
Solo sailor to voyage 
round the Americas

          The boat 
will literally 
have to sink 
out from under 
me before 
I’d consider 
quitting

“
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11. rescue a drowned outboardHow to . . .

Time is of the essence when 
reviving a dunked outboard – 
once the motor begins to dry out, 
corrosion starts immediately and 
can cause permanent damage. 

Remove the spark plugs, fuel 
lines and carburetor. Rinse 
everything thoroughly with fresh 
water and liberally apply de-
wetting fluid such as WD-40 to 
every nook and cranny accessible. 
Spray inside the cylinders. 

Better still, pour in 
methylated spirits and swish 
around a bit before draining to 
displace the water. Disassemble 

the carburetor, wipe down and 
spray with WD-40.

With the engine taken apart, 
hand-crank it to blow out any 
water still in the cylinders. Do 
this several times over. When it 
feels sufficiently purged, crank it 
some more. 

Reassemble everything and 
use fresh fuel with a double-oil 
mixture to coat all the 
mechanical bits thoroughly with 
oil and force out any remaining 
water. Don’t try to re-use the old 
spark plugs. Install new ones and 
then try to start the engine. If it 

fires, let it run for at least 20 
minutes.

No luck? Don’t fret just yet. 
Take everything apart again 

and repeat the water removal 
process. Leave the parts and the 
engine to dry out in the sun. After 
a few hours, reassemble and try 
to start the engine again. 

Now is also a good time to 
drain and replace the lower unit 
oil. But get the outboard to a 
professional for a more thorough 
service soon after a dunking, 
even if it does come back to life. 

Andy Schell

At sea for 312 days – non-stop.
That’s Matt Rutherford’s estimate 
of how long the voyage he’s 
planning will take. If he averages 
three knots; if his donated 
glassfibre 27-footer holds up in the 
ice-congested waters north of 
Canada; if he makes it around 
northern Alaska and out into the 
open expanse of the Pacific; if he 
can safely get past Cape Horn . . .

There are lots of ifs, but if Matt 
Rutherford does it and completes 
the 23,000-mile voyage, he’ll be 
one of the few people ever to have 
sailed solo round the Americas, 
writes Andy Schell. 

Back in June 2010 when I first 
met him, Rutherford, an 
Annapolis-based sailor, had just 
returned from the Gambia River  
in Africa in his 32ft sloop. He had 
crossed the Atlantic single-handed 
from Annapolis to England, 

making his way down the coast of 
Africa before returning via Antigua. 

I was on my own boat at anchor 
and Rutherford rowed over. He 
had just completed the final leg of 
his voyage, closing the circle on an 
enormous Atlantic circuit. What 
struck me then was Rutherford’s 
determination and the 
extraordinarily high standards he 
set himself. He actually viewed his 
initial voyage to the UK as a failure 
because his intended landfall had 
been Iceland, but he was blown far 
off course by a storm. 

“I’ve wanted to do the North 
West Passage for four years or so,” 
he told me recently. Rutherford 
had pinned up a chart of the  
North West Passage above the 
quarterberth. In heavy black ink, 
he traced the route into Baffin Bay, 
and up to 75°N before it turns west, 
eventually spilling out into the icy 

waters of the Beaufort Sea. He 
concedes at this stage he’s only 
focused on this northern portion 
of the voyage and keeps notes on 
the chart of ice reports and other 
recent sailors’ progress. 

One note simply reads ‘Frozen 
French Guy.’ A little more 
promising is the route Rutherford 
traced of the Kiwi sailor who 
recently transited the passage in 
only 12 days. 

Contingency
US sailors Herb McCormick and 
Mark Schrader, who recently 
completed their own Around the 
Americas expedition in a 60ft steel 
cutter, have been in touch. On 
Schrader’s advice about a possible 
lack of wind, Rutherford procured 
a 180gal fuel bladder and has a 
contingency plan in place to stop 
in Cambridge Bay should he need 
to refuel. 

Rutherford, who turned  
30 in April, has always sought 
challenges: “When I was 18,  
I decided I was going to do three 
things. The first was to ride a 
mountain bike alone through 
South East Asia. I did that. The 
second was to cross an ocean 
alone. I did that.”

But he also wanted to do 
something for others less 
fortunate than himself. So, when 
he found out on his return last 
summer about an organisation 
called Chesapeake Regional 
Accessible Boating (CRAB), he 
immediately volunteered. 

CRAB has since become an 
integral part of his latest voyage 
(indeed donating the boat he’ll 
sail on), and he has become close 
friends with Don Backe, founder 
of CRAB and a paraplegic. 
Throughout the voyage, 
Rutherford will be posting  
log updates, photos and video 
on his website www.solo 
theamericas.org, while 
soliciting donations in kind and 
cash in a soon-to-launch ‘money 
for miles’ campaign. 

Humble
Despite his determination, 
Rutherford is humble. He 
doesn’t see himself as a 
particularly good sailor or  
a particularly inspiring 
personality. He says simply:  

Rutherford’s boat for the voyage is 
a 27ft 1960s-era Swedish-built 
Albin Vega, many of which have 
impressive voyaging records. 

The yacht was donated to 
Chesapeake Regional Accessible 
Boating (CRAB) specifically for the 
trip. Rutherford’s desire to 
complete the voyage in the name 
of CRAB has motivated him to 
leave behind the well-prepared 
32ft Pearson he has crossed the 
Atlantic on twice already.

As he’s on a shoestring budget, 
he has focused mainly on the 
structural integrity of the boat 
and her systems and will be 
foregoing some simple luxuries. 
He replaced the bulkheads and 
installed a substantial stainless 
steel sampson post on the bow to 
secure his sea anchor. 

The large deadlights in the 

coachroof were replaced with 
heavy-duty, quarter-inch plastic. 
He retrofitted the windvane from 
his Pearson with the help of a 
conversion kit. Solar panels cover 
the decks of the Vega, and a wind 
generator will also be used. 

For cooking, Rutherford has a 
small two-burner alcohol stove 
and will have a camping-style 
‘solar oven’ that served him well 
during previous Atlantic crossings. 
All food is freeze-dried. 

The boat has no insulation or 
heating. Instead, a friend – a 
scientist who spends a large 
portion of his time on Antarctica – 
has donated several pieces of 
robust, government-issued polar 
expedition kit, including a 
neoprene survival suit, numerous 
base layers and a full complement 
of Arctic foulweather gear.

Matt Rutherford aboard his 
27-footer donated from  
a charity to help disabled 
sailors. Below: “I’ve always 
wanted to do the North West 
Passage,” says Rutherford 

Preparing the boat

“I’m going to give it everything  
I have, there’s just no question of 
failure for me,” he says. “The boat 
will literally have to sink out 
from under me before I’d 
consider quitting.” 

When the idea of doing the 
North West Passage grew he 
wondered: why not do it alone? 
And why not continue on 
towards Cape Horn? 

“I’m not too concerned about 
the ocean sailing bit,” Rutherford 
explained. “But in the North 
West Passage, it’s going to be five 
to six weeks of 20 hours on 
watch, steering from the bow 
and fending off ice. Hard, 
exhausting work.” 

By the time you read this, 
Matt Rutherford will already  
be heading north. 

Read my blog 
News, views and asides – keep up-to-date between issues on 
Elaine Bunting’s blog on yachtingworld.com


