Crossing Pamlico Sound, the Hard Way
James K. McAvoy

Many years ago, back in the early ‘70s, a closelfaimend named Mr. Twiford took me and my parents
across Currituck Sound in his old deadrise, a tfpgorking boat still common among the watermen of
North Carolina. Growing up, I'd always assumednuas an uncle, but Mr. Twiford was not a relative in
the strict sense of the word, though our familgsrdid intertwine going back a few generations.wde
the son-in-law of Ambrose Sears, a ninety-some-gihwaterman who was a close friend of my
grandfather and a longtime resident of Waterlily@hurch’s Island. During a particular visit to
Waterlilly, Mr. Twiford invited us aboard his boahd took us out across the sound towards the
lighthouse at Corolla, where he ran up on a beadH aollected clam shells as big as the palm of my
hand.

Corolla was not yet the vacation resort it is tgdawas still a poor outpost of the northern Ouanks
which made the western shore of the Currituck spersperous by comparison. On subsequent family
visits to Waterlilly I'd gaze out across the sowtdhe dunes of Corolla, imagining going acrosa in
small boat by myself. These early memories werkayes the genesis for the trip I'd later make ouhe
Outer Banks irRubbermaid.

Fast-forward about twenty-five years to 1996 afsdAtexandria, Virginia, beneath the shadow of dia
rickety Woodrow Wilson Bridge. I'd just acceptegasition with a design firm back down in Atlanta
and was only a week away from starting the new jidbcome to the Alexandria Seaport Foundation
office to say good-bye to the people there wheapotted this old, decrepit dinghy for sale. I'd Bev
heard of an Albacore before, but despite the dadgglition it was in, the lines were absolutely sbpe
the way boats used to be drawn back in the old.d@ie ASF wanted $650 for the boat and another
$200 for the trailer, but | talked them down to 836r the whole kit, including spars and sails, andn
had a new boat of my own — my very first. A fewntits later, after everything had finally settletbin
place and all the Olympics craziness had clear¢dfaown, | was sailing the stock '69 Grampian byt
my old college sailing haunts off Old Federal PantLake Lanier. The boat wasn’t in the best shape
and during the second trip up to the lake it seffies severe knockdown in shifty winds, resulting in
capsize and a snapped rudder, and a subsequehirigean a nearby exposed shoal.

Not wanting to miss the remainder of the warm-wea#ailing season, | put the rudder back together
using epoxy and two long pieces of stainless stekland was soon back out on the water. After a
number of mishaps, including a stormy Thanksgivarg spent surviving on one of Lanier’s uninhabited
Three Sisters islands, I'd learned the ins and ouk®w the boat behaved in different kinds of vaeat
Getting off the island the following morning in tatg-five knots of wind, using the jib as a storiystiil,
taught me what the Albacore was really capabl& @fasn’t just a simple racer or daysailer, bubatb

that could actually take you places. Not longrafsds | was thumbing through an atlas and canmsacr
a map of eastern North Carolina; it was then aedetthat | made concrete plans to take the old it
across Pamlico Sound and out to the Outer Banks.

By this time the boat had a new name and a newdranand reef points had been installed in the main
for shortening sail while singlehanding. Smallgpi@ padeyes were fixed to the seating tanks atid hu
interior so that an elastic webbing could be skreticacross the forward area of the cockpit, whittbe



gear would be stored. In the event of capsizevisigbing would keep all the stores and tanks fromgo
over the side.

| was eager to start the journey. When the tirmecto takeRubbermaidip to North Carolina in August
of 1997, the last remaining bits of epoxy arouralhhll-transom joint were still curing. About two
months earlier I'd flown into Raleigh and rentedaat to scout out suitable launch sites. The loesttion
ended up being Vandemere on Bay River, a tiny engildllage about 35 miles away from Ocracoke by
water. During the scout trip | made a stop in Misott Beach and gazed out across the yawning cbfasm
water plied by the Cherry Branch-Minnesott ferrypagh, two-mile-wide stretch at the bend in the
Neuse River. This left an indelible mark on my sovhat fragile psyche; if the thought of crossing a
stretch of water that size put the fear of God mt® then what business did | have crossing a wild,
unsheltered body of water many, many times wider?

