The Intra-costal Waterway and Us
A 1,300 miles cruise done by a novice couple from

Mandeville, LA to Brunswick, GA

Boarding ELBABA, a 30 feet sail boat cutter, March 31, 2009

Disembarking from her, 49 days later, May 17, 2009
Apr 2 '09  ICW and us
We boarded ELBABA march 31st to make last preparations for the voyage. I decided not to leave April the 1st because the day is a joke.
April the 2nd was supposed to be the first leg of our trip, but the weather did not cooperate: 29.27” inches at 18:30. Instead we walked Mandeville and discovered some very pretty streets.

Started the GPS just because and found it did not; no current to it. Bought 10' wire and made a dedicated connection. Phew! Not much to say yet.

Apr 3 '09 ICW and us

Left the old friend of a slip in The Landings, Mandeville, LA, where we prepared for a year at 6:30 heading for Oak Harbor Marina, a little before The Rigolets, Lake Ponchartrain, LA. Wind NW force 4, waves 4 or 5 feet. Set the main only, and we speeded, at times, 6 mph.

Track and wind on the same course, so ELBABA was drunk, swaying from side to side. My better half was scared but she hided it well.

At 11:00 we reached the RR and the HWY 11 bascule bridges; they are very close together. The wind was now force 1; waves, small ripples.

The RR bridge was open but the HWY 11 bridge told us to wait 10, 15 minutes for a minor repair. I began circling, waiting for the bridge call telling me it was going to open.
After perhaps ten minutes I happen to look back to the bridge and I see it already fully opened, its two arms raised to the sky calling to me.

Cranked the revs up and speeded trough it looking at the long line of vehicles on either side waiting for us to clear the bridge. I'm sure many sent regards to my ancestors.

We got slip 710 in Oak Harbor Marina. It is a very nice place, clean and orderly, but nothing for us to do except for a small restaurant (good food). We washed clothes but we needed coins and the marina does not make change. So we are collecting quarters for the next Laundromat stop.

Apr 4 '09 ICW and us

Cast off from Oak Harbor Marina at 7:30 arriving at 18:00; 10.5 hours. Motoring all the way to Pass Christian in Mississippi because:

1. To get to The Rigolets you need to make many tacks.

2. To navigate The Rigolets you need to make many tacks.

3. You need to go trough a number of bridges.

4. The wind was our opponent. We were going east and it was blowing from the same.

5. The waves also were coming from the east.

The wind was force 3 to 4 all the time and the waves 3 or 4 feet. The Sky an anemic blue with scattered wispy clouds.

The guide books that refer to The Rigolets mention the strong current; be careful! The current is because this channel connects Lake Ponchartrain and the open water of the Gulf of Mexico. When the tide starts going down the water in Lake Ponchartrain is higher than the water in the Gulf, and so freshwater is spilled out to the Gulf. If the tide starts to go up, then the salty water of the Gulf enters the lake.
Well, today the current was about 1.5 mph, going from the lake to the gulf. I know because ELBABA was doing 6.5 mph with 1,100 rpm which usually pushes it to 5 mph.

Bridges! More to the point: Bridge operators! In my experience you get 50% chance of getting a helpful operator and prompt opening. The other 50% does not answer your Channel 16 call, and when at length and at last (s)he does, the language they speak may even be Mandarin.
Case in point for the “other” 50%: On CH 16, me: “RR bridge, RR bridge, this is sailboat approaching from the lake. Please open the bridge, over” Repeat, repeat.

“Mandarin or Swahili... monitoring CH 16…”
On CH 13, me: “RR bridge, are you on channel 13?”
“Mandarin or Swahili... what is the bridge you want opened? There are three”
Me: “Well, it is the last bridge before the gulf at the end of The Rigolets”
(S)he “That would be me...Mandarin or Swahili...”
And so we waited, and waited, and waited some more being entertained by the people on the RR bridge walking from here to there, having meetings and adjourning them, checking this and that, finally sounding three blasts which gave us joy, for the RR bridge was going to open, but no.

We Enjoyed some more antics and some more waiting, and now a lonely blast, which rekindled our hopes. Guess what. Some more waiting, and finally, finally, the bridge began to swing open. I started the crossing with the bridge still opening, in case the operator changed his mind and decided to close it before we went through, so that he had to leave it open or crush us. 'nough said.

What a strange sea! Not the color, no, I am already used to the chocolat tint. It was the waves. Not too big, 3 or 4 feet at the most but very close together, and we were going straight to them. Poor ELBABA got a pounding and we too. Sometimes the feeling was to be in a roller coaster, up, way up the bow went and down, deep down followed. Spray, of course, but not a wave was daring enough to come on board.

Chanir is a most brave woman. She possesses scant experience with sailing and open waters but not a complaint, not a yell, not a “Oh my God!” (or something more profane). She even put some cushions in the cockpit, laying on them and closing her eyes in repose.

I was a member of Waveland Yacht Club in Bay St. Louis, MS. The YC is a few miles before Pass Christian and I would have liked to spend the night there, but… Katrina filled the bay with mud and sand and who knows what else, so there is not enough water for ELBABA to get to the YC.

Apr 5 '09 ICW and us

Pass Christian Harbor is still in disrepair; no bathrooms, showers, or services. Slip 309 assigned to us is very wide, probably 20 feet, making difficult to tie-up. 
We spent the day doing boat chores and resting.

The weather forecast was a total misrepresentation; no T-storms nor high winds. In fact, a perfect day to sail to Biloxi, but we already had decided to stay, so we stayed.

I figured that ELBABA is doing 15 miles to the gallon. It will take about 94 gallons of diesel. We have covered 70 miles; 1,311 to go (or so).

Apr 6 '09 ICW and us

No way! The Coast Guard gave a small craft advisory! Wind force 5, but sky blue. Barometer 29.9” climbing veeeery slowly. Another day in Pass Christian. The harbor officers very helpful and kind, but what can you do but read, sleep and send emails?
Apr 7 '09 ICW and us

We slipped out of the slip slipping backwards and w/o slapping any sloop from Pass Christian at 8:00. High Fives!
Barometer 30.1; wind force 3; waves ripples; sky blue; temp brrrrr 45; Wind Chill Effect must have been -45. Brrrrr.

Just outside of the breakwater I happen to check the motor gauges and lights.

Oh, OOOH! A yellow light!! An oil pressure YELLOW LIGHT!!! GO BACK!!!! NOW!!!!!
We tied up at the end of a pier where the wind was going to keep ELBABA away from boats and bits; go ashore looking for somebody, anybody, to ask for a diesel mechanic. I was lucky, very. Found a very helpful guy who did know one, and who found the mechanic's number, and who called the mechanic but no answer, and gave to me a piece of paper with the mechanic's number, whom I called several times and no answer, until, miracle, HE called me. I explained the quandary and he came, checked, replaced the oil pressure sensor, and charged me the novice fee of $100.00 instead of the regular $250.00 for which I saved his phone number.

Second time out. We (really Chanir) decided to raise the foresail only and (only Mauro) to keep the motor going at 1,000 rpm. Between the four forces: wind, waves, foresail, and motor, ELBABA at times hit 6.9 mph and once Chanir saw 7 mph!

