Brisa is a Capable Lady
Many of you know that when I moved to Connecticut I had a dream to learn to sail and buy a sailboat. It’s been two-and-a-half years now since the move and while my sailing credentials are still light I have purchased a sailboat. Brisa is a 23-foot Sea Sprite. The below insert from Jan Nikolajsen accurately describes the Sea Sprite. 

The Sea Sprite (SS) is a small version of the classic yacht so ubiquitous maybe 70 years ago, with her full keel, short waterline and long overhangs. It's a type of boat that's not super practical for the trailer crowd, not appealing to mainstream cruising sailors because of the cramped cabin, not flashy enough to be a status symbol.

But what do you get in a Sea Sprite? In the right hands she's wicked fast and exciting to sail, but with a 'big boat' sense of stability and heft.

Think about it: A 30' mast with lots of sail area on a 16' waterline and displacing 4000 lbs. All from the drawing board of Carl Alberg, who knew a thing or two about sailboats. 

Brisa is Portuguese for Breeze and I have no intentions of renaming her. As a boat passes from one owner to the next the feeling is more of an adoption than a purchase. Steve Daly, the former owner, was bitter sweet over the sale. As part of the purchase agreement Steve agreed to sail with me at least three times for training and boat handling skills and drills, the first one starting with the delivery of the Brisa. Handoff was to occur Sunday in Saybrook, CT followed by the 20-mile sail to her new home in Branford, CT. Weather revealed a NNW wind of 18mph with gust up to 25. A sail on point of 277° had us sailing close into the teeth of that wind so we backed off and put in at Guilford, giving us a six-mile passage. 

Brisa was late in arriving and the mast had to be stepped. The Guilford town dock was not available for tie-up overnight so Steve had made arrangements to nip around Guilford Pt and up the West River into Brown’s Boat yard. It took time to get everything on the boat and we were losing daylight fast. By the time we had the motor fired up and were underway we had maybe thirty minutes of light left. We entered the West River channel at late dusk and lost the channel markers. With maybe a tenth of a mile to go we ran aground. Steve worked furiously to get her off but we were firmly stuck; aboard the boat was myself, Steve, Steve’s friend Lenny and Anna, a friend of mine. A quiet ensued in which I looked at everyone, “Recommendations?” No answer, so I said what was on everyone’s mind, “Looks like we’re staying here tonight.” The wind was cold but dying, we had no water or food and high tide twelve hours away. We were in for an uncomfortable night. 

Anna and I crawled into the foc’sle bunk. Steve and Lenny continued to discuss our situation up top. Steve was understandably nervous, having just grounded the boat he was selling to me, but I knew groundings were a part of sailing. The wind was lying down and as it did it warmed. We were in no immediate danger and by morning we would float free. Time to make the best of it. 

DAVE

The sound of an approaching motorboat muffled the excited voices of Steve and Lenny. Anna had to get up first before I could get out. It was Dave, the owner of Brown’s Boat Yard. He had seen the lights we had strung and knew we were out of the channel. Using his boat we tried breaking Brisa free but the tide had dropped lower, we were going nowhere. Dave offered to take Anna off, much to her relief and Steve went