Things were still getting pieced together on thekdwhenRubbermaid _|'
touched salt water for the first time at Vandemerae fact that the boat i
wasn’t 100 per cent prepared when it arrived atdingp wasn’t exactly a #‘
morale booster, though hurrying to get things heis did have the effect
of temporarily focusing my mind and taking it dfietvery real dangers of
sailing solo across the Sound in such a small Ve3¢ee afternoon heat
was also unbearable, mosquitoes were biting, andaosiyils were

assaulted by the blended aroma of rural agriculgpeilt crab meat and - »
acrid sea salt — an aroma familiar to me in chitthdout one that had |

e

grown alien to my senses over the ensuing yeaftr A couple hours
sorting everything out | untied the lines and rasigly left the dock,
takingRubbermaidut about 200 yards into the river before headimgkb
to the ramp with my tail between my legs. The that had gripped me at
Minnesott Beach wouldn’t go away, and in a statdwihdling morale, |
figured it was best not to put to sea at all.

The next several days were spent at the Palace Mdtiew Bern, switching my focus between the
Weather Channel and the NOAA charts laid out adtesdloor, and | still couldn’t overcome the fear
which was largely fear of the unknown. This wasnfilanned vacation out of some tour package, but
something completely unscripted, and dangerouseremtings could go very wrong. | knew of no one
who’d attempted anything like it before in this fpai the country, and in terms of sheer crazingss,
ranked up there with my fraternity brother, Andyyowsed to explore abandoned buildings by himself a
night in downtown Atlanta. After days focusing alhthe things that could potentially go wrong it
dawned on me that my vacation time was rapidly igstiway and that | needed to re-think my travel
plans if the trip was to be salvaged in any wagledided to take the long, scenic route to Swanguar
and catch the ferry to Ocracoke, then spend th&evekday-sailing out in the Sound. | wouldn't et
cross the big water as planned, but it was bétgr drowning anonymously. And it was another
experience | could take back with me, regardless.

If you like seaside towns and haven't ever bee@dmcoke, you don’t really know what you're missing
Getting there is a long drive from Nags Head doWngthe lonely Hatteras National Seashore. But if
you come by ferry or your own boat, you arrive tighthe center of town where the action is. Tlere
something of a self-contained quality about Ocraciblat you don’t see in other parts of the OuterkBa
which is noticeable from the moment you set foosbare. Tourism is the town’s principal industpd
yet you get the sense that the locals could maoadkeir own without the tourists. | had lunch at
MacNally’s Raw Bar & Grill, located dockside at tharbor and managed by a former Atlantan. Another



recent refugee from Atlanta was there, a leathery,
sunburned woman of about forty named Susan who’d
bought a house nearby and started some kind o&arts
crafts shop there. We spent a few minutes talkimgut
how much we all disliked Atlanta, but the topic wahin
pretty quickly. Most of the locals were trdbycal, with
many mailboxes bearing the surname O’Neal, like
hundreds of others along the length of the OutetkBa

After getting settled and taking in some of thensrg it '
was time to find a place to sleep and make prejpaafor the next day’s sailing trip. The seasonal
campground just outside of town was still open, BnaduledRubbermaid
there and pitched the tent. Evening mealtime \wastsat Jolly Roger’s on
Silver Lake Harbor. By early evening | was thamkéu having finally
visited someplace interesting, other than the esida ‘50s-era New Bern
motel, nostalgic as it was.

By eight the next morning | was already showered @othed, and had
cooked breakfast and stowed the tent within the.h@te plan was to sail
for about three hours, get lunch, then take thea€ksdiand ferry back to
the mainland. | was basically packed to go homemHeft the
campground.

Instead of putting in at the harbor launch ramsdd the ramp on the
exposed shore on the Sound side of the islandiddceear the Coast

Guard station. The wind was blowing about 12 krfiais) the southwest,
which keptRubbermaiginned nicely alongside the new wooden dock. It
takes a while to rig a sailboat, even a simple Adiva, but | didn’t want to
keep the guys behind me in the power boats waitiad,worked quickly to get everything ready. tpu
single reef in the main, made a quick cross gesthes, with a little help from some people on doek,

| shoved off into Pamlico Sound on a close reddiook the boat up Big Foot Slough Channel past the
sandbar at Howard Reef, about three miles fromestas this was a marked channel and the depths were
known. The only real challenge seemed to be kegepin __
out of the way of faster boats and avoiding feraffic.

