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I dream about a wind vane.

T o the single-handed sailor, his 
autopilot is the most cherished 
member of the crew. Robin Knox-

Johnston on his epic non-stop round-the-
world voyage in 1968 became personal 
friends with his wind vane, dubbing him 
“!e Admiral,” cheerfully 
watching his silent mate 
sail him halfway round 
the world. Hal Roth re-
garded his Hasler vane as 
the single most important 
piece of gear on his boat, 
writing “[my] vane does 
not complain, get tired, 
become bored, or require 
endless cups of co"ee and 
sandwiches. !e magic 
helmsman needs no 
oilskins, never flies into 
a rage or tantrum, and 
cheerfully steers at 0300 
as well as at high noon.” 

I let the April morning 
drift by, debating with 
myself whether or not to leave the dock 
in my 35-foot yawl Arcturus. !ere was 
a small-craft warning forecast with wind 
gusts up to 25 knots, but from the north, 
the correct direction for a southerly course 
for Oxford, my destination. At one in the 
afternoon, in full foulies, I cast o" while 
my dockside neighbors at Sarles Boat-
yard wished me luck and watched, beers 
in hand, from the dry comfort of their 
enclosed cockpit.

With some quick hands and fancy 
footwork, I hoisted all sail in Annapolis 
Harbor while Arcturus steered herself into 
the wind. Despite the forecast, an easy 
north wind was blowing, and we sailed 
on a fast reach past Horn Point, waving 
at a soggy group of students aboard the 
Skipjack Stanley Norman, who were headed 
for home. 

Once round the “1AH” (Annapolis 
Harbor) marker, I eased the sheets and 
pointed the bow south. !e wind remained 
steady. We coasted along at four knots on 
a flat sea. I scrambled around the cockpit 
trying to rig the mizzen spinnaker, my 

favorite sail, while the boat left drunken 
swerves in her wake. Once set, the sail gave 
us an extra half-knot and must have looked 
beautiful on the horizon.

!e sailing was wonderful, a nice long 
broad reach under full canvas, a straight 
shot on the port tack from !omas Point 
to Knapp’s Narrows—only Arcturus re-

quired constant attention to maintain even 
an erratic course. I was experiencing the 
frustration Knox-Johnston must have felt 
when “!e Admiral” finally died some-
where in the Southern Ocean. After sawing 
away his faithful crewmate and watching 
him sink into the sea, Knox-Johnston 
was forced to sail Suhaili by hand until he 
learned to trim her precisely enough to 
hold a course on any point of sail. Roughly 
5000 miles later, in the mid-Atlantic as he 
charged for England and for home, he’d 
finally figured it out. I didn’t have that kind 
of time.

Attempting to make lunch was a fire 
drill. I hopped down below before sud-
denly being clotheslined, remembering 
I’d still been lashed to the stern rail by my 
harness. Down again to get lunch fix-
ings, only to come up and discover we’d 
gybed. !ankfully the wind was moderate 
despite the forecast, for the mainsail was 
horribly tangled with the staysail. A gust 
of wind would have torn the small sail to 
pieces. Once back on course, down the 
companionway I descended again. Now 

we rounded up. Staysail flogging like mad, 
Arcturus heeled to starboard; from the 
corner of my eye, I spotted a bottle of olive 
oil that had tipped sideways on the stove 
emptying its contents onto the cabin sole, 
slowly creating a greasy mess. 

Abeam of Poplar Island, we (Arcturus 
and I) heaved to so that I could drop the 

mainsail when the wind crept 
up and swung to the east. I was 
quite pleased with myself for 
the maneuver—in lieu of an 
autopilot, there is no other way 
to reef with control. It worked 
to perfection. !e jib and 
mizzen pulled us along nicely 
at 5.5 knots until I dropped all 
sail to enter Knapp’s Narrows. 
I re-set the same combination 
once in the Choptank, and 
close-hauled, Arcturus finally 
sailed herself at 5.5 knots in 
flat water. I was busy planning 
to navigate Irish Creek, a plan 
which was abruptly aborted 
when we ran aground in the 
narrow entrance. I felt lucky to 

get o" in the waning daylight and didn’t 
bother with a second go at it. 

I dropped the hook in Town Creek just 
across the way from Schooner’s Restaurant 
and commenced my writing while enjoying 
a warming glass of wine. Unlike Knox-
Johnston and Roth, I wouldn’t be forging 
into the night under sail on the open sea. 
!ough I will someday experience it, at 
that moment, I could scarcely comprehend 
the anxieties of the single-handed ocean 
sailor. I’d just endured an exciting after-
noon alone on the rainy, foggy Chesapeake 
and was too exhausted to enjoy dinner. 
Outside, the wind hummed in the rigging, 
stretching Arcturus to the end of her nylon 
anchor rode, and the rain fell with increas-
ing vigor on the coachroof. I crashed out 
in the vee-berth just after sunset, visions of 
autopilots lingering in my head. 

About the Author: When he’s not deliver-
ing sailboats or writing about his travels, 
Andy Schell lives in Annapolis on his yawl 
Arcturus. E-mail him story ideas at andy.
schell1125@gmail.com. 
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