We made it at Biloxi Small Craft Harbor, MS, at 16:00. It is just east of the Hard Rock Casino (happily). They provide NO bathrooms, NO showers, NO 30 amp electricity, NO services, but they charge for all that. When they asked me if I was going to stay one night only, I said that considering all the offerings, yes, one night. I said that happily we were close to the Hard Rock Café because their restrooms were the ones we visited.
Our luck is still helping us. The boat in the next slip was loaded with nice and kind people who offered us a connection to their electric system, and that is how I am able to write this email.

Biloxi Small Craft Harbor is in no way a stop because of all the deficiencies, but the people were quite courteous and friendly. I rather have a shower.
Apr 8 '09 ICW and us

We left Biloxi Small Craft Harbor without regrets at 7:00. Working on deck I heard a violin playing Cajun music. Nice wake up from a neighbor Cajun guy.

It was a fast, cold trip. ELBABA hit 7.2 mph. We arrived at Singing River Yacht Club in Pascagoula, MS, at 12:30. It took four people and half an hour to dock. The slips are so shallow that ELBABA could not approach enough to send a rope to the two guys on the docks. The wind was blowing force 4 to 5. Trying to go into a slip bow first proved to be impossible because the wind was perpendicular to the slip (blowing from ELBABA’s side) and when ELBABA was turning to go in, the bow was pushed away from the slip. At last the bow was resting against a pylon and we all rushed to secure the boat. But, half of the hull was outside the slip because ELBABA was aground in the mud.

The dock master, Tom Carpenter, is a jolly fellow and very friendly. He provided guidance going in and a hand to secure the boat. He offered all the club facilities which include bathroom, and showers, and bar, and restaurant, and ice, and dinner, and drinks, and excellent people.

Tim is the manager of the club and she invited us for dinner, including drinks. She even took us to the grocery store; Chanir needed some things. I bought to Tim and the club a couple of flower plants and she was happy with them. When we went for dinner we saw the flowers on display at the entrance of the club.
The commodore John Liudgren was so attentive and nice, offering to help us with anything we would need. There was a fellow whose name I regrettably forget, that had a dry, British, sense of humor, with whom I spent quite a few enjoyable moments.
The forecast for the next two days was strong winds, so we asked to stay until there was an opening in the weather. They all offered for us to remain for as long as needed. This is Southern Hospitality!
Apr 9 '09 ICW and us

Because we thought that we were not going to sail today, we slept late.
Chanir, observing the sky so blue and the wind so light and the tide up (so that

ELBABA WAS FLOATING), made me check the weather for the day: no T-storms, wind 11 to 18; much better than yesterday’s forecast.

So, we rushed to get ready to leave. The cast-off is all by itself a story, to be told another time. We left Singing River Yacht Club at 10:00 heading for Mobil Bay, AL. Wind force 3 to 4, waves 2 to 3 feet, temp OK. Again we used only the foresail even when the wind was light enough to bend the main, but remembering the possibility of gusts, I decided to leave it alone.

Marinalife made all the contacts with all the marinas up to Carrabelle, FL, and I could tell them not to use one or use the other, but when I requested a marina in Dauphin Island, south of Mobil Bay, due to being close to the ICW, they changed it to Dog Island Marina, north of Mobil Bay, explaining that Dauphin marina has not enough water for ELBABA's keel. OK.

The problem is that I knew of the change during the time of not having a home. The one in Baton Rouge was empty and the one in Brunswick was a chaos, so I could not check were this Dog marina was. Big mistake.

It so happens that we arrived at the entrance of Mobil Bay, AL, at 16:00. I call the marina and they explain how to get there: 19 miles up the bay away from the ICW. ELBABA can sustain a speed of 6 mph, which I do not like to do, giving a lapse of 3.5 hours to get there. We would be arriving at 19:30, dark.
I start fussing, the kind that prompted Chanir to study the Guide book to find another closer marina, and she found one! Fowl River Marina is 90 minutes closer than Dog River Marina. We arrived at 18:30, with light. 

I wonder why Marinalife did not booked this one, saving us about 18 extra miles two ways, that translated to ELBABA's cruising speed are close to 4 hours trip.

We will stay here tomorrow also. The weather forecast says T-storms and heavy wind.
Apr 10 '09 ICW and us

We did have high winds and covered sky but no T-storms here.

We took advantage of the lull to get ice, diesel, wash the hull, charge the batteries, fill the water tank, replace a fused fuse, reposition the faucet in the head, drain the melted ice, clean, and read.
Electricians say that a delicate circuit board protects the fuse from blowing, but, in this case, the fused fuse did protect the circuit. There is an exception to any rule. This reminds me of a brain teaser.

“All rules have an exception. This rule just stated is an exception to self, and therefore confirms the rule that says that all rules have an exception.”

There is a gaviota here, among the scores of them, that sits on a pylon where I can see it and starts yelling (what is called the noise from a bird, that is not a chirp?) looking at me, like daring me to do something about it. I stared at the critter using my most threatening look, but it just ignored me, safe on that pylon far enough for me not to be able to reach it. I thought of throwing a stone to the impertinent, but I could not find one in ELBABA. One to zero for the birdie.

They have Karaoke tonight here at the bar. We did not go because there was too much smoking and too much noising, and, moreover, we are shy to “sing” among strangers. By the way, a pack of cigarettes is selling for $7.00. I used to smoke a pack per day which would be now an expense of $2,555.00 per year.
The forecast for tomorrow looks good, so we will depart at 8:00 for Bear Point Marina.
Apr 11 '09 ICW and us

The tide at 8:00 was already one foot higher, but the forecasted very light winds did not show up, sending instead their taller cousins. They did visit with us all the way to Bear Point Marina, Bon Secour Bay, FL. Happily they were pushing us so ELBABA was going at a good clip.
It took 4 hours to go from Fowl River Marina to the start of the ICW canal at the bottom right side of Mobil Bay. By the way, if you ever go to Fowl River Marina make sure you stay close to the red marks, which is the “deeper” side of the channel, and in high tide if you can help it.
We couldn't help it so we drag some, just for a mile or so. This marina charges $0.50 per foot and has got everything, except WiFi.

The ICW to Bear Point is very nice, with pretty houses bordering the water and a good 8 feet minimum depth. Pleasure traffic was intense, not heavy. This was the first time ever that I had to use the loudest signal whistle to warn boats that we were there.
The people at Bear Point Marina say that there are no weekends here, but wakeends. We got here at 15:30 with plenty of time to shower, laundry, dinner, and drinks.
Apr 12 '09 ICW and us

Tired, very tired, she and I. Yesterday night I was awoken by a hard bump on ELBABA. The strong wind had changed and was pushing her against the pier. It was also cold. I dressed heavy and went on deck to wrestle with ropes and the boat and the pylons and Ouch! my naked feet finding fixtures.
And then the godforsaken alarm went off. Get ready for another leg; start at 9:30. The wind force 5 and the wavelets were on the nose all the way. The most braking was done by the wavelets, because they were coming one after the other, no respite, every second, and ELBABA was fighting her way bravely but slowly.

We saw dolphins, many. They were not porpoises. I know because I Googled the differences and now I know.

And we reached Pensacola Inlet were the gulf comes into the bay. It was impressive.

The ICW we were navigating had a current of about 1.5 mph; of course, against us. Reaching the inlet I saw that the brownish/greenish/bluish water color changed abruptly to an emerald green, like, up to here this color and next inch that color.