So far, everything appeared to be going well. Even
though the boat was three miles out — farther fstwore
than I'd ever been under sail up until that daie- t
sprawling sandbar was just a few yards to starbaadd
would make a good place to beach if anything went
wrong. After clearing the channel entrance, | Hore
starboard and headed downwind into the lee of the
sandbar. All the while, the wind had steadily gidkup.
Even leeward of the bar, the water’s surface waimgowith small wavelets. I'd estimated the wiatla
steady 20 knots at this point.

Suddenly and without warning, the wind made a lavgetical rip inRubbermaid’sld jib, causing the
soft and weather-beaten cloth to flutter violentlhe jib was original kit from the late ‘60s, abe€ing



somewhat antiquated, it was hanked onto the foréssaead of in the more modern fashion of havhmy t
jib loose-luffed with an integral luff line. Eadi the hanks had to be undone by hand, which meant
throwing out the anchor and climbing up onto thedeck to retrieve the jibRubbermaidvas anchored
in perhaps five feet of water, and the waves wetew bad, but the wind was blowing directly intg m
face, which is an extremely uncomfortable positmibe in. The next thing | did was to put a secored
in the main then sit back and eat a pack of crackefore heading back to shore.

Pamlico winds generally blow either southwest atmeast along the north-south axis of the soutid. |
an enormous fetch of wind that can blow unimpeaedip to seventy miles. But the wind had shifted
and was now blowing from the southeast, directyrfithe launch ramp where | needed to go. If I'd ha
a bit more confidence and experience | would haxenn the boat could be sailed flat under singlé ree
by putting all my weight on the rail and patienthking
back up the entrance channel towards Ocracoke. filreo
gallon tanks of water were lashed to either sidihefmast
step, and so there was enough ballast down loWweato t
returning to Ocracoke could have been accomplishtd

a measure of planning and grit. Instead, | waskingr

with an unbalanced, low-aspect setup, trying tabgek to
the dock in waters too shallow to fully extend the
centerboard. It took about twenty minutes to pplithe
anchor, as I'd left a lot of scope in the line dradi to pull
the boat forward against the wind while lying pramethe
foredeck.

| tacked the boat back and forth for perhaps and,hm@ver drawing nearer to Ocracoke, but drifting
closer and closer to the windward point of HowaseRwhich | rounded during the early part of the
afternoon. By about three o’clock | was still figig against wind and current, appearing to dufther
backwards in slow increments. What's worse, theesavere beginning to buildRubbermaichad

drifted steadily southward and found itself in liwih the inlet itself, the fetch of wind now prodng
three-foot waves that gradually grew to four, tfiea feet. Howard Reef had dropped off about gertol
the northeast with Ocracoke just a streak on thizdw when | finally decided to signal for help. A
steady stream of boats motored by en route to Baj Blough Channel, and when one sport fisher drew
close enough, | cleated the mainsheet and stodal e boat, waving one arm frantically while
managing the tiller extension with the other. Bpert fisher came to within about thirty yards ame of
the people aboard waved back before the boat tanedore off full-speed towards the channel. $ wa
relieved that I'd been sighted. Having to be pitke by the Coast Guard was embarrassing, butsit wa
better than being left to the elements and possitdywning. Pride has its limits.

By the time the sport fisher had dwindled to a &pdmccurred to me that the people on board shoul
have come over and provided assistance, had ttiegllgahought | was in any kind of peril. 1
remembered something one of my friends said, theatu wave for help in North Carolina, people will
think you're just being friendly because everyoraves at each other on the water up there. As time
went by, it became apparent that this is exactlgtviiappened; it was a friendly wave I'd receiv@diere
would be no Coast Guard rescue — or a rescue dfiady

This daysailing trip had developed into survivaligtion, which I'd seemed to have a knack for ggtti
into. The Thanksgiving marooning during the prergigear was potentially dangerous in that it wdd co
and windy outside, with a hard rain that lastedtatbugh the night. | had no food and only twotlestof



water. But | was wearing a complete set of goad-feeather gear and was also able to wrap myself in
the mains’l, sleeping under a makeshift tent ciebaietying the jib between three trees on the @lan
hilltop. Although it was during a holiday, thereasvbound to be some boat traffic the next daydaihe
down to having to flag someone from the beach.

