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Introduction

Having gone south for a few years, it was time to change directions.  Our original intention was to sail the Chester to take advantage of local knowledge from one our stalwart cruise regulars, who lives in this area.  Fate, however, had a hand in things as Don Dunn’s AC 21 TIR-NAN-OG (only recently the cover boat for the May 2002 Chesapeake Bay Magazine), was struck by lightning the week before the cruise.  This left Don without a boat, but gave us another stop to pay our collective respects.  Undaunted, Don and Mary Dunn supported our activities from shoreside and contributed significantly to the success of the trip, which numbered a few more than usual, including some first-timers; a record number for dinner ashore in Chestertown including two hardy spouses who joined their skippers for the night at anchor, and a photo op for a local magazine on our way out of town.  As every cruise does, this one developed its own personality quickly.  Here’s how it went….


Returning Cruisers


- Marc “We are so ready for a bigger boat” Cruder with First Mates Noelle “Daddy let me drive” Cruder and Matthew “I’m out of gas again” Cruder sailing SYLPH:  Wittholz/Hermann 17.

- Bill “I have more friends than you” Hoover sailing GULL:  Mystic 20.

- Dave “I always bring my own mechanic” Bleil with crew Jim “Let’s see where that smoke is coming from” Ohlmacher sailing MELVIL’S MOUSER:  Herreshoff 18.

- John “Why don’t I just back everybody out” Tugboat Brown with First Mates Liz “I don’t mind cooking for you guys, but I need my shower” Brown and Dan “I can push a bow wave too” Brown sailing MUFASA:  AC 24

- Bruce “Two days is enough for me” Smith sailing WOOD DUCK.  Sharpie Schooner

New Cruisers


- Hobie “I got a fish and ate it for lunch” Bauhan sailing SWEET PEA:  Marshall 18.
- Tom “I’ll need more sail if I’m going to keep up with you guys” Beall sailing a Herreshoff Eagle
- Stefan “I have issues” Marculewicz with crew Jim “Galley Slave” Whittle sailing YANKEE:  Herreshoff 18.

Sunday, 6/16:  Day One - Destination:  Swan Creek, MD

Weather:  Partly sunny with the wind SW @ 5 to 10 knots

Due to some reasonable planning and provisioning the day before (and the boat already having been shook out at our first event at Round Bay a few weeks earlier), Noelle and I were basically ready to go on cruise day.  After some minimal stowing of gear and getting the dinghy in the water, we were away from the dock as scheduled at about 1000.  With Noelle at the helm, I quickly set sail and knocked off the outboard as we headed out of Selby Bay.  At 1015 we left the Green #5 to starboard, crossing the South River enroute Thomas Point.  Sighted WOOD DUCK coming out of the Rhode River to starboard.

By 1045 we were abeam Tolly Point on the south side of Annapolis, and abeam Greenbury Point at 1115, headed for the eastern side of the Bay Bridge in a straight line for Love Point at the north end of Kent Island.  As we approached the bridge, we were hailed by a Coast Guard Auxiliary Boat that told us the eastern spans were closed to traffic because of the Bay Bridge Swim.  So we came about and sailed through west of the center span alongside WOOD DUCK at about 1245.

At 1345 we were abeam Love Point, and subsequently passed by WOOD DUCK at about 1400 in the vicinity of Sandy Point Lighthouse.  At 1500, WOOD DUCK’s dinghy looked a little too far away from its mother, but Bruce quickly spun the schooner around and retrieved his little lifeboat, victim of a parted painter line.  Sailed all the way into Swan Creek and rafted up outboard of MUFASA at about 1530.  GULL was rafted up on his other side.  More would follow as Noelle and I had swim call.

By 1745, it was time to head for the dock with John Brown to pick up our raft-up chef Liz and her boat-less kitchen hosts Don and Mary Dunn.  Used SYLPH as the water taxi, while the raft-up happy hour commenced.  Dinner aboard was a feast for all….from crab cakes to shrimp and vegetables to a gigantic apple pie.  It was all delicious, with some to spare.  By 2030, we had the Dunn’s back on the dock, but only after Mary invited the whole group to their house on Gray’s Inn Creek for a cookout on Thursday.  