The wavelets changed to waves of 3 or 4 feet and the rock and roll began in earnest, all the way to Beach Marina, Pensacola, FL, were I grounded ELBABA on the very mouth of the marina at 15:30. Well, OK, 60 feet in front of. The phone contact did not explain about the shoal, it was not her responsibility; the guy on the pier that was going to catch our lines left without a word when I told him I was stuck. When I called on the phone the marina's contact, she said she could do nothing to help us, it was not her responsibility. Do you have a boat to pull us out? No. Do you know if there is a towing service around here? No. Could you do anything to help us? No.
Desperation pushes imagination, and I imagined the use of the foresail to push the bow out of the shoal. It worked. By now the silent guy on the pier was no longer on the pier, and the contact was not visible. So I went into reverse to align myself with the slip, which was going to be shared with a multimillion dollars yacht, and now the contact shows up. I tell her I'm going in. When I reach the slip I see her and another guy, not the silent one, running to the slip to catch the lines we throw them and secure my “yacht”.
Chanir and I had the same impression, to wit, they were making sure I did not bump into the multimillion dollar yacht. Not a helping hand but a preventative hand.

Beach Marina is a snob operation.
Why they accept transients is beyond me. The bathrooms were closed today Sunday. They are inside the groceries shop, and the shop was closed.

They sell ice but the ice box is inside the office, and the office was closed; of course, no showers. This place is unfriendly. We will leave as soon as the weather is OK.
Apr 13 '09 ICW and us

The weather was not OK. It rained on and off all day. Lightning, boom and crash, gray, strong wind, and on top of all that, some leaks inside the ELBABA. Time off in a snob marina; not fun.
Apr 14 '09 ICW and us

Weather forecasts are as reliable as the promise of a politician during the election campaign. They promised wind of 10 mph and we had between 16 and 21 all the way. Happily it was coming from behind or the side, so ELBABA was flying. The GPS showed several times speeds over ground of more than 8 mph.
We left Beach (Snob) Marina at 8:00 and got to Shalimar, close to Fort Walton, FL, at 15:30. No waves, bright sky, foresail and main were up. Chanir negotiated The Narrows very well, keeping the boat from running aground.
Shalimar Yacht Basin is the total opposite of the Beach (snob) Marina. They are very cordial, helped us in anything we asked. We got from them a road map of the area, and some charts, all free.
We even got to use a designer car, a VW that has seen better days but took us to a seafood dinner (suggested by Captain Steve). The VW designer was Etienne Aigner, whom also designs shoes. Cars; shoes; same thing, right? Coming back from the restaurant, the VW lit a red light (oil) and started to make a worrisome noise. We promptly stopped the car in a gas station, called Captain Steve, explained, and 10 minutes later he arrived with her wife to pick us up and take us to our boat. If I ever need to stop in this area again, this is the place.

Apr 15 '09 ICW and us

Lazy sailing today. We cast-off at 11:00 and arrived at 14:15. Light winds, no wave(lets), blue sky. Main and jib bent. Chanir said this was the first day that she enjoyed the sailing.

Baytowne Marina in Horseshoe Bay, Destin, FL, is a resort on the style of Disneyworld, many attractions, and many different decors. The service at the dock was very good. We even got two tickets for a free beer each. When I mentioned that I had a Marinalife reservation, they told me that they had no record of such. They let me dock as a courtesy (the dock master said) but they charged me fully (courteously by the dock master).
The docks and piers are loooong, so we got our walking exercise. The slips are full of very big, very beautiful, very expensively kept, motor yachts. In all the marina there were only two sailboats, the rest were power, POWER, boats.

All in all, it was a nice experience.
Apr 16 '09 ICW and us

We started at 7:00 and got to Sun Harbor Marina, close to Panama City, FL, at 16:00, about 42 miles.
Very beautiful trip, 16 miles in a channel called The Canyon. Not a bird, not a fish, not a mammal, but the scenery is peaceful and relaxing.

In the bay where the marina is there was no wind, the water like a mirror, only the ELBABA's gentle wake. Total contrast with those windy days.

The people of Sun Harbor Marina is so attentive, helpful, courteous, friendly.

Another hit. We asked a young guy for a restaurant close by and he recommended a Mexican joint, Oh!, only a block away, you can walk to it. And walk we did, and walk, and did, and walk. Food was good and prices OK.

Now to bed, another early waking up.
Apr 17 '09 ICW and us

We started at 7:00 and got to St. Joe Marina at 16:30, about 51 miles if you don't get lost and steer for the open sea instead of following the ICW. I corrected my error when I began to see no land beyond, and so it occurred to me to check the GPS at a greater scale, and voila! All was clear then. 
This was a mixed bag of sailing. The narrow, tortuous, and long bays of St. Andrew, East, and West; followed by Wetappo Creek, a curvaceous channel etched in a swampy area; and then a looong boring canal of lazy curves of black water, floating debris, and logs. The only remarkable thing that happened was that we saw a bald eagle in majestic flight.

In Port St. Joe we went to Piggy Wiggly to refill the pantry. The place and the people are nice. The seaside restaurant is served by people that don't get paid. At least that was my impression when I saw their faces.
We lost one hour of our lives. We are on Eastern time-zone.
Apr 18 and 19 '09 ICW and us

There is a canal 5.5 miles long to get to Port St. Joe that takes off from the ICW going Southwest. The ICW had a strong current (against us, again) of about 2 mph, so poor ELBABA was doing 4, 4.4 mph. at 1,400 rpm. This was achieved by hugging the river bank, where the current is a bit slower. Taking the canal's center, safer, the speed was going down by .5 mph. When we turned into the Port St. Joe canal, ELBABA jumped to 7.6 mph. The water was carrying us at a good clip, and all aboard were happy, until we realized that to go to Apalachicola we had to take the canal back going against the current.
Did I mention that the wind was blowing from the East, in our noses, all the time? And a good wind at that, close to 10-12 mph.
Well, we got to Scipio Creek Marina in Apalachicola fighting the current of the ICW, and me hugging the river banks, with a sharp eye on the depth and the fallen branches. When we got to the Apalachicola River things improved. Part of the river went to Port St. Joe and part to Apalachicola. The current helped ELBABA to get to

7 mph. Hoooraaay! This leg was unremarkable, except for the important fact that Chanir liked it.

Apalachicola is small. No local TV broadcasters, and two FM radio stations. But again the people are super. The Scipio Creek Marina's manager, Thelma, when we asked for a supermarket, offered for us to use her truck and not walk about 8 blocks one way. Thelma, you are special!
Our slip neighbor is John Paul. As soon as we were tied up he informed us of all the conveniences of the place. He is a solo sailor, about seventyish, but still with enough strength to handle his ketch. The sailing life is good for you!
Chanir and I talked about the next leg to Carrabelle. Sunday shows a chance of T-storms and winds between 16 and 22 mph, but Monday no T-storms and winds of 10-14 mph. We will spend Sunday in Apalachicola.

Apr 20 and 21 '09 ICW and us

The leg from Apalachicola to Carrabelle was easy and fast, except for the fact that one needs to follow the center of the ICW for many miles leaving Apalachicola and it makes several sharp turns. I found myself, actually ELBABA, in shallow waters three or four times. I managed not to run aground, but it was close.

The wind was force 3 and from the WEST! Like, from behind! And the current was PUSHING us! And the waves were coming from the STERN!

