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It was during the third hour that I was stuck in the cus-
toms office in Grenada last summer that I realized I 
had hit a low point in my sailing career.

That morning, I had unintentionally committed a seri-
ous blunder by disembarking a crewmember onto the 
island and off to the airport, where he was flying home 
to Europe, without ever clearing him through customs 
and immigration. 

We had sailed down from Mayreau in the Grenadines the 
night before, arriving late and crawling into our bunks. His 
flight was at 6 a.m. the following morning, so he was off the 
boat by 4, and I simply overlooked the customs process. 

MAINTAINING
PROFESSIONALISM

BY ANDY SCHELL

I should have gotten carted off to jail that afternoon and 
hit with a $10,000 fine, like the officer had threatened, 
but in the end he let me go with nothing more than a 
stern warning not to do it again. I’m 100-percent posi-
tive that he and his buddies in the office had a hell of a 
laugh over the little scare they put me through, and they 
deserved it indeed.

The moral of the story, quite simply, is to follow the rules 
when you’re in another country. But there’s a big-picture 
lesson here as well, and it has to do with professionalism.

It’s all too easy, especially in the warm trades and laid-
back atmosphere of the Caribbean to fall into a tropical 
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stupor and forget — or worse, ignore — important re-
sponsibilities as both captain and crew. Heck, waking up 
on time and getting a shower and shave in the morning 
is often a challenge. Yachties are often lumped together 
in one big cliché of the drunken sailor, and this is not a 
good thing.

Maintaining professionalism in the yachting world seems 
like such a simple concept to me that I almost feel silly 
writing about it. Yet at the same time, it’s easy to misstep, 
even ever so slightly.

It should be obvious, but professionalism begins, like it 
does in the real world, with your appearance. The iconic 
image of the salty captain with a five-day beard, unbut-
toned shirt, floppy hat and khakis is unfortunately a myth 
— at least for those of us with actual jobs. What’s pre-
ferred, in my experience, is the clean-cut, clean-shaven 
look of a fighter pilot, not Captain Ron. There are excep-
tions, of course (as I’ll demonstrate), but first impressions 
are usually lasting ones.

Appearance is not limited to the way you look in front of 
the owner, either. Customs officials, whether or not they 
admit it, will appreciate a collared shirt and clean shorts. 
Flip-flops are fine, but don’t embarrass yourself barefoot. 
Oh, and don’t drop off crewmembers without first check-
ing them in. Duh. 

Somewhat murkier of a concept than how you dress is 
how you act, and even the most rugged sea captain can 
act the part of proper professional without necessarily 
looking it. A perfect example is my good friend Mike, 
who for two years I knew only as Moxie Marlinspike, a 
completely believable moniker for a tall, skinny white 
guy who owned exactly one pair of cutoff shorts, had 
a 6-inch knife attached at his belt and wore dreadlocks 
halfway down his back. Moxie was a self-declared anar-
chist and the single greatest storyteller I have ever had 
a chat with. Yet, despite his rugged appearance and 
swashbuckling alias, Moxie remained among the most 
professional of the 20-odd captains I worked with that 
summer in St. Martin.

Why? Because he acted the part, regardless of the audi-
ence. What I mean by this is that Moxie took his job seri-
ously. He poured over charts late at night to prepare for 
inter-island deliveries, memorizing the trickier bits for the 
unlikely event that his GPS failed. He took the effort to 
pack his sextant and sight-reduction tables for the same 
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reason, going so far as to teach the rest of us the basics, 
without our asking. 

Though he imbibed, he never took a drink during the 
39-day program, setting a firm example for his charges. 
He checked and double-checked his boat before com-
ing and going, neatly stowing fenders and dock lines as 
soon as he cast off. He always had his paperwork in or-
der, kept safely watertight in the “cruisers wallet” Ziploc 
bag. He thoroughly prepared ditch bags and emergency 
gear before departing on even the shortest sails. He kept 
that one pair of shorts spotless for the times he’d need to 
handle the officialdom. 

He was polite to his superiors, empowered his crew to 
sail efficiently without his input and ran one of the best 
programs we had that summer in the Caribbean. He was 
simultaneously fun loving and always attentive, keeping 

one eye open at all times, even while asleep, or so it 
seemed. In short, Moxie was a model professional, even 
if his name and appearance said otherwise. 

Professionalism, as leadership, is an ethereal quality, 
hard to define yet easy to ignore. And like good leader-
ship, professionalism can be either inherent or learned, 
and is easily recognizable to others — even if the cap-
tain in question is unaware he’s even being watched. It 
takes many forms: being “professional” does not have to 
mean sacrificing your personality or forsaking your phi-
losophies, as Moxie proved. 

And in my opinion, it would do the yachting industry some 
good for the rest of us out here to take some of Moxie’s 
examples and learn to create and foster our own profes-
sional style, remembering, in the end, that how we act 
both in public and private, does not go unnoticed.
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Maintaining professionalism in the yachting world seems like such a simple 
concept to me that I almost feel silly writing about it. Yet at the same time, 
it’s easy to misstep, even ever so slightly.