Got back to the raft up just as the sun was going down.  Each boat was breaking off to their own hook.  The bugs were just starting to come out, but the creek was beautiful.  We were in 4 to 5 feet and had it all to ourselves.  

Cruise Notes:  Swan Creek was a keeper….facilities at one end and under-developed peace and quite at the other end.

Best Sea Story:  Noelle doesn’t need a bucket to soak here piggies in anymore.  She’s big enough to just sit on the deck and hang them over the side!

Monday, 6/17:  Day Two - Destination:  Reed Creek, MD 

Weather:  Sunny, wind South @ 5-10kts, eventually backing around to the East

It was a tough night for Noelle as she alternated between the bucket and the head on the hour due to an upset stomach….we are so ready for a bigger boat!  Not much sleep for either of us.  Otherwise, it was a peaceful anchorage, with the only the occasional shriek of a blue heron to break the silence.

Finally got some rest and laid in until about 0800.  Made coffee and then the first rounds by dinghy, touching base with all the cruisers to be sure we were all navigationally on the same page.  By and large we were not the only ones moving slowly.  SWEET PEA’s first time skipper was getting the buckwheat pancake treatment over aboard GULL.  


By 0945, we were away under sail, bringing up the rear of the group behind GULL.  After an interesting and unavoidable battle against light wind and incoming tide, GULL and I spent two hours tacking out of the creek and onto the Bay.  Cleared the creek at about 1145 to find all ahead of us and in sight.  Decided to get on the engine and power out to SWEET PEA, who seemed a tad too far out in the middle of the bay.  Hobie told me he knew where he was and just looking for some wind.  I dropped the engine and stayed with him awhile.  

At 1300 the wind backed around enough for everyone to go on engines around Eastern Neck Island.  Took the opportunity to cut across the shallows to intercept WOOD DUCK just off Queenstown.  Noelle and I saw so many cow-nosed rays in that shallow stretch that we stopped counting!  By 1600, we found the green #1 marking the entrance to Reed Creek and sailed in along side WOOD DUCK as we navigated the buoy line.  

Anchored up with WOOD DUCK.  Bruce, Noelle and I had swim call as it was another day of negative jellyfish sightings.  Bruce cleared a crab pot line from his prop as the rest of the cruisers slowly trickled in…GULL, MUFASA, MELVIL’s MOUSER, the Herreshoff Eagle and finally SWEET PEA.  Had a nice long cocktail hour that culminated in “Sponge Bob” macaroni and cheese for Noelle and I.  Stayed rafted up to WOOD DUCK as the sun went down and Noelle began to be sick again.

Best Sea Story:  Just when I started to worry about SWEET PEA, he came around the point.  As Bruce said:  “He got this far without us, I’m sure he’s O.K”…..and he was.

Tuesday 6/18:  Day Three - Destination:  Chestertown, MD 

Weather:  Hot, with winds light to non-existent from the NE…ie coming down the river.

Up early to explore adjoining Grove Creek.  Another tough night for Noelle, but getting better.  My parental diagnosis was that the anxiety of sleeping on the boat in the dark led to physical manifestations.  So another morning of no breakfast, while I let Noelle sleep.  Found SWEET PEA and MUFASA gone when I finally came out on deck.  

Powered over to Grove Creek, negotiating the shallow and narrow entrance, which was privately marked.  Found the other “big cat” I wanted to track down.  I hadn’t seen it since 1996.  The boat is a nice size “one off” fiberglass 20-something “two beam” cat with a barn door rudder and a carbon fiber mast.  The finish is further along than when I last saw it.  Noticeable were the two dorade boxes sporting nice size cowl vents with the insides painted red.  This is the next boat to chase down if my current foray into large cats goes awry, but that’s another story.  

At 0900, came back into Reed Creek to check on the remaining group.  The previous day was a rough one for one of our first-timers, Tom Beall.  In the words of Jim Ohlmacher:  “Tom’s boat has the wiring harness from hell installed in it.”  That said, Jim, our resident “wrench” had Tom’s old horizontal Yanmar running in the end, and we all powered out of Reed Creek enroute Chestertown.  WOOD DUCK decided to head home.  