Carrabelle's The Moorings Marina is the best we have visited so far. Has got everything, and the services are very good. They have bicycles to loan, they take you to places in electric carts, they are very accommodating, and the place is neat, all of it.
They came to my slip, picked my diesel cans up, took me to the pump and back. Old oil is given to the same guy and he goes, empties the can, and brings it back. Buddy (the guy) also took the time to discuss with me the passage to Steinhatchee, and it so happens that he approved the route that I established to go there. That gave me peace of mind because he declared to know the gulf for having fished in it for 20 years.
In the evening we wanted to go to a restaurant several blocks away, and they took us there and gave us a number to call for them to get us back. Neat!

We will stay here tomorrow also, because Wednesday the weather will be good to traverse the gulf to Steinhatchee, 86 miles far, most of them at night.
Apr 22 and 23 '09 ICW and us

The leg from Carrabelle to Steinhatchee was not easy nor fast; it took 15 hours.

We left Carrabelle at 14:10 and got to the channel for Steinhatchee at 5:00, NEXT DAY.
Fifteen hours, fifteen grueling hours. ELBABA decided to act like a plane: yaw, up, down, turns; all that at the same time. I made the mistake to eat much chocolate (caffeine, you know) and had the beginning of “mal de mer”, which I manly hided from Chanir, because she was having some of it too, and I wanted to give support.
The light from the setting sun disappeared at about 19:30, but, surprise, surprise, the sky was not dark, you could see the waves and the stars and the division between them. I know, you are going to say “the Moon, man, the Moon gave you light”. Not so, smarty. There was a new moon, which, for the ignoramus, means black face, meaning no Moon light.
I enjoyed a sky full of stars (Odyssey 2001 “It's full of stars!”), and could see the Milky Way with stars like dust. No shooting stars tough. Chanir was not so enthralled. Later she confessed that she was becoming slightly hysterical, but her self-control kicked in and she behaved bravely. She drove the boat in the dark for several hours.
I love the GPS from Garmin. It is more detailed than the most up to date charts. I was wondering, in the dark of night, what would I do if it malfunctioned? Maybe I would anchor wherever I was and call BoatUS for a tow. Just kidding. No I'm not. Maybe.

OK, so we are at the entrance of the Steinhatchee channel at 5:00. No light. I don't want to negotiate it in the dark. So we wait for light, which lazily showed enough clarity at 6:30. Sea Hag Marina is quite small. The channel to it is curvaceous, and I was glad I did not try it at night.
This is the third marina that offers free WiFi, and it is the third time I can't use it. The PC just freezes. The people again very friendly, and I got a discount for being a member of BoatUS. We asked for a place to have breakfast, we were starving, and they called a restaurant that came to pick us up, and later took us back, free. Again, smarty, the driver was not the restaurant!

We were the only sailboat in the marina. Everybody is a fisherman, and it is difficult to go fishing in a sailboat. When I declared that I was not a fisherman I got a look of incredulity: Really? And what you do for fun? Watch the grass grow?

Tomorrow we will leave at 3:00, in the dark, to go to Yankeetown. Another long 17 hours trip.
Apr 24 and 25 '09 ICW and us

At 3:00 there was fog in the river at the marina in Steinhatchee, so dense that one could not see the bow of ELBABA from the rudder wheel, not to mention the day markers that delimit the channel.

Garmin to the rescue. I used the track from coming in for going out. It was impressive to see on the GPS screen that you were passing a marker's pylon but the only thing that the one million candles flashlight was able to show was a shadow at a few yards. This way we negotiated the channel. I felt like an airplane pilot inside one of those simulators, where you are using instruments only and no visuals. Luckily, the fog changed to haze in the open water.
Once we were on the long straight leg to get to Yankeetown Marina, I decide to test the Autohelm 3000. It worked! It is so nice to be able to walk around and not to worry about the wheel. The automatic pilot kept ELBABA on course.
Because of the shallows on the Florida coast, we had to be away, about 20 miles from the shore. When we got level with the entrance channel for Yankeetown, we spent 4 hours going toward land. We did not see any land during almost all of the 17 hours, just the round horizon of water.
More dolphins, a lot. Strange things also were seen: rivers in the sea, no wider that a few feet but looong; round spots of 200 feet across where the water was like oil, surrounded by ruffled water; intense emerald green water for miles and miles; bumps on the keel and no signs of anything. Weird.
To enter B's Marina in Yankeetown you must follow dozens of markers delimiting the rocky channel. One can see the rocks around you, and the vision makes one nervous. The channel is narrow. When two fishing boats were coming at us, I tried to give more room to them by hugging the side. BIG mistake! I ran aground, and this time, no matter what I tried, I stayed stuck. We asked for help to one of the fishing boats, and her captain went down the channel to where he could turn, and came back to pull us out. Thank you, Captain! Sorry I did not take your picture and your name.
After following the day markers, tensely, we reached the mouth of the river. Chanir and I had the same impression: we are in the Amazon. Narrow, deep, water closed in from the river banks by trees, branches, and thick underbrush. This is a manatee river, speed is limited to 25 mph, which it is of no concern to ELBABA given that her hull speed is 6.4 mph. Nonetheless, we felt an elastic bump under the keel that made the boat jump several inches out of the water with the corresponding “heart in one's throat.” Locals tell me that that was a manatee or a tarpon. Sorry baby!
We finally reached B's Marina at 20:00. Helen and a friend of hers were waiting for us 8 feet above the water, 5 feet above ELBABA's deck. When I asked Helen how we were going to reach the pier, she said “carefully!” Thanks for your help. We docked. We rappelled. This marina is good if you have no other choice. If you want to visit the rain forest but don't have the money/time, come here by the river.
We are tired again, so the 25th will stay to rest and do chores, because the 26th will be another leg like this one, 'cept no leaving at 3:00 and hopefully, no fog nor groundings.
Apr 26 '09 ICW and us

We left B's in Yankeetown at 6:30. The tide was going down but still high. The river was comparatively easy, having some two to three feet more water. No bumps this time. Leaving the river we entered the twisting channel flanked by rocks. This was demanding all my attention, and in spite of it, we hit shallow water, AGAIN! This time I knew I was in the channel, so it must have been a shoal. I cranked up the rpm and we just opened a new furrow in the bottom. We were very relieved to leave this channel and Crystal River/Yankeetown in general.

ELBABA was under control of the automatic pilot most of the time, but due to the vast number of crab pots, attention was always needed. This stopped us from pursuing more pleasurable hobbies. Wind from the East as forecasted for all day, 'cept that at noon the wind changed to the West for an hour, then back to East. Waves two to three feet in the morning, quieting to zero to one foot in the afternoon.

Arrived at the un-descript Port Tarpon Marina, Tarpon Springs, FL, at 18:00. Nothing special, but expensive for what it is.
Thinking about big ships in the gulf at night and we so small and difficult to see, I installed a Radar Reflector hanging it from one of the spreaders. When ELBABA was dancing in the waves this aluminum globe was hitting the standing rigging all the time, making a fracas and worrying me about chafing something.  So I climbed the mast and tied the bottom of it so that it would not hit anything anymore.

Apr 27 '09 ICW and us

We are in the ICW again, which makes Chanir happy. Back to civilization!

