Terry

You have asked me to write an article for our students. This is a little like asking your mother in law for a recipe book,  you don’t know whether you are encouraging a good response or whether the advice you give is likely to arm the wrong people with a false sense of security.

That being said, I guess what I am asked most, whilst supporting the sugar industry in my local bar, is what to expect and what checks you should do when you wander off to charter a boat, with “mum and the mistress”.

Commonly,  sailing students all want to, well at least dream about,  going chartering where they are the master of their own destiny and where they can impress their family “mum and the mistress” with their new found knowledge.  

Having been involved with charter boats many years ago, I can give one observation, without fear.  This is common knowledge!  The best charterers are those who have done courses and their knowledge is still fresh in their mind. They are naturally cautious and will ask. The worst charters are the ocean racing legends, who take the boats to places they were not designed to go, who try and race them, who try to fix the minor things that go wrong, and only make it worse and who then find themselves too embarrassed to ask for help.    

I for one have to admit taking one of our own boats out in the Whitsunday many years ago, probably after about 150,000 miles of racing experience, and what happened? I ran aground in a place I shouldn’t have been, I stuck the anchor where it shouldn’t go, (in coral) and I blew up the fridge by not reading the instructions cautiously.  Does that prove my point? Oh, and I broke the main topping lift by being anchored somewhere else I shouldn’t have been, and the boat rolling all night and me being stuck in the wrong place (Whitehaven, in the Whitsundays actually).

So, charter boats………where do we start?
The venue comes first, as most follows from that.  The Whitsunday’s, New Caledonia, Asia, Europe, the Med.  There are many parts of the world that provide charter boats, and fortunately, with the internet, they are not hard to find.  Given that you will be paying a substantial deposit and sending funds in advance, give some consideration to the market and the longevity of the business, as you hardly want to find your funds at the bottom of the harbour with the fleet.  There are well established charter operators like the Moorings Group who have been in business for over a decade, who provide good service.

When picking the venue, do some study on the seasons and the weather?  Not much point going to the Whitsunday’s in the month it rains, because the rental was cheaper. Or going to New Caledonia in the middle of summer.  You can look at the various weather services to establish the expectations of weather and your charter company will also tell you their experiences.  But don’t rely entirely upon them, as if you are not a global warming sceptic, the weather systems have made some changes in the last 5 – 10 years and nothing like having a look yourself.

Then pick the time of the year based on the weather expectations.

If you want to look at the cruising grounds, Google Earth is fantastic for passage planning and has ruler measurer facilities in nautical miles how good is that?  Or Software on Board, which you can download for free from Digiboat.com.au, will give you a basic world chart with a fair amount of detail of every cruising ground in the world.  You can look at depths and difficulties etc.

And last, before deciding, ask them to put you in touch with previous charterers.  They are usually happy to do that, and their experience can be very valuable.

Then there is the selection of the boat, which is certainly important.  Whilst size matters, say no more on that subject, it is more the layout of the boat given the persons you intend to take.  For example if you have several couples, you want several cabins.  If you have the choice, and you have children, big cabin space as if it rains, boy, you could really find yourself wanting to kill by the end of the day.  But for the extra money, room is important.  Privacy of showers and toilets go without saying and they are available, even in the smaller boats.  

The next selection that you must consider is who is going.  Whilst “mum and the mistress” make for a good week away, the costs could be overwhelming.  But remember the confines in which you are going to live.  Would I like to spend a week in a caravan with these people?

Maybe you need to leave mum at home!

So, paid the deposit, made the commitment, decided who to take, have the brochures and the plans of the boat, have some charts of the area on your laptop, now is the time to do some planning.  Planning in the weeks before,  will pay off when you get on board. Look at the weather, consider how far you will travel in a day, 20 miles is a good guide believe it or not, and then sit down and plan what you need to take. 
Think about your sailing kit, clothes, nav gear,  communications,  (12 v battery charters etc)  your own GPS, charts with your plans on it and instruments, torch, batteries and the special things that you will not find on the boat (Vegimite).  And be careful getting on the plane with the kit. They don’t take kindly to dividers and a pen knife in your hand luggage. 
A small first aid kit is handy, band aids, Mercurochrome is great for all the nicks and sores you might get, (that red stuff that comes in a small bottle), aspirin, as most people don’t realise how quickly you dehydrate and headaches are common in the first few days, sea sickness aids if you are that way inclined and any special medications for you and your guests, like Asthma sufferers.