By 1030 we were abeam red nun #20, with a breeze coming up, so we set sail tacking up the river.  At 1200 and abeam Southeast Creek, we were back on the engine, but with the sail up as a shade due to the strong sun.  Alternately sailed and powered or both until we had a visual on Chestertown.  Arrived at about 1430 despite the flukey wind, mostly because of a favorable tide.  Made ourselves fast to the posted “daytime docking only” bulkhead just south of Scott’s Point and Chestertown Marinas.  

Took some pictures from Scott’s Point Marina, to find they had three slips open at 90 cents a foot.  That was below the market rate and cheap insurance against the changing river current as well as a chance to get a shower.  So the two Herreshoff’s and I took up residence where the potable water was free and hot.  With the boats taken care of, Bill and I went up to the Old Wharf Inn to get the lay of the land, via the bar.  Confirmed our party for dinner….a total of 18!

Had everyone settled in for dinner at about 1730, with cocktails in full swing, when the contact from Mariner Magazine tracked us down.  He had been in touch before the cruise to confirm our itinerary.  He was interested in doing an article on catboats, so he came down at the end of our meal, interviewed everyone he could and hurried us back to the dock for a quick group shot in the fading daylight.  The finale was an agreed to “sail by” his riverfront house for a picture of the group leaving Chestertown the next morning.  Used this stop to change kids, moving Noelle off and Matthew on.

Cruise Notes:

1. Chestertown turned out to be a catboat rich environment.  We saw an open Fenwick Williams 16 built by Maynard Lowry of Tilghman Island, the “Scrappy Cat” noted in previous CBA bulletins as reported by our own Don Dunn, and a gaff rigged Herman 17 for sale with the original Palmer gas inboard.

2. Scott’s Point Marina is not played up in the cruising guides, but is a clean and fairly priced place to get a slip.  Good, since all the well-advertised places were full, which is usual since anchorage space is available but limited.

3. Our experience with Mariner Magazine would be a disappointment.  Although the photo turned out well, the article was poorly researched despite all the information given to the writer and although the prose was seemingly tongue and cheek, the tone was decidedly derogatory.  It’s a free magazine….you get what you pay for. 

Best Sea Story:  Since we had a lot of time coming up the river, SWEET PEA spent some time with rod and reel at work and to good effect.  Hobie came up along side to announce to Noelle that he caught a fish, and instead of letting it get away, fried it up for lunch.  We’re not sure if that was a fish story or not, but Noelle was certainly astounded…as told by her gaping expression.

Wednesday, 6/19  Day Four - Destination:  Lovely Cove – Langford Creek

Weather:  Overcast; winds from the East/Southeast @ 5 to 10 knots between calms. 

It was a quiet night for us in Scott’s Point Marina, although Matthew’s move aboard considerably altered the free space available inside the cabin.  This was much more fun when the kids were little.  Now that they are approaching adult size, things are definitely getting tight.

At about 0800, met Carolyn and Shelia on the dock after their night afloat on the other side of the river.  Dan Brown was also just returning from his solo night out aboard MUFASA as John and Liz took advantage of accommodations ashore.  Crews assembled or said good-bye as we formed up for our coordinated run down the river.  
At 0915, we rounded the first bend between flashing green #41 and red nun #40, passing close enough for the intended photo op.  Got the thumbs up from the camera-man on shore and continued down the river under sail.  By 1130, we were passing Southeast Creek to port and by 1230 we were becalmed.  Now would be the time to put Matthew in the dinghy with the “Debbie Outboard” to tow us.  That was a great plan, until I found the little outboard locked up.  One of the rules of having this outboard ( a sears/tecumseh air-cooled 3.5 hp) was that you weren’t supposed to play with it by doing maintenance… it was just supposed to start all the time.  Well, not this time.

Without further recourse, started SYLPH’s installed outboard at about 1245 and started making progress again, with GULL and SWEET PEA alongside.  By 1315 we were abeam Comegys Bight and back under sail.  At 1500 we cleared Nichols Point under sail, with Matthew battling tack for tack with GULL.  SWEET PEA took a long tack  and beat us all into Langford Creek.  Sighted MUFASA under sail astern with MELVIL’s MOUSER.  

