neil 
was barking orders at everyone – Selina, Sarah, Pete, even the fish I think – with 
absolutely no effect. Eventually the fish was unravelled and plopped back lifelessly 
into the water and order was restored. Neil immediately announced that while he 
would, as ship’s captain, have to strip Selina of any points she may have accrued thus 



far for good seamanship, he was going to award her points for appropriate girliness. 
Something that until this point he had found pitifully lacking.  

  

30th January: Clay bathing... 
One of the things Gamboa beach is famous for is its colourful clay cliffs that drip into 
the sea and apparently have skin-softening properties. We decided that the day’s 
itinerary, after lounging about the boat should be to head ashore, have lunch and 
then have a go at a DIY mud bathing. 

We strolled along the beach, bathed in the water which was, in the midday sun, 
every bit as hot as a bath and finally settled in a beach bar where tables were dotted 
amongst a network of colourful hammocks. It was gorgeous. We ate, we swung in 
hammocks and we watched the clay-caked holiday makers stroll by looking 
startlingly like zombies.  

It was our turn. We made our way to the end of the beach where about 10 young 
Brazilians were slapping on wet clay and we dived in. It was brilliant! We lathered it 
on, covered our faces and dunked our hair in it until we were unrecognisable. Sarah 
loved it. She was like a pig in sh*t! We then lay on rocks and let the clay dry off. 

Once we had all turned a chalky white we plunged into the water and started 
rubbing the clay off. It was true – our skin was silky smoothe! 

  

New Years Eve 
We decided that we wanted a more local experience on New Year’s Eve and so we 
booked a table at our favourite beach bar with the tiny-pants barman.  

We headed over there at about 8pm. Festivities had already begun, in fact it would 
be safe to say that they might have started their celebrations a little prematurely. By 
the time we made it to the ‘tiny-pants’ bar, our barman and all his helpers were 
glassy-eyed and super chilled. But he managed to rustle up our usual order of super 
strong strawberry caipirinhas and about 2 hours later the food appeared...you have 
to get used to the Bahian rhythm of life. 

At 11.30pm we wandered up to the local town where they’d set up a stage and a 
band was pumping out samba and scantily clad women were booty bumping all over 
the stage. We joined the locals and boogied around the beach. At midnight we all 
joined in the countdown and fireworks went shooting into the sky as the clock struck 
12. It was a perfect New Year’s Eve. 

First day of 2010! 
We entered 2010 in tranquil bliss. The motor on the dinghy had packed up. I’d like to 
blame Pete, if only to tarnish his ‘golden boy’ status, but truth be told we had no 
idea why it suddenly happened. But we were happy to spend a blissfully lazy day on 
the boat, soaking in the sun while our friends at home made yet another snow man 
in what was turning out to be the longest cold-snap London had seen in almost a 



century. We dived off into the 30° water to cool down, sipped at mango bomb after 
mango bomb and in the evening continued to lie out on deck and star gaze. 

Homeward Bound 
Reluctantly we picked up our anchor early in the morning and set sail for Salvador. 
No sooner had we left and the clouds opened up and let rip. The kind of lashing rain 
that hits the sea so hard it seems to be raining up as much as it’s raining down. Neil 
and Pete took the hit at the helm while Sarah, Maria and Selina laughed and took 
photos.  
The rain subsided and the winds started to blow, harder and harder. Neil and Pete 
took in a reef or two but we were still ripping along. Neil was keen to keep the 
downstairs skipper calm and only slipped up once when he got over excited and 
announced ‘ we’ve just hit an extreme squall’. We did in fact hit 40 knots of wind, 
but Mina2 took it in her stride and by the time we arrived in Salvador the winds had 
dropped and we slipped clean onto the pontoon without a hitch. 

As we were sailing into the marina we got a call from CapTim. We knew what the 
news would be. Grandpa, CapTim’s father who he’d flown back to be with, had 
passed away. Almost to the hour of the day that he had been born 91 years ago. He 
had died peacefully with his wife and children around him. He was a wonderful, 
quiet, deeply intelligent man who had a wicked sense of humour and a love of 
sailing. We remembered him with fondness as we sailed silently back into Salvador 
and our thoughts went to our family and particularly Granny who’d been married to 
him for 61 years and they were in love every bit at the end as they were when they’d 
first got engaged just 2 days after meeting one another. 

Hugh Barker 1919 – 2010. 

And so ended the ‘hijacking’ of Mina2 by its mutinous crew.  

Contrary to popular legend we had had a wonderful time. We’d missed CapTim and 
the fun he would have brought to the trip. It wasn’t the same without him. But if it 
hadn’t been for his trust and faith in us (some might call it heat-provoked insanity) 
and our ability to look after Mina2 we would never have had the unforgettable 
Christmas and New Year that we had. 