So much for the preparation.

At the normal charter you are briefed about the boat.  Don’t make the mistake I maid by not taking notes…..they usually pass out notes but takes some as well.  And then you are taken over the boat by an experienced person,  usually taken for a short sail,  introduced to the engine,  the stove,  the toilet,  the ancillary equipment like anchors etc and then the guide is gone!  See you later!   And the vessel is yours!
This is when your training with Pacific Sailing School should come to the fore. The briefing you had was probably intensive, given by someone who gives 5 a day, who is familiar with the boat, and has considerable experience. You however are going to be the responsible master of the vessel for the next period of time, and you need to reinforce into your mind, the safe operations of the vessel.  And you know the rule “know the boat”.
So where do you start, after the briefing.

Always appoint your sub commander. Make sure someone on the boat knows what you do about the radio, the boat and the engine.  As you may get sick or injured and you will need to rely that person to get you to hospital.  Think it over!

I always say start at the mast.  Seems silly, but boats come and go, and there is no point heading out and having the mast fall over the side.  It happens a lot with charter boats, not for any other reason than a simple thing was missed at the handover.  A broken shroud, a loose shackle, a missing pin.  So, firstly sight up the mast to see if it is straight.  That is a sure sign of health.  Straight rig is a great start.  Then go around and check every fitting and just give it all a bit of a shake, to make sure there are no rattles, no loose things.  Look up the mast for obvious problems, like halyards in the wrong place, or not at all, wear and tear.

Never underrate the importance of the compass.  Most abused appliance on the boat usually, hit by flying cans of bear, and interfered with by maintenance workers.  A commercial vessel is required to check the compass with the wharf bearing before departing from a wharf.  Not a bad suggestion.   Look at your chart before you pick up the vessel, work out the magnetic heading of the marina berth, and when you jump on board, and just look down at the compass.  If it is close, fine.  If it is 20 degrees out, talk to the charter operator.  He is likely to have a spare and be grateful for your thoroughness.

Next thing, check your electronics, lights radios and fridges etc.  These are important and best done before departure.   Engines are another thing,  make sure you know how to bleed it,  where the fuel tank is,  how much fuel you have,  is it sufficient, and find out where you get more fuel.   And check the battery charging recommendations.  How long do you need to motor to top your batteries up and run your fridge?  And water and other condiments for the engine, like spare oil.  
In these matters, 
Then do a complete vessel check with your crew, lift the floor boards, open the cupboards, do an engine check together, discuss the radio together, find and allocate the safety gear together, and then look for the good things, like the buckets, anchors and fishing gear. With the radio,  make sure your party all know the frequencies for the local area and your emergency frequency. Also,  put up a sign for the radio skeds you will have with the charter company.  Write it down and stick it up near the radio.  It is hard to tell them when you are in the water half a mile away………………
After, that is all done,  plan you day trip.  First day should always be a short trip, say 10 -15 miles.  That settles the crew, and there is nothing worse than doing a long trip and finding that you have no matches, or worse no beer.  First day, keep within a short run of the base, so you can return if necessary.

Little things like alternate ports for storms,  weather finding whilst at sea,  there are many, many things to consider.  And for every passage you should plan your trip with alternate ports. Like an aircraft, you should always have an alternate in mind, in case the weather turns for the worse, or one of your crew is incapacitated or injured.

Thereafter, set up a daily routine for your vessel.  Often these are best as excel spreadsheets which you print and take with you.  Like at night, anchor by 4pm or whatever the requirement of the charter company is, then your checklist could include:  check anchorage and drift,   secure dinghy, anchor light on, secure loose equipment, and shut down.   Your morning checklist could include,  anchor light off,  check weather on the radio,  check the engine,  loose dinghy,  shorten anchor,  have breakfast,  start motor and charge batteries, heat water, have showers etc, shorten anchor,  fridge on and depart.

And please,  this is a very short summary.   As you have learnt from the School,  planning is everything.  

Above all, in between,  have great fun,  ensure that your crew are enjoying themselves,  stay safe,  and make sure “mum and the mistress” don’t get together behind your back,.

Damien
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