Entering Langford Creek, we sighted Long Cove Marina to port (resting place of TIR-NAN-OG) and the Herreshoff Eagle anchored to starboard.  Proceed up the creek, leaving Cacaway Island to port and finding the eastern branch of Langford Creek.  The wind was on and off as we followed the shore’s high tree line.  Found Lovely Cove just as SWEET PEA got another “good bite.”  At about 1630, we began to raft up in a little nook at the entrance to Lovely Cove with a good view of the creek.  By 1700, MUFASA joined us with young Dan at the helm, but obviously coached by John as he came barreling into the cove pushing a bow wave as if he had a string of loaded coal barges “on the hip.”  There’s lots of water to push once you get that AC 24 rolling.

So all seven of us were rafted up on GULL’s bruce anchor.  Swim call ensued to find us in 3 to 4 ft of water with a hard sand bottom loaded with small clam shells, but no jellyfish.  Then things started to happen.  The wind suddenly came up strong and shifted around 180 degrees.  The anchor and rode held position but the raft-up did not swing around, so we were on top of our anchor but with a bad lead.  The discussion ensued:

BLEIL:  “Should we untie and re-raft?”

CRUDER:  “The anchor lead is no good, we’ll have to re-raft.”

BROWN:  “Why don’t I just back everyone out together?”

HOOVER:  “I’ll try anything once.”

So, in what has been recently described as a “catboat pirouette” all engines were cranked up simultaneously with the majority of the backing horsepower coming from MUFASA while the engines on the opposite side of the raft up were ordered “ahead.”  The result was a neat back and spin of the raft-up en-masse, culminating in the resetting of the bruce efficiently from GULL’s cockpit.  Thank you Captains Brown and Hoover.

In the group afterglow of such a successful, albeit unorthodox feat of seamanship, it really slipped everyone’s mind that we were supposed to be keeping watch (visually and on radio) for a new arrival in Herreshoff 18 YANKEE.  She was sighted by Matthew at about 1830, welcomed to the raft-up by plying the skipper and crew with rum as the cruise coordinator apologized for not standing a proper radio watch.  We congratulated YANKEE on her successful navigation in locating us and continued to dole out the catboat camaraderie as well as the Myers and Tonic at one end of the raft-up and Goslings Dark and Stormies at the other end….all with lime. 

Despite our tryst with the weather, YANKEE’s surprise that shouldn’t have been, arrival and the “Great Gull Sinking Incident” (See Best Sea Story), we all settled in at this fine location, enjoyed our new company as we caught them up on the cruise details to date, and even got a shot at Chef Liz’s shrimp/mushroom/capelli surprise.  All eventually went to their own anchors to complete this full day on the water.

Best Sea Story:  With three in the cockpit, GULL’s bilge pump began to cycle regularly, which wouldn’t have been so bad had there not been a trace of oil in his bilge water, putting out an obvious (but ecologically minor) sheen around the raft-up.  CAPT Hoover, in true swashbuckling “never give up the ship” style, was in denial from the start:

HOOVER:  “My bilge pump only comes on when I’m sinking!”

CRUDER:  “Apparently you’re sinking!”

YANKEE’s skipper, who was enjoying his seat (and source of rum) aboard GULL, led the bilge search for flooding with insufficient proof found.  Nonetheless, psychological panic set in, which led a mass exodus from GULL’s cockpit second only to the sinking of the TITANIC.  With no load, the bilge pump stopped cycling, but alas CAPT Hoover was left with no friends in his cockpit.


Thursday, 6/20:  Day Five – Grays Inn Creek via Long Cove Marina

Weather:  Sunny with a light easterly wind.  