A special mention also has to go to our stand-in Captain – Neil. We knew he’d look 
after the boat and crew well but he really did. So on behalf of the Mina2 crew: Sarah, 
Pete, Selina, DS and, of course, Snoopy – a big THANK YOU. 

Also a final thank you to Havanita, Minnie B, Suzie2 and African Sea Wing for being 
fantastic companions on our journey around the Bahia dos Santos. (**Minnie B's 

website can be found at: www.minnieb.me.uk ) 

This is over and out from the Mina2 crew. 

  

1 February 2010 

 

Tribute to Hugh Barker – Tim’s father 



 

I left Mina2 to return to the UK on 22 December. I had received a call to say that my 

father, who had been diagnosed with cancer whilst I was mid-Atlantic, was now 

seriously ill. He came out of hospital on 24 December and we spent a marvellous 

Christmas together gathered round his bed. He enjoyed it enormously. As we had 

been told to expect, he deteriorated quickly thereafter and on the afternoon of New 

Year’s Day he drifted peacefully away. Surrounded by my mother, Noel, and all three 

of his children, at the age of 91 and after a long and fulfilled life, it was a good way to 

go. 

 

Since then I, together with my two sisters, have been busy dealing with his estate and 

supporting my mother, Noel – his wife of 61 years. Below is the tribute that I read at 

my father’s funeral. 

 

“Hugh passed away at 7.45 on the evening of the 1
st
 of January. He died as he had 

lived – with bravery and dignity. And he died at home with Noel and all three of his 

children around him. It was very peaceful. A perfect ending to a long and fulfilled 

life. 

 

Born in India in the aftermath of the First World War, Hugh was sent back to the UK 

at the age of three and was brought up by his grandmother on the Isle of Wight. 

During the Second World War he was a dashing RAF officer and after the war 

completed his degree at Cambridge in engineering. Hugh was a successful 

businessman and in retirement, with Noel always at his side, he became an 

adventurous and accomplished sailor. He was also a highly accomplished albeit 

completely untrained musician.  

 

Those are the headlines. But who was the man behind the headlines? Everybody loved 

Hugh. He was a supremely lovable person. Interested as well as interesting, his life 

was full of achievement and incidents which he didn’t talk about much.  He was born 

with dodgy hips, and pain was a constant companion for much of his life. But he 

never complained. Reading the many letters of condolence sent to Noel, it comes as 

no surprise that a recurring word used to describe Hugh is “Gentleman”. Some people 

have divided the word, to describe Hugh as a “Gentle Man” – and that he was. 

 

Hugh had an extraordinary brain and an almost photographic memory - particularly a 

memory for verses and rhymes. We were used to being entertained by renditions of 

“Albert and the Lion” but it was at my stag party more than 30 years ago that Hugh 

sat himself on the bar at Ranelagh Sailing Club and amazed and delighted all my 

friends and me by reciting from memory, and without a pause, all 61 verses of 

“Eskimo Nell”! He later confessed that the last time he had recited it was more than 

20 years before. 

 

Even when he was in hospital last month, Georgie and Noel were boasting about their 

mental agility. “The ultimate test” said Georgie “is to see how long it takes to recite 

the alphabet backwards”. Noel and Georgie struggled and failed. Hugh opened his 

half-drugged eyes and without error zipped from Z to A in about 2.5 seconds. Point 

made.  

 



He also had an inexhaustible repertoire of jokes. And no one appreciated his jokes 

more than Hugh himself. He had barely delivered the punchline, before his face had 

creased up and his shoulders were heaving with silent laughter at his own joke. 

 

As a family man he was a wonderful father to Linda, Georgie and me, and a loving 

grandfather to our six children. But his greatest role was as the unswervingly loyal 

and devoted husband of Noel.  Marks & Spencer, Morecambe & Wise – eat your 

hearts out. The greatest double act was Hugh & Noel. It was a fairytale of love at first 

sight. Hugh proposed to Noel after only two days, and Noel enthusiastically accepted. 

Complete opposites in every respect, Hugh and Noel were the perfect complement for 

each other and they lived by the promises they made to each other more than 61 years 

ago: to love and to cherish for better or for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness 

and in health. They shared everything. It was the perfect partnership.  

 

Hugh was unique. Hugh is irreplaceable. Hugh’s death will leave a hole in all of our 

lives, but none more so than for Noel. She will need, and she will get, enormous 

support over the coming months, not only from her family but also from the enormous 

number of friends she shared with Hugh. 

 

In celebrating Hugh’s life today, we cherish the memories of a wonderful, brave, 

warm, witty, kind, clever and generous man. Hugh – we will all miss you 

enormously.” 

 

HUGH BARKER 

1919 - 2010 

R.I.P. 

 