I tried to use the Autohelm 3000 automatic pilot here in these waters, but there are so many twists and turns that it was not practical. The Autohelm 3000 keeps the boat in a straight line, and you don't want to do that here.
We passed our first bascule bridge in Florida. We had to wait some 20 minutes for it to open, another sailboat and us. Bridges here open every 20 minutes, and we got to it just closing. I have been promoted by the bridge operators to Captain. It sounds good to me.
We got to the Holiday Inn Harborside Marina, Indian Shores, FL, where, docking with the help of the  Dock Master, ELBABA grazed one of those small towers with electricity and water. The little tower bent to ELBABA's caress. The Dock Master said zilch; after all he was holding the rope that made the boat swing.
The tide was about four feet. At high tide the ELBABA's and the slip’s decks were almost level, but at night, when Chanir wanted to go to the hotel's bathroom, she found herself jailed in the boat. She could not get out, so high was the slip's deck.
The place is neat and convenient, but it may be improved drastically with floating docks.
Apr 28 and 29 '09 ICW and us

The forecasts for the wind are all over the place. From 6 mph in one weather site to 20 mph in another weather site. We decided not to stay in the Holiday Inn Harborside Marina and chance it to Gulfport Municipal Marina, Boca Ciega Bay, FL, a short hop. We left at 9:00 and got there at 12:30.
This place is neat, so well kept that I was reminded that even governments can do nice things. They helped us dock, gave us two bikes, maps of the town, and directions.

Chanir wants to sell all and buy a small house in St. Petersburg, ten miles from here. It must have been a sun stroke. I'll wait until sanity returns, but we will stay another day.
Apr 30 '09 ICW and us

We left Gulfport, FL, at 8:00 and got to Jack's Marina, Sarasota, FL, at 16:00, pushing the throttle just a little (1,400 rpm). The day was very nice, bright, soft wind, not even wavelets, 'cept we ran aground. First mate was at the wheel and the wind pushed ELBABA out of the channel, very luckily in soft bottom and not rocks, which in this area abound. I had to use the bucket trick to lean the boat and get unstuck. So, we spent some 30 minutes being excited. First mate fell silent for a short time short.
Then we had a bascule bridge malfunctioning, and we waited almost one hour for it to open, in company of three more sailboats. To another bridge we got there just closing; another wait, this time 20 minutes. The other two bridges, ELBABA got there just minutes for their scheduled opening, so no waste of time.
Jack's Marina is upscale, very nice. When I finish typing, we are going to the showers. Bye.
May 01 '09 ICW and us

WE DID NOT RUN AGROUND THIS TIME!!
We left Jacks Marina at 7:10 and got to Palm Island Marina, Lemon Bay, FL, at 14:30, a good run. We went through eight bascule bridges and one swing bridge (no sexual connotations here) like a hot knife goes through warm butter.

There even were bridge operators that when I called them on VHF 09 they already knew we were ELBABA.

I was using the same speech every time I needed a bridge to open, like “Aldee bridge, Aldee bridge, this is sailboat approaching from the North requesting opening, over”, and guess what, I heard other sailboats using the same pattern. Copycats!

All those bridge operators were so courteous and helpful. Some even told us the name of the next bridge to call, so I would not get confused with the names. I did that a couple of times (confusing names), and the operators corrected me kindly. One operator even got out of her office to smile and wave to us.
The people of Palm Island Marina were waiting for us at the dock and were most helpful in all aspects. They even took us in a marina car to Publix, were Chanir filled a cart with groceries, and then they took us back to ELBABA.
The place has got condos, and is very well put.
We “sailors” are used to wave a hand to another boat when passing or crossing, and most of them wave back. Still in the ICW we began being overtaken by numerous motor boats. We thought they were going in a hurry to a boat show. Most of them slowed when passing us to minimize their wake, but there were a couple that not even tried to slow down. I did not wave to them.
Lake Okeechobee is being difficult. We are not sure it will have enough water for us to cross Florida there. We really hope we can, else we will need to go all the way down to the Keys and back again. We are not looking forward to do that.
May 02 and 3 '09 ICW and us

WE ALMOST DID NOT RUN AGROUND THIS TIME!! Luckily it was high tide so we could return to deep water without problems.

Started this leg at 7:40 and got to Port Sanibel Marina, Sanibel Island, FL, at 15:30. We were exhausted; me, for the tension to have to sail through so many miles of shoals and shallows, and therefore to stand up unable to sit down for more than a minute or two at a time. Then to get to Port Sanibel Marina one takes a very well marked channel. Problem is, the depth sounder was yelling to me that the water under ELBABA was less than 4 feet. Sometimes the reading was 2.8 feet. 

We crawled in the channel up to the slip, I always in tension ready to reverse if I felt the keel dragging on the sea floor. It took us all of a half hour to overcome the 2 miles of channel. When I informed (whined) the locals of my ordeal, they explained that the channel was dredged last year to a minimum of 5 feet at low tide; that the depth readings were because the bottom is like yogurt, no problem in carving it; and one can go out at any time, no sweat.
The place is neat. There is a restaurant with a balcony with a view over the marina and the channel, open air but inside a mosquito net cage, like birds. We had brunch/lunch at 14:30 and we got two mimosas each for free. Food was also very good.
Remember Yankeetown, that place that reminds one of the Amazon? Well, it is the costliest marina ever. There, some nasty bug bit/stung my left hand. I am very resistant to bug bytes so I thought nothing of it and that it was going to heal, eventually. But nooo! My hand was swollen to the point that you could not see the knuckles. I got the name of a hospital with ER, the phone of a cab service and on Sunday called the taxi to get to the ER. The guy took advantage of the silly tourists and charged me $40.00 for a 10 minutes ride. When I called again to go back to the boat, another $40.00. The ER charged me $50.00. So, Yankeetown Marina cost me $130.00 more and the inconvenience to have to take a pill every 6 hours for a week. I'm no fan of the Amazon places.
Tomorrow we will head to Jack's Marina, the closest to the first lock on the 

Okeechobee Waterway, after calling them in the morning, and calling the Corps of Engineers to confirm that there is enough water in the lake for ELBABA.

We are really nervous about this, because else we will need to change plans in a deep way (pun intended). Let's see.
May 04 '09 ICW and us

Tide was up at 7:40 and the depth finder was silent, which made the exit from Sanibel Port Marina easy. The last information we had about the locks is that they were opening at 7, 9, 11, 13, 15, 17, and 19. Originally we planned to stay at Jack's Marina and leave day after very early to take the lock at 7:00.
At 13:00 we were close to Jack's and decided to continue up to the lock, to see what was that. The lockmaster told us that next opening was going to be at 15:00, and on the spur of the moment, we decided to wait and go through it instead of doing the crossing next morning. While waiting we called a couple of marinas, but just one, Rialto Harbor Docks, La Belle, FL, answered our call so we headed there.
What a lucky selection. This marina is tiny; the access canal is hidden unless you are really looking for it, there are only a handful of slips. The Harbormaster, the Dock Master, the Manager, and the Owner received us and helped us to dock. Not four people, but one who is all of the above.
Place is gorgeous, it has all the facilities in a rural setting. It so happens that the owner lives in that great house just there, the red barn for horse carriages is over there, the shower and bathroom is the green shack with white trims, the pool is yonder, and the grill with hickory chips is here. Don't worry if you see horses going around. The great variety of trees and bushes reminds one of a botanical garden. Feel free to roam around. Hens of a collector variety close to the house. A cage of snow white pigeons is beside the trail. Squirrels approach to within a foot of you, sure that nobody will do harm. All this landscape under shade of palms loaded with coconuts on a 13 acres island.
Buddy, we got to the fields in a boat! What a wonder.
May 05 '09 ICW and us

We left Paradise Lost at 7:00 and got to Clewiston at 17:00. We went through three bridges and three locks. Happily, all of them were either open or the wait was very short.

In our way, we crossed several boats, and I hailed them on the radio to ask about the Okeechobee. All of them reported depths of 4.9 feet or more. ELBABA draft is 4.75 feet, so we are good. 
I was wondering why I had not seen any alligators in the Okeechobee Waterway, Florida being famous for them eating people. Well, close to Clewiston we began seeing them ugly guys. No more dolphins now, just big lizards, many. I got pictures to prove it.
At the Tiki Bar in the Roland Martin’s and Resort we could see four big guys waiting for the customers to throw food to them, like you see in those programs on TV. Then later, walking to ELBABA on the dock one foot above water, we saw him in the water at no more than 20 feet from us. This was the real thing.
Another thing I saw and took pictures of was about two dozen big birds flying all close by in a big spherical pattern, moving this way and that but always inside the sphere. It lasted for some minutes and then it dissolved. I said to Chanir that maybe those birds were selecting partners to breed; she said “Ooooh, it's so nice!”
Roland Martin’s and Resort is OK. Tomorrow the crossing. Stay tuned.
May 06 '09 ICW and us

We did it! We did it! We are in Indiantown Marina!
Left Clewiston at 8:00 and arrived at 15:00. As soon as one leaves behind the massive hurricane gates in Clewiston
one enters the connection canal, marked by nuns and cans. Depth was not good but still OK, 6 to 7 feet. But then you arrive at the infamous obstacle course, beginning in nun 10 to can 1. All skippers I talked to mentioned possible touching in that stretch. Before leaving Clewiston, I leaned ELBABA to port (where the raw water intake for the motor is) moving the dinghy, the diesel can, the anchor chain and the anchor, a gallon of water, and two heavy settees. Still I was not satisfied with the degree of leaning. What to do? What to do?
Well, in spite of appearances and ridicule, I hanged a blue plastic bucket full of water from the end of the boom, and moved the boom all the way out to port. Now there was a visible angle so I decided not to hang also a gallon of water from the boom. Chanir was surely letting me know that that was over the limit of tolerance for decency and good taste. She even took a picture of the blue plastic bucket hanging. 

Trepidation is what I felt starting at nun 10, watching constantly the depth finder, the GPS, and the marks to make sure I was in the center of the channel. Depth changed wildly, from 7 feet to 4.3 feet, constantly. Luckily, no touching.
It so happens that closing in on the infamous can 1 depth was 7 to 8 feet and I was happily cranking up ELBABA's speed that, since starting, I had kept at 4.5 mph. It also so happens that a yacht was going to pass me, and because I did not want to deal with its big wake, I went to minimum throttle to let it pass fast and worry about the can 1 in peace. The yacht passed, the wake passed, and the speed was down to some 3.5 mph when, Bomp! Bomp! ELBABA jumped twice. IN 7 FEET OF WATER! UNFAIR! That is why can 1 is infamous. I believe that the bump was kinda soft due to the leaning I imposed to the noble ELBABA, which made the boat kinda lean more instead of just crashing into the shoal.
After this, no more your-heart-in-your-mouth incidents.
Port Mayaca lock opened just for us before we got there, so no loss of time. Nice.

After that, the St. Lucy Canal. It runs parallel to a highway, and we saw more alligators (not in the highway, in the canal). Do the motorists know that they have these critters a few yards from the road?
There is a RR bridge soon after the lock that looks abandoned and dilapidated. The nominal height from the water is 49 feet; no problem for ELBABA and her 45 feet mast. For those bigger boats this is a problem, and there is a nice set-up here that, for a fee, hangs 55 gallon drums full of water from the side of the sailboat so that it can pass under this RR Bridge.
Boat stands for “Bring over another thousand.” I vouch for its meaning.
Indiantown Marina is suffering from the lack of lake level. One can see the high water mark on the pylons. The water level used to be 6 feet higher than it is today. For us it means that the deck is way low under the dock which sports a duck named dick.
They are far from Indiantown proper, so no entertainments, except for a restaurant that will pick one up when you call to have dinner with them. No gas, no diesel, no WiFi. They offer a living room with TV, a kitchen, fridge, showers, ice, bathrooms, and discount for BoatUs members. As usual, the people of the marina is very friendly ('cept for the snob marina, 'member?)

And now, repose.
May 07 '09 ICW and us

The Indian River is not as well marked as I wish it was. We ran aground, but this time was a solid grounding, meaning nothing I tried got us out of the sticky bottom mud. How this happened? you ask. Women, that's how.
I was following a motor boat, followed by a sailboat, followed by ELBABA. In one of those “S” shaped bends, the motor and sail boats left me behind because when I got to the “S” place I had to stop and give way to a barge, the channel is so narrow. When I got back to the channel both boats were invisible to me, but there was a party boat with two women in it that were going in my direction. I noticed that they knew the river, following the deep spots, so I followed them. Chanir says that they were giving me room to pass when they went into the shallows, but I blindly followed them until I could follow no more. Stuck. This is when my BoatUs membership and tow service paid itself. A call, an explanation, and a wait produced a tow boat that in five minutes got me in deep water again.
Finally we got to Harborage Yacht Club & Marina, St. Lucy River, Stuart, FL.

Marinalife selected the place in the original plan, and I called day before, mentioned my membership in Marinalife, and got a slip. The place is nice and the harbormaster very helpful, but there is nothing around at walking distance, so we slept there and left day after. They do have a Tiki bar where we cooled down from the day, enjoyed a good meal, and even danced a little to the music and song of a live entertainer. I hate rivers.
May 08 '09 ICW and us

Harborage Yacht Club & Marina will miss us. We left at 8:30 and got to Vero Municipal Marina in 8 hours. My left ankle is swollen because again I stood all the time. The channel is narrow and so shallow on the sides that one can walk on them, keeping pace with ELBABA (a little poetic freedom).

Alligators are out, dolphins are in. We had some so close that Chanir put her hand out, kinda to pet them. I reminded her that these were not Flipper, and that I did not want to say that she was a “macha” but now she is a “mocha”.

Say, if a bunch of fishes swimming together is a “school”, a number of intelligent dolphins swimming together must be a “college”, don’t you think?

It also happens that there was a boat anchored in the ICW channel, just in front of ELBABA's bow, the guy fly fishing. I kept my straight course that took me 10 feet from the fool, and then I said to him “You are in the ICW, here”. He said “and so are you”. I said “but you are fishing” and ELBABA passed leaving behind the moron, but not the noises he was making. I don't know if he was thanking me or cursing me, I don't care, I spoiled his day.
Vero Municipal Marina is another well kept government business. We walked to a riverside cafe were we had a decent dinner, and then showers, and relaxation.
May 09 and 10 '09 ICW and us

Slept late, sailed late. We left at 9:00 but got to Eau Gallie at 15:30.
The trip was just a plain affair. The only event that woke me up from the lethargic stupor of a boring ICW was a big boat making a big wake doing big speed driven by a childish brain passing us by at close quarters. To avoid being tossed about badly, ELBABA turned into the boat close to its stern to take the wakes head on. What a fun had the micro-brained guy.
Our friend Dennis was waiting for us at the dock together with four other friends. After securing ELBABA we started chatting in the shade in company of cold beer. We had a good time.
Then showers and out to dinner with Dennis and his wife Evelyn to an Irish place where I had a rich Irish entree suggested by Dennis. You must have guessed by now that Dennis is Irish, no?
The dinner was my treat, and them said to go to Brunswick to treat us. Deal!