Awaking to a misty, overcast anchorage, it was a lazy morning.  I used the time to let Matthew sleep in and catch up my logbook.  The first project was the disappointing “Debbie Outboard” that never had a problem before.  Rigging the boom out of the cockpit, I clamped the little engine to the main hatch coaming and started some disassembly.  Because it was made in the world before plastic, every last little knob and attachment came off easily.  With heavy use of WD-40 borrowed from MUFASA and a spark plug wrench borrowed from MELVIL’s MOUSER, I accessed the combustion chamber and flooded it with lubricant.  Then using a trusty maul and oversized screwdriver as a drift, I shocked the flywheel one way, then the other, until the drive train broke free.  There is no transmission, so if everything turns, you’re there.  Checked compression with my thumb over the spark plug hole, and all seemed well.  Installed the motor to the transom of the dinghy and fired it off.  It ran like a champ…as much as an old two-cycle that sounds like an oversized weed-wacker can anyway.

Since Matthew passed the Boat U.S. on-line boating safety exam, I promised he could be motorized.  The sound of the outboard got him out of bed and ready for his first lesson.  I also told him he would have to prove he could start it by himself.  Well of course he did, so after a safety briefing, a few starts and stops as well as a few practice landings alongside, I turned him loose after I used it to make the morning rounds.  Matt’s first taxi job was returning the spark plug wrench and them taking Tom Beall off his Herreshoff Eagle and over to MELVIL’s MOUSER to enjoy some shade.  All in all it was a kodak moment to watch the “Debbie Outboard” be passed to the next generation.  Debbie’s dad, who I’m sure was looking down upon us, would have been proud.

With a low mileage day ahead, we were underway under sail headed for Long Cove.  Matthew was in FLIPPER II under his own outboard power.  The wind was light so even SYLPH’s outboard got some intermittent use.  We also got to see how far the “Debbie Outboard” would go on a tank full.  We arrived at Long Cove Marina at 1400 and formed up under one of the only shade trees on the property until we had the whole contingent account for.  Don Dunn, the bereaved was present as we proceeded to what was left of TIR-NAN-OG.  On first look, it certainly was a substantial fire, with not much left but some choice bronze hardware.  We held an appropriate requiem, sprinkled the remains with Myers and lime, and harkening back to my training as an altar boy, used the traditional procedure Catholics use when they walk around caskets with incense.  I followed with a short impromptu eulogy, closing with a moment of silence and a promise we would toast the old girl at the evening raft–up.  We all had some closure before giving Don the list of hardware we needed off the boat.

Inventoried the yard to find the oyster schooner KATHYRN M. LEE being slowly rebuilt and another 16 ft Maynard Lowry catboat, CATNAPPER floating in one of the slips.  Rehashed some old CG business with yard manager Mort Deckelmann, then restocked with gas and ice.  Got underway about 1530 with Matthew fully tanked up again as I brought up the rear under sail with SYLPH, headed for the Dunn’s on Grays Inn Creek.  

Arrived at about 1715 after catching up with an “out of gas again” Matthew, who in the process took us the scenic route down a wrong cove, where he thought he saw the lead boat go.  You can never trust powerboaters…even young ones.  After returning to the main creek, we found our way.  We were greeted by Don’s gracious neighbors Roy and Sally Blumquist who offered dockage and showers.  All got washed, Matt and Dan found a pool ashore to swim in, while Mary Dunn laid out a wonderful table of shrimp, hotdogs and sausage for dinner as we all sat pleasantly dining under a shade tree to the setting sun.  Another fine day!

Friday, 6/21:  Day Six - Destination:  Emory Creek - Corsica River

Weather:  Foggy, then sunny with light west winds at about 5 kts.

When we returned to SYLPH for the night, we found a portable gas can below deck had been venting, so the boat was filled with fumes.  This made us come off the dock and anchor stern to for ventilation and purging.  It turned out to be good sleeping without bugs once the gas fumes subsided.  We woke up to the sound of a lone workboat and his wake, which rocked our little anchorage.  It was a misty morning on the creek as the sun was just coming up. 

About 0800 we went ashore to the Dunn’s to have coffee, muffins and croissants with home-made preserves.  It was a nice leisurely breakfast.  By 0900 we were underway under sail down the western branch of Grays Inn Creek under light winds.  Matthew was of course underway but under his own power.  Proceeded up the eastern branch (See Best Sea Story) until we found the bottom and then turned around.  

