Captains Log – Circumnavigating Catalina Island

By Roger Curley 
    After falling in love with my soul mate we were discovering our mutual love for sailing.  We had been to Catalina a number of times so far & had just  ‘plotted ’ our next adventure; we planned a circumnavigation of Catalina Island.   So we rounded up a few hearty swabbies that were up to the task & met at the dock.  As we loaded up the boat I checked all the systems including the newly installed GPS; it was giving our location within the Marina Del Ray harbor, all was ship shape…or so it seemed:-)  We made our way out of the harbor & the GPS continued to show our location to still be in the harbor; “Arrrg!  Damn ye foul & evil black box!  Who needs ya anyway, ya scurvy dogg!”  The trouble with chartering someone else’s boat is the little things that need personal attention are assumed that the owners are on top of, like the GPS & the lifelines.   We had been sailing for a couple of hours when I guess the excitement of preparing for the trip & the big party the night before caught up to me.  I realized I was about to ‘feed the fish’, so I calmly handed the wheel to my capable mate then proceeded to lunge for the lifelines as the tempest from the caldron of my tummy was boiling up & blowing forth.  The moment my hand touched the lifeline it gave way with hardly a restraint & I found myself flying overboard.  Boy that was just what the Dr. ordered; a nice cool & refreshing dunk in the middle of the ocean.  A few quick strokes & a faithful grab at the towing line for the dingy may have saved my life or least saved the remaining crew from attempting a ‘Laurel & Hardy’ styled rescue since only my mate had any sailing experience & this was certainly in our early years of sailing.  But it was really no big deal & I was back on board before most of the crew knew I went over; they were shocked to see that I was completely soaked with my sun glasses & hat still in place after doing a header into the drink:~  That was the shortest case of sea sickness I’ve ever had; moments later it was like it never happened. 

We were making pretty good time & made it to the backside of Catalina’s Isthmus at Cat Harbor just before sunset.   

    This was to be my first attempt at anchoring.  I had read all about it & most people made it look so easy. I was skeptical on the anchor’s ability to dig in so I brought my scuba gear to give me the peace of mind of seeing the anchor perfectly set; that’s what I expected to see.   We selected a good spot in about 45 feet of water, motored slowly a bit further & released the anchor.  Putting the engine in slow reverse was all that was needed to drag the anchor.  We hoisted & tried again with the same results; this time after dragging the anchor & hoisting it back up we found that the chain had tangled itself around the anchor:~  The sun had just gone down once we had the anchor untangled & set again.  This was crunch time & the darkness wasn’t going to help.  But this time the anchor held with the motor in full reverse.  I was still skeptical, especially after the 3 failed attempts & the tangled up anchor ordeal so I donned my scuba gear for a reassuring look.  

   That’s all I wanted, a quick reassuring look to see a perfectly set anchor & then get the heck out of that icky ink black abyss.  Since the sun had just set this was also to become another first…my first night dive!…& a solo night dive at that!  I felt prepared & confident; I had my air tank inspected & filled and I even purchased a new dive light with new batteries, just in case.  I got all my scuba gear on, entered the water & took hold of the anchor rode.  The anchor rode had the depth labeled every 10 feet or so; 250 FEET!  WOW!  That’s along way down!  I was a little apprehensive about a virgin night dive alone but calmed down & realized of course this is the scope I calculated for anchoring in 45 feet of water.  I became aware of an unforeseen coincidence that the chartered boat came with a dive light just like mine, but with almost dead batteries which I discovered once I got below the surface & realize that I had the wrong flash light.  Again I felt a little edgy but wanted to just get this ‘fun’ over with & besides I was convincing myself that all I was going to do was to verify that my very first anchoring job was perfect & then get the heck out of that icky inky black yucky place…so down I went:-o   At ten feet down I couldn’t even read my watch!  It was inky black all the way to within 10 feet from the bottom & then there was this eerie faint bluish gray ghostly glow the bottom had.  The bottom was void of most living sea life & was littered with garbage from the ignorant ‘bi-pedal’ swine (most likely from the power boat crowd.)  Instead of seeing the perfectly set anchor, I saw my worst anchoring nightmare; the anchor & anchor chain was a tangled mess!  Ok I’ll just slowly approach the mess & untangle it, I thought.  I tried to hover just above the shapeless heap & simply straighten it out, but as soon as I moved the mass, a cloud of that nasty bottom crud totally obscured my vision.  So now I was basically standing there in the dark, on the bottom, holding a 35 pound anchor with about 40 pounds of chain wrapped all over it, in a REAL ICKY, YUCKY CLOUD OF BOTTOM CRUD!  I have only one thing to say about that situation … ”Eeeewwweee!!!!!!”  I’m not very brave; I’m often persistent, but brave…I usually avoid things that require brave stuff.  This didn’t require bravery, just the ability to get thru the icky yucky stuff.  At this point I inflated my buoyancy compensator vest so I could hover about 12 feet off the bottom & out of the dirt cloud; holding the hefty anchor mess I realized that I was the only thing holding the boat in place!.…I better hurry!  After a bit of anchor wrestling, the anchor & chain was untangled.  I then set the anchor into the bottom by hand & went straight to the surface.  Back on the boat, a well-deserved happy hour was the required remedy to shake off the ‘icky yucky’ vibe that was oozing off my psyche.  

   Then came time to cook dinner & the stove wouldn’t light; no problem we’ll use the gas 

BBQ.  Well that wasn’t working out so well either, but I am persistent.  It seemed that the wind was blowing the gas away before I could get it ignited, so I kept the lid on while I tried to light the grill.  Nothing, then…nothing, then…BOOM!  I recoiled backwards at the speed of light & almost went overboard for another night dive; but at least the grill was lit:~  “That’s it!  I’m done operating anything but a beer & someone ‘brave’ will need to open it for me!”  

   The next day we hoisted the anchor & sailed out of Cat Harbor bound for Emerald Bay, via Avalon & about 90% of the island.  We were warned that the swells on the backside of Catalina could be huge since they have the fetch of the entire pacific to gain their infamous size, but that day we enjoyed gentle slow rolling swells & a perfect 15-knot breeze.  Forget foul weather gear, even clothes were optional at this point:-) We had that perfect breeze all the way to Avalon where we were to rendezvous with another crewmember.  We sailed into Avalon & motored up to the fuel dock while Bobbie did a quick search for our wayward crewmember.  We agreed to meet at another dock after refueling; it all went like clock work & soon we were sailing out of Avalon.  

    We had been told “you’ll have to motor upwind if you expect to make it to Emerald Bay before dark”.  We scoffed at the thought of motoring when the wind was blowing so nicely & us ‘neophytes’ sailed that boat all the way to Emerald Bay on a picture perfect day…just wish I had taken some pictures :o     The rest of the cruise was smooth sailing, excellent snorkeling & much merriment.  We dreamed of the day we could make the cruising life ‘our’ way of life & treasured the memories of this cruise to pacify us until the next sailing ‘furlough’ from our everyday lives.  
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