Tomorrow we will stay in the Eau Gallie Basin to rest a day.
May 10 '09 ICW and us

Today in Eau Gallie Basin Dave (retired) and Karen (harbormaster) invited us for a sail in Dave's sailboat, a 44 footer cutter. The wind was OK when we started, probably in the teens, but later in the day, coming back tacking, Dave said that the anemometer showed 35 knots. Chanir was enjoying the ride the utmost, which was a good thing, because the rail was in the water a couple of times. I had the chance to roll the furling headsail; it was a good way to exercise every muscle in my body, pulling the furling line of that humongous sail. Michael (the resident artist in the marina) was unable to refrain from moving this way and that, excited to be in such big and beautiful boat.
Later in the day, Dennis and Evelyn came by and after some beers and some chitchat they took us to the Squid Lips restaurant, where we had dinner overlooking the river.

We had a relaxing and interesting time in this place where we will leave a number of new friends, John, Jim, Mike, and more that my aging memory can't recall the names.
To all of you, thanks for the camaraderie and friendship.
May 11 '09 ICW and us

Left Eau Gallie at 8:15 and on the way to Titusville Municipal Marina we learned that the two bridges we needed to go through, a bascule and a swing, would not open for hours before and after the shuttle launch, which was scheduled at 14:00.
The bascule was the first we needed to cross, and on the VHF channel 09 (bridges) I overheard a conversation between a sailboat and the bridge. The bascule said that the last opening was going to be at 12:54 and leave it open for only five minutes, and the next opening at 15:31.

I was in a line behind a motor boat and two sailboats, but quite a ways from the last sailboat, way beyond the opening of 5 minutes. I increased the rpm of my old but trusted Volvo Penta MD11C, and the two cylinders went faster up and down, making the propeller (also known as screw) turn faster, and this pushed ELBABA to a mile more per hour. The distance between us and the last sailboat was decreasing steadily but too slowly to catch it up at the bascule.
At 12:54 the two wings of the bascule began opening and the motor boat passed, followed closely by the second sailboat. The third began passing and I began pleading with the bridge operator.
“Bridge, Bridge, this is the third sailboat. You think I can pass too?” No answer.  I was getting closer and gave more rpm to increase the speed another .5 mph.

“Bridge, bridge, I'm getting closer. Will I pass?” No answer, but the wings were still distended. I got the notion that I will push ELBABA through without stopping forcing the bridge to stay open.
“Bridge, bridge, I'm doing my best, I'm coming” No answer, but the wings still spread out.

At last I was embraced by them, and even before I finished my crossing, the bascule yelled 4 blasts announcing its closing, but, we were at the other side. This way we avoided a wait of 90 minutes.
Then I began listening to the swing bridge answering to other boats requests. Its operator, a lady, was Oh! so patient with us all. She repeated at nauseam that she was closed already (the bridge) and the next opening was going to be at 16:31 for 5 minutes, and then resume normal operations at 17:00. For us it meant a wait of 2.5 hours, and then it happened.
Consider these facts: We are cruising since 41 days ago, and you know all that happened to us. Then we spent a day with our friends at Eau Gallie. Then we left Eau Gallie at 8:15 the same day of the Shuttle launch. All these things put us in the exact spot across from the launching pad to witness the cloud of smoke, then the lance of fire rising, then the booming explosion of tons and tons of combustible lifting the spacecraft. Awesome! I have pictures of it, not too many because the visible event lasted a few seconds. See, the purpose of all that happened to us up to this moment was to put us there and then, to marvel at the shuttle launch.
Coincidence? Luck? Destiny?
After recovering from the spell, we continued to the swing bridge, where I tried to anchor. Putting Chanir at the wheel, I went to the bow, prepared the anchor, a Dantford. When Chanir told me that the GPS was showing zero speed I let go of the anchor and 60 feet of rode, which was an 8 to 1 scope, more than good. But I began to notice that the distance between us and another anchored boat was growing less and less, and also noticed its skipper leaving the cockpit and his drink to come to his bow, watching us. At this time Chanir was below deck and I yelled to her to come up and put ELBABA in gear while running to the bow and begin pulling on the rode. Pulling 60 feet of heavy wet rope made tight by the tug of a 6 ton boat pushed by a fresh wind developed some muscles in my body, I tell ya! When the anchor was out of the water I saw that its flukes were full of seaweed and mud, inhibiting its byte to be effective.

I was tired, Chanir was tired and nervous, therefore I did not deployed the heavier anchor, a CQR, good for this seabed. We began going back and forth, idle speed, killing time.
At 16:31 the swing bridge began to swing and we were the second boat to cross. We got to the Titusville Municipal Marina at 17:00. This is a renewed one, brand new a lot of things, very nice; the people most helpful and friendly.
We could watch a manatee feeding in the algae of the bottom, inside the marina, among the pylons. Poor thing was scarred by a propeller. We were told that the manatee meat is very tasty; no way to confirm this, though, nobody sells manatee beefsteaks.

May 12 '09 ICW and us

From Titusville Municipal Marina to Daytona Marina and Boatworks we used up 8 hours of our life (7:15 to 15:15). Nothing remarkable in this leg, 'cept, there was this bascule bridge were we had to wait for it to open. Several boats hailed the operator, and his answers were kinda rough.
Everybody thanks the operator once you crossed the bridge, but for this one guy, silence from all.

Weather forecast, need to check that, may be bad.
May 13 and 14 '09 ICW and us

Left Daytona Marina at 7:00 and got to St. Agustin Municipal Marina at 16:00. 
Starting this leg I was happy as a clam, because the tide was pushing ELBABA at 6.6 mph, and the arrival time was going to beat the forecast of T-storms and showers in the pm.
Chanir does NOT like T-storms, but the probability was 30% to 40% and, quite the matter, she loves St. Agustin. This made her decide to take the chance and go.
The happy clam did not last long; the tide changed and then I was battling current and wind in the nose for 6 hours. Poor ELBABA was doing scant 4.9 mph and the arrival time was in the T-storm forecast. Happily, two things happened (or did not happen): First, the tide changed again pushing us at 7.2 mph for the last two hours and second, the T-storm did not happen. Phew!
This marina is in the corner of downtown, very conveniently located. At this time there are two historical ships in the marina: The Nina, and the Pinta.
They go all over America, one week at a time, so again we were lucky to be in this place at this time.
We are here, now ready to go for dinner, Chanir's treat! Tomorrow, touristing town.
May 15 '09 ICW and us

From St. Agustin Municipal Marina at 7:15 in a hurry, because the lift bridge that is next to the marina opens at 7:30 and then once an hour. We could cross it on time.
Dealing with the ICW is a little confusing at the inlet that is guarded by the fort. We learned a lot of the fort's history reading the captions of the different displays. I forgot almost all as soon as I left the fort, but it was interesting while it lasted.
One thing I remember. I got into one of the watch tower in the corner of the fort. It has spy holes for the guy to observe the enemy. I had to bend down to see through the hole, and I am not that tall, just 5' 10”. These guys of old were quite shorter than we are today.

I love progress. Tall is good, keeps your nose above the dust.
In the way something different happened: nothing remarkable happened; just a lot of curves (bends in a river) that stopped me from using the autopilot.

Ah! Also a constant watch on the ICW marks, the GPS, and the depth sounder. If you stray from the channel you run aground, and I have enough of those under my keel.
Arrived at Jacksonville Beach Marina at 12:30 and did the usual until Glenn and Cookie picked us up to take us for dinner to a real Italian restaurant. So Italian that the cook, mamma Lucy, hardly speaks English, but her husband speaks more. He enjoys telling Italian stories, and he laughs while telling, and we politely smile in response, wondering what he said.
We had a merry reunion after some two years not visiting with each other, improved by the good food and the good spirits.
Tomorrow to Fernandina and then home.
May 16 '09 ICW and us

From Jacksonville Beach Marina at 7:15 to Fernandina Harbor Marina in 5 hours helped by the strong current and the trusty Volvo at 1,500 rpm. This was another leg were the autopilot did nothing; plenty of bends in the river.
By the way, this notion of “river” is wrong. This is really the ocean sea entering the stretch formed by a strip of land on the sea side, a canal of water, and the “terra firma”, which is not so “firma” because it is mainly a swamp. When the sea rises (also known as tide), it enters the “river” which is raised by as much as 5 feet. Now, I have a couple of friends (yes Charlie, one more) that will immediately go check this my statement and send me an email explaining how wrong I am. Then, if I find the explanation reasonable, I will stand corrected in the intimacy of my boat.
Remember that yesterday I was whining about having to scan GPS, depth finder, and ICW marks constantly, and that was a bore? Well, today the same, plus, using my hat to hunt an invasion of green and yellow flies. These pests were flying around me, taunting me, and from time to time landing upside down on the bimini. I then grab my hat and swing it violently up against the taunter. Hit rate was 50%, but even then, more often than not, the bug flew away to start the taunting again. Once or twice one of them dared to land on my nose, feat that is not so remarkable considering the size of it, but the offense, the offense!

God Of The Wind took pity of my misery and sent a fresh breeze that brushed the flies away. It is worth it to pay homage to all Gods.
A surprise. I saw dolphins (yes, I know that by now you will say “What's new dud?”). The thing is, one of them was white, snow white, at least what I could see of it, the dorsal fin and a little of the back. An albino dolphin? No, much later I learned that the white dolphins are Chinese. Must be by naturalization, else they would be yellow.
Fernandina Harbor Marina is in repairs, and the bathroom/showers are far, far away. One thinks twice (or thrice) before starting the journey to them. My plan is to go there after dark and shower so I will not undo the showering by sweating in my way back. I think that Chanir will agree (maybe).
Tomorrow last leg! Tomorrow HOME! We hope to arrive at Golden Isles Marina early, call a taxi, go home, start the cars (assuming the batteries are alive), go back to the marina and remove from ELBABA things that spoil or are dear to our heart (expensive).
Next steps: Try to remember how to drive a car; how to live in a house that does not rock and roll, and that to take a shower you don't have to go away; how the grass looks like, and how to cut it.
May 17 '09 ICW and us

This is being written from the kitchen of my home in Brunswick, GA.
We arrived at 13:15 due to the important fact that the alarm clock began nagging at 5:30. We left the dock in Fernandina Harbor Marina at 6:15 when there was enough light for me to see things in the water. The tricolor light was on until the sun was above the horizon. The navigation was tricky, due to the existence of a submarine base (US), a number of other channels, and a couple of inlets, plus my ignorance of these waters.
Leaving Fernandina we were invaded by flies, big flies, yellow and green flies, biting flies. I began swatting them with the compass cover, but the only result was an angry fly. After some time of this, Chanir could not take it any longer and went into the cabin, sealing it. Me, I had to brave it, else who drives ELBABA? But it got so bad that I yelled to Chanir to hand me the chemical warfare weapon, the flying bug spray.
Picture this: Me standing at the wheel, one hand on it the other holding the spray can, eyes always rowing scanning for GPS, depth finder, ICW marks (cans and nuns), and flies. Found a fly, spray it making sure you, the sprayer, are upwind. The pests had to be hit several times before they stop buzzing around, so hardy they are.

The ICW makes a funny thing close to the submarine base. The GPS takes you in a very wide channel all the way there, nun and can after nun and can. In this way I was guided very close to the base until I saw a string of white balls floating in the water barring my advance, and a grey boat stalking me, waiting to see if I tried to get close and blow up or what.
Chanir to the rescue. She called my attention to a line of markers leaving this wide channel going to the North. Once awake to this new line of thinking, I saw it in the GPS, and promptly I gave ELBABA more rpm, changing course while doing so. The grey boat swung around to point at us but did not follow. Did they think that terrorists were using now sailboats instead of planes? Who knows, I did not hail them on the VHF to ask.
Approaching Golden Isles Marina I called them for instructions, and she gave me a number of those. The wind was fresh, about 12 to 15 mph blowing on the side, and Melissa (she) ordered me to approach the pier port side, which I obediently did. Chanir handed the bow line to Melissa and I did the same with the stern line. I never saw anyone move with such precision and speed, and such strength! She, by herself, alone, pulled the boat sideways to the floating dock, manhandling (womanhandling?) it no sweat. Once secure, she proceeded to add more lines making sure ELBABA goes nowhere. She is approaching 5 feet tall, I was impressed.
If you ask why we had to wake up at such an ungodly hour, I will tell you. Come on, ask!
OK, glad you asked. The forecast(s) said that there was a 50% to 60% chance of T-storms. A site said from 13:00, another from 8:00, another from 12:00. Two to one, T-storm at noon, or close to it. Leaving at 6:00 and estimating 7 hours sail, we arrive at 13:00, chancing to miss the T-storm, and we did! T-storm happened at 14:00, but we were already inside a car. By the way, I had to remember how to start the wipers. I had forgotten that!

Let's see, today is May 17th, we boarded March 31st. We lived in ELBABA for 49 days. Each day was different, sometimes madly different, many times not fun, but always interesting.
I am grateful to all those persons that in one way or another helped us in our adventure: the deck hands grabbing lines, the personnel at the offices helping our needs, the harbormasters directing our approach, the dock masters guiding us to the dock, the Coast Guard advising us on the Okeechobee, the bridge operators opening just in time, the lock operators handing the lines to tie up while the lock was being flooded, BoatUS to unstuck ELBABA from the sticky mud, Marinalife to start the process of securing slips in each leg, our new neighbors Charles and Tuula who took care of our mail, grass, and peaches, and lastly my family and friends who encouraged me to continue writing these emails.
Will I write an opus with all these?
My dear wife Chanir deserves a special mention. She stood fast beside me all the time, making, what in many occasions would be a boring day, a special one.

She showed an uncommon strength and resolution in difficult times, and also showed the joy she felt in fine sailing days. She complemented us with her disciplined way of planning, making sure all aspects of each leg were covered.

Her no-non-sense-view of things helped me in many an occasion, resulting in a safer and more pleasant journey.

She made this quest much more enjoyable in all regards.
Post-scripted May 22 ‘09

The T-storm we were running in front of and hit Brunswick at 14:00 is still active and well five days after arriving. For one hour we are home instead of spending these days in Fernandina, docked.

Coincidence? Luck? Destiny?