At 1015 Matthew ran out of gas, so I refueled him then proceeded down the creek behind the rest of the catboats.  Eventually caught up with the pack, coaching the legal team in YANKEE along while cutting the corner close at Grays Inn Point and continuing across the Chester River.  Matthew ran out of gas again about half way across, just as the wind was starting to pick up.  Dropped back to help him out.  The wind was light enough that I changed places with Matthew to gas him up, while he managed SYLPH on his own.  Used the opportunity to take some photos under sail as he caught up with the other cats.  

Note:  The wind was light.  Add 5 kts and Matt wouldn’t have been alone, and probably not caught the fleet.


At 1230 we were abeam the #2 red entering the Corsica River.  Sighted the new location of the Corsica River Yacht Club shed on Ship Point.  Doused our sail at 1330 and anchored by the stern opposite the red #4 at the mouth of Emory Creek.  By 1500 we were joined by all the other small boats.  Swim call, bottom scrubs and cocktail hour commenced without delay.  

At 1900, cocktail hour was still in full swing and reaching new heights, including:

* “Friends of Bill Hoover” created and officially incorporated; 
* GULL bilge pumping solved by turning off the battery switch….all “Friends of Bill” resigned to go down together; 
* “Owner Aboard” pennant flown proudly by crew of MUFASA….as a result, John dined with Bill, because he now needed a friend; and
* itinerary for next year’s trip finalized for the Patuxent River at a minimum.

By 1930, each boat had a stove lit off for dinner, followed by cigars.  Lights out by 2130.  

Cruise Notes:  

1. This was a nice roomy anchorage of sufficient distance from the channel for wake to not be an issue.
2. Emory Creek itself was jungle-like in its underdevelopment.  It was reportedly deep at the center but only suitable as a hurricane hole for one or two cruisers.
Best Sea Story:  Met an old gentlemen at the end of the western branch of Grays Inn Creek who had a Cape Dory 28, but used to have a Marshall 18.  He said the Hermann 17 was the prettiest thing he’s seen up this end of the creek in a long time.  I thanked him.
Saturday 6/22:  Day Seven - Destination:  Homeward Bound

Weather:  Sunny with winds from the W/SW @ 5 to 10 kts

It was a peaceful night broken in the early morning only by cruisers getting an early start home.  The first was GULL at about 0500, followed by MUFASA at 0530, then YANKEE at 0600.  At 0630, I made the rounds to the remaining Herreshoffs and then departed under power with Matthew still asleep.

By 0700 we had cleared the Corsica and set sail in a west wind of about 10 kts.  Matthew still asleep.  At 0830 we cleared Cedar Point at the southern tip of Eastern Neck Island and went on the engine to make Love Point.  Matthew still asleep.  We were clearing Love Point at about 0935 and tried unsuccessfully to sail in the increasingly southern component of the prevailing wind.  Stayed under power.  

Matthew was up at around 1000 but sick to his stomach, so no breakfast for me again.  Passed under the twin spans of the Bay Bridge at about 1030, refilling the on deck gas tank in the process.  We continued to power-sail as we rounded Thomas point at about 1200, where we were able to go on the sail alone all the way to Selby Bay.  Tied up at about 1230…..”Lived to sail another Cruise”

Epilogue 

This cruise turned out to have a little of everything that makes cruises fun.  We had favorable weather with some good sailing, although some of the days were a bit hot.  The Chester is one of the most underdeveloped places in the northern bay that showed us some excellent scenery and creeks to anchor in.  Chestertown didn’t disappoint and allowed us to meet up with spouses and kids.  Everywhere we went we found some catboats sitting around.  We said goodbye to one catboat, but had the unwavering support of its owners ashore for a pleasant stop along Grays Inn Creek.  We were also glad to collect a few newcomers to change the personal dynamic and look forward to welcoming them back next year as we go south.  Finally we experienced some continued growth as Dan Brown solo’ed on MUFASA for the night and Matthew got motorized.  As they say:  “A good time was had by all.”  See you next year on the Patuxent.

mcc (SYLPH)
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