Out on the Pamlico the afternoon air was warm wahint of precipitation. But the boat was a good
five miles from shore with no realistic chance adkimg it back. The Pamlico was also vast and empty
Except along the ferry routes, you rarely see dhgrovessels, other than the occasional shrimp boat
Imagine a place like the lower Chesapeake beingsjyesettled and with virtually zero boat traffand
you get an idea of how big and isolated this badyater is. The waves were particularly dangeranus
steep due to the shallow depths, and sundown wayulek in about another three hours. Fighting ragfai
wind and current for about four hours and makingatige progress the entire time, | was growing wear
and dispirited. And if | lost my concentration téavas the very real likelihood of an unrecoverable
capsize. There would be no rest, sleep or evesithigle luxury of taking my hand off the tiller uint
Rubbermaideached dry land.

Out on the opposite horizon something caught my dyeas a tiny, sticklike sliver poking skywantbi
the water’s surface. | knew from the charts —fmanoh riding the ferries — that tall navigation mark

were placed at wide intervals throughout the soutRPamlico. There was also the certainty of maitla
west ofRubbermaid’gosition; it was only a question of how far and Howg it would take to get there.

If | sailed towards the navigation tower there whaes possibility that it would guide me to yet areth
beacon, or perhaps to within sight of the mainlaself. This was also the directiGtubbermaid

naturally wanted to go, so it actually made pergestse to head that way. Without further hesialtio
brought the helm around and headed for the oppsisdee, somewhere beyond the horizon. Prior to tha
weekend I'd never ventured more than a mile-andaffom shore on my own.

The idea of being out of sight of land in a stodkatore in these kinds of waves, five miles from
Ocracoke and perhaps eight to twelve miles frormtaeland, was not something to be taken lightly.
But sailing on the opposite heading proved muchencomfortable and easy-going; on a broad reach the
waves were no longer jolting, but gentle. Withie space of a minute the mood had changed from
frantic to relative calm, albeit with a heightersshsory awareness brought about by the dangerdus an
unfamiliar circumstances — in which there was nargatee of a positive outcome.

Dozens of thoughts and feelings swirled about aepthere was the profound sense of relief brooght
by the boat’'s newfound ease of motion. There wasessatisfaction to be taken in the decisivenes$iseof
change in plans, audacious as it was. And thesealé® the sudden and acute awareness of ‘place’,
where you look around and pinch yourself, wondertAgn | really, actually out here?” Then it began
dawn on me, the irony of it all; in spite of evdnyiy that had gone wrong over the previous fivesgay
Rubbermaidwvas still going to cross the Sound after all.

The self congratulation lasted a few minutes, behating waves were letting me know who was still in
command. Wave trains of this size moved alongfaster rate than the hull, which meant the occedio
wave breaking over the stern. Attached up undénrteée centerboard cap was a small, hand-operated
water pump with a long vinyl hose. Each time tbatbwas pooped, I'd work the tiller with my riglutat
and pump the water out of the bottom of the cockphile the mainsheet remained cleated. | usecte h
having to sit up on the rail when sailing by mysblit necessity overrode this fear. To minimizttige
pooped as much as possible, | had to learn toipatecthe waves, which meant keeping an eye aatern
steering the boat away from the troughs. If youl@alo this, then it was a reasonably dry ride.



The navigation beacon drew closer and closer. Quste sliver on the horizon, it had transformett ia
towering derrick standing about forty feet off thater. | don’t remember if it was wood or steelao
combination of both. But | remember the waves mgthrough the girders. The structure gave tts fir
true indication of the heights of the waves, whasleraged between four and five feet. Ocracokadsla
had disappeared completely over the horizon. Aecetivas no land ahead: only the tower there to keep
me company, but that, too, would drift quickly ters as the boat trundled through the lumpy sé&s.
hope was to locate another beacon on the westeizohdefore this one completely disappeared from
view. After sailing about two or three hundreddspast the beacon | picked up something grey and
triangular out of the corner of my eye. My firgsbtight was that it was a large shark. Suddenly my
thoughts were on not capsizing, lest | fall in teter with it. ‘Was the shark as big as the boat? Would
it attack the boat? Was it just a wave, and nbh@” Then the fin appeared again. And with it, anothe
And another... Soon it became apparent that it was just a pqubdoises, about eight or nine total.
Some came very close to the boat, but never seshwed any real curiosity. | was floored at the sind
power of these animals, as I'd never seen anyamild before. And yet here was a whole groupheht
out here surfing the wave trains.

The pod disappeared about as quickly as they carhey were moving with a purpose, as if they had
some sort of destination in mind. I, for one, didmow exactly where | was going, other than peha
the general direction of Wysocking Bay on the wesghore of the Sound, based on rough geographic
knowledge. But | took the appearance of these alsias a good omen and didn’t worry again about
sharks for the remainder of the ride.

Not long after the porpoises had vanished fromtsigkhin, bluish line appeared on the horizon dker
starboard bow. It was land, about six miles ahe@utice bringing the boat around on the new healding
wasn’t really sure how long it would take to seediaand for a moment, | understood that timeless
emotion that all explorers felt upon seeing a nbars after an uncertain voyage. | was amazedwat ho
little time it took to reach this point, but thexas still a lot of sailing left to do. After aboathalf an

hour later, individual trees could be made out glthre shoreline by the naked eye, though they atdfe
perhaps over three miles away.

Sighting land was one thing; finding a place to ipuvas something else entirely. The western sbhbre
Pamlico Sound is mostly wilderness and nearly dbwbsettlement. Only a few small towns of any
mention are situated along this stretch of coastimong them Swanquarter, Gull Rock and Englehard.
To get all the way from Swanquarter to the bridg&obanoke Island, you had to drive along a seventy-
mile, two-lane highway, much of it through denseeft. The lack of development can be traced to a
scarcity of deep water here. Vast shoals, largeigimto be named, lurk underwater and stretch fasm
in all directions. It's simply too shallow and &aeherous for anything other than flat-bottom boats
commercial fishing vessels operated by people goibd local knowledge. More important, few
protected anchorages exist on this side of the &@urboats seeking refuge from heavy weather. Any
Atlantic weather making it over the Outer Bankssnd pounding the western shore — and those boats
unfortunate enough to get caught out. To avoitdhigita submerged sandbar or making landfall in a
swamp or marsh, miles away from the nearest sattigrnthe best thing would be to look for channel
markers and follow them into a harbor somewhergedily ahead oRubbermaidvas a red marker,
indicating the mouth of a channel. It wasn’t a nemitntoo soon; the sun had just dipped behind des{r
and the bluish sky with its scattered grey clouald turned to hues of orange and red. Soon aftdsnar
grew dark.



Most of the channel markers here were lighted.hElashed at different intervals so that they cdagd
identified in the dark, with red to starboard améanp to port. The moon was unusually brilliant tha
evening, illuminating the surrounding clouds aslwslthe entire surface of the water. Visibility
wouldn’t be a problem. The wind had eased conaligrto perhaps ten or twelve knots, and the sads h
also subsided in the shallower deptRaibbermaidvas running dead downwind, surfing comfortably
down a three-foot following sea inside the charatelbout eight knots. This was perhaps the most
enjoyable stretch of the trip, though | was startim grow restless about finding a town in whichigoup.

After dark you could see domes of light polluticmvkring over the small towns, in addition to the
occasional blinking radio tower. The biggest sewtlight came from Swanquarter to the southwast,
getting there was directly against the wind, anslas too far away. | continued up the channehiaybe
an hour before it bent shoreward into a nice-strag perhaps a couple miles across. The chanhel cu
directly through the middle of the bay and led &naall, five-acre lagoon surrounded by trees oeethr
sides. There was no evidence of civilization hetker than a 15-foot wooden beacon at the end of a
narrow peninsula which poked into the lagoon. iButas already as late as nine o’clock, and | was
whipped. There would be no time to search fovantor motel. In order to get some sleep | needed t
stop and anchor the boat now. | tossed the armheboard and was finally able to unwind, openimay t
last remaining pack of crackers and enjoying tleswi To the east lay the open Pamlico in all itgests.
Sheltered from the south winds by marsh grassahgdibes, it was an enjoyable sight to sit bactt an
watch.

Looking into the darkness of the woods | caughhgbe of a powerful outdoor halogen light, perhaps a
half mile away. Whether this was a business oreswma’s trailer, | didn’t know, but it was too favay

to reach tonight. And you never knew who mightvghup at the door with a loaded weapon. So, |
decided to stay on board the boat and wait it outife night. | peered out at the water as it dadéo the
blackness of the woods and realized that the sherelas too straight and regular to be naturalenTih
dawned on me that | was anchored at the entranadoniy canal.Rubbermaidvould have to move to a
new spot or get run
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anchor instead of just wiping it. But the mud duo the anchor flukes instead of sliding off itite
water. With a second and third jerk, all the mutdeectly into the boat, getting all over the teg
tanks, the bottom of the cockpit and on top of gtreng lashed inside.

The tantrums that followed were probably a lot likese pitched by Tom Hanks @astawaya few years
later. But that was a movie; this was real — and | veasd mad. The moonlight wasn't strong in this
corner of the lagoon because of the shadows, tmultl see that the fine silt had spread over mioteo
cockpit and | could also feel it on my clothes.minute breeze passing through the trees pushedsigai
Rubbermaid’shull, moving it out of the canal entrance. As boat cleared the beacon at the end of the
peninsula, | pulled up the centerboard and stefareahother sheltered spot in the lagoon, thehset
anchor again. | drew some water from over the Bidlorming my hands into a cup shape and rinsed th
mud off my foul-weather clothes. At that momebelan to feel a burning sensation all over my hands
and forearms, almost like a chemical burn of soare $=or a minute or two | panicked, thinking the
marsh might be polluted with some kind of industsiadge, but then | remembered that in some
saltwater locations the creek bottom was home tlooms of tiny stinging creatures, each capable of
delivering a potent dose of pain.

The burning continued for about fifteen minutes #r&h subsided, but | knew | couldn’t sleep indiue
cockpit with all that stinging mud. And there wasway to wash it all out without getting stung iaga
The only clean place to sleep would be on the feeckd | climbed up on foredeck — sitting a few iesh
forward of the splash rail with the mast betweenlegg — and leaned back, falling asleep with mydhea
resting on top of a rolled-up towel. If | slid dffe deck during the night, the shock of the wateght to
have been sufficient to wake me up.

Somehow | was able to fall asleep in that positaord | awoke the next morning during the early dawn
hour in a fetal position with my legs still hookarbund the mast. Usually there’s a short period of
disorientation when you wake up in an unfamiliaaga, but | don’t remember feeling lost that mornimhg
think | was just happy not to have fallen overboddng the night. The worst part about gettingngs
being in that damp, sweaty foul-weather gear arichaving any clean clothes to change into. Nex wa
not having any food and only water to drink. Budrst of all was the anticipation of having to gatbkto
Ocracoke where the truck and trailer were. Thet fays of the sun peered over the far horizon and
brought a yellow glow to the surroundings. Forfih& time | was now able to see exactly whenegas
that Iwas The place looked utterly more desolate and tedl¢éhan it had during the night. There was
the long canal, but it didn’t really seem to gowahgre, except deeper into the wild. Looking ofthe
direction where I'd seen the bright halogen lighere didn’'t appear to be any significant structusich
would indicate a gas station, a convenience storeyen a fish house where they might have a pay
phone. Never for one second did it even occuredarcome ashore. Sailing back to Ocracoke was the
only option considered.

Knowing Rubbermaidvould not claw its way back across the Sound witloable reef in the main and
no jib, I hoisted the sail and took out the secaref. The wind was relatively light at about saxeight
knots, but it was coming directly into the lagoorhe water here was mostly only six inches to teet f
deep, meaning neither the centerboard nor the ruaded be fully extended. Without fully extended
foils, and without the jib to balance the rig ahat he air over the mairRubbermaidvould be unable to
point, and therefore wouldn’'t make any forward pesg against the wind. | was basically pinned in.
The only way it would work was if | physically may&ubbermaido a spot in the lagoon where | might
be able to ‘angle’ it towards the open bay. Using of the emergency oars brought along on theltrip
poled the boat over to a point between seventyaamahdred yards away, which took a lot of time and



physical effort. Once I'd found a decent spotdsted the anchor over the stern and then went fdriear
raise the sail. The anchor got caught on sometinigrwater, either a tree root or an old cabld,lan
wasn’t able to bust it free. The only way out w@sut the anchor line, which I didn’t particulamyant
to do. With a measure of fatalistic resolve | wiemtvard and grabbed a pair of scissors out otdloé
box and cut the line. Like a car in neutral withengines revve®ubbermaidridled against the taut
line, and when it snapped, the boat took off actibedagoon.

| needed to clear a marshy point of land in ordengake it out into the open part of the bay. Qihee
point was rounded I'd probably be home free. dikied like the angle was pretty good, but because th
centerboard couldn’t be extended the whole way dewbermaidvas making too much leeway. The
closer | got to the point, the more and more Itddfback into the lagoon. It didn't look like thigs
going to be our day.

The only option left was to head up the canal amdl §ome help ashore, the option I'd earlier ruded
In theory the canal could be sailed. It was alsepdenough to extend the foils, but it was quiteava
and there was at least one overhanging tree bfanthe mast to get fouled up in. |took down sad
and allowedRubbermaido drift over towards the marsh at the mouth ofdaeal. Then, grabbing the
painter, | got out of the boat and towed it up¢haal in about waist deep of water. The canal quite
deep, but | found that if | clung to the shoreliremuld walk along the muddy canal ledge and kéep t
upper body relatively dry.

A few months earlier I'd seen some people on USifgide of Elizabeth City getting out of their cars
and pointing over the side of a bridge. I learlzdr on the evening news that an alligator hadchbee
spotted there. Alligator sightings had also besorted in the Dismal Swamp region, and even as far
north as the Virginia line. That was a good huddreles north of Wysocking Bay. With each
excruciating step forward | hoped that | wouldniinfyp into one of these creatures. Never mind tiet t
didn’t particularly like salt water, and that | wasobably a bit more likely to run across a waywiaud
shark; all | could think about was getting out loé tvater before an alligator ate me alive. Abwuat t
hundred yards up the canal, on the lefthand sids,am intersecting canal which went for about a
hundred yards and then ended. There were songirigsland boats at the end of this canal — a pesiti
sign. | climbed about 2/3 the way orRobbermaid’stern and kicked as hard as | could, trying totiget
boat over into the other canal. This worked pelyeand | climbed back out of the boat and lugded
behind me up the canal.

A couple old crabbers motored by in their smallttavad waved, not appearing to think there was
anything unusual about a strange man wading intwiaisp water and pulling a small sailboat. They
continued on about their business as if | wereguasther crabber heading in the opposite directlon.
slipped off the ledge a few times, sometimes simkinest deep into the water, but | eventually matte
the end of the canal. | climbed up on dry lanchwvbbbly legs and tieRubbermaicbff at one of the
wooden docks. The boat looked like it had beeoutin a disaster. If you've ever seen an old filzesy
dinghy in someone’s front yard where they'd planteedse it as a large flower pot, that's what @ded
like. Dried, caked-on mud was everywhere, and staé strewn all about the cockpit. | almost wante
to leave it there and let the locals dispose of'@t.had enough sailing to last a lifetime.

There was an assortment of different boats theostlgnsmall crabbing skiffs, a couple deadrises thed
occasional weather-beaten runabout. A very laoge Wwas sitting up on dry land a little further ash

It was easily the nicest boat in the place, an&#dddorand-new. | went up to have a closer lookilg
inspected the hull, a man in his early ‘40s resamgtd young Eric Clapton with the short beard camte



of the crab house wiping his hands with a rag. dfl$a cool boat,” | said. The man didn’t answght
away, but nodded. | asked him if he was fixinggt and he replied that he’d built it from scrasetd that
he was going to go back down to Curagao and gdtibsz fishing. | was astonished. | asked himef h
was going to motor all the way down there. He meabjavithout a hint of smugness or cockiness. Ictou
have stayed and talked more about the boat, adturgent that | went ahead and told someone about
my predicament. “Where am I?” | asked. The madah noe | was in Gull Rock. “Wysocking Bay?” |
asked, wanting confirmation. He nodded.

| told him about losing my jib, that I'd come atig way over from Ocracoke, that I'd spent the nigltt

at the other end of the canal. Many people batkealake in Atlanta would have freaked out ifldto
them what I'd just been through; this man, obvigused to putting to sea on his own, and probably
having survived a few close calls himself, simpbglded with a grin. “It looks like you had a rough
night,” he responded. That was an understateniesitowed him the boat I'd come in on and told him
that | needed to get to Swanquarter so | could tladderry back to my vehicle. He said he woukkta
me there in a couple hours when he was finishediwgr | thanked him then went overRubbermaid,
grabbed the line and hauled it over next to thadauamp, where | tied it off. An elderly man wadkup
to me and introduced himself. | don’t rememberrfame for the life of me, though | wished | coulte
talked for about thirty minutes. | recounted myrgt telling him who | was, where | came from arahh

| got here. He looked around, scanning the prgpartd grunted, “I haven't seen a pleasure boatn'do
here in about twenty years.” He pointed over towloods where the canal made an eastward bend and
showed me an old railway, which was still in uS¢ou’ve probably never seen one of these befots. |
one of the few functioning railways left in thesa{s. We haul boats out of the water all the timeold
him I'd only seen them in pictures, that they didgven have them up in Currituck, where my famigsw
from. He laughed when | mentioned Currituck. ‘#nt up there a long time ago. Many years ago,” he
said. “That’spo country up there.” | grinned at what he considgreor. But then again the crab house
and boatyard, though small, did appear prosperous.

“So, when are you going to pay me my two dollarsuging my dock?” the old man asked out of the
blue, pointing to a sign with barely visible wrigin Silly me, | thought. | reached into my walketd
pulled out two soggy dollars. | only had one fer. Apparently, the conversation had been e sig
up, or maybe he was just killing time, waiting foe to ante up the money so he didn’t have to ask me
In any case, he became a lot friendlier once lid pan, and he invited me over into his house, Whic
also served as the town general store. Steepetyfooith in the tradition of perpetually being oragili
against theft, | grabbed my expensive new life gaacut of the cockpit and followed the man into his
house, where | met his wife.

The man melted into an armchair in the corner add'dsay much more, leaving the talking mostly to
his wife. She mentioned that he’d just come ouhefhospital two weeks earlier and had undergone
open-heart surgery, that he was 82 years old. yihiag considered, | was impressed at his enenggl.le
The woman wanted to know about my family, wherarhe from, and then proceeded to give me the
rundown on her entire family history, showing meaacient photo of her grandfather on an ox cad,an
strange kind of piano with thick wooden knobs ty@i pushed and pulled, each representing a differen
key signature. She explained that in the daysof/buth, no one had money and that they had terar
for goods and services. Her grandfather haulewthior people with his ox in exchange for foodistuf
and other items. It was how they got along.

The younger man pulled up to the front door ingiekup truck, and so the older couple let me gait- b
not before she’d given me a small brown paper Ioaifidled it up with tomatoes she’d grown out badk.



was grateful and even a bit honored to be a gddkeos. The short visit with them turned oubi®one

of the bright spots of the trip. | climbed inteettruck and formally introduced myself. He introdd
himself as Walt, and then proceeded on up the r&ehnquarter was about an 18-mile drive, so | had
plenty of time to talk with him about his boat amdy he’d chosen Curacao, of all places. He sadlik
was from Nebraska (a small town outside of Gulll§pbut that he went down to Curacao to fish and
liked the atmosphere, that it wasn’t crowded anddwed make a good living. | was extremely gratefu

for him taking me all the way down to Swanquarsed to tell you how generous these people weret Wal
gave me five dollars for the ferry ride, telling inere was no need to pay him back.

| slept on the ferry all the way to Ocracoke, ontgasionally looking out at the water that had sgane
my life. Part of the success of this trip was ttueghe Thanksgiving experience the previous year at
Lanier, which taught me it was possible to resaugrself if you kept your composure. Part of it vedso
due to an ability to think outside the box, chogdim go west over an unknown horizon when Ocracoke
was still clearly visible to the east. But | gimmst of the credit to Providence. A fiercely iggdus man
at the time, | don’t know what made me do the cgessture across my chest at the start of the jgurne
But whatever it was, someone felt | needed som@éPiMelp, and | got it.

By October the following year I'd made
some customizations ®ubbermaid’s
interior, including the installation of botto
boards so that gear inside the cockpit did
get wet during trips like these. Then | ma¢
a more prepared crossing of the Pamilco,
starting in Vandemere and sailing to
Swanquarter, then continuing on to
Ocracoke before completing the round trig
after a total of six days and 100 miles on t
water. There’s something to be said for
sailing with a crew. It generates
comaraderie, and you end up with a bunc
of shared memories that you can talk abo ; o
for years. It's good, even if you're the but “Rubbermaid” at Clark’s Marina, Swanquarter (1998)

of the jokes. I've been privileged to have

sailed on crewed trips to Bermuda, and from Stef8burg out to the Dry Tortugas — not to mentidn al
the Wednesday night racing up at Lanier. But tearething quite like sailing solo in a watery
wilderness, and I'll always be drawn back to itamtasion; because few things test your mettle kitid s
the way going out alone in a sailboat can. Andariew ways can you feel so closely connected w Go
and the natural world around you.

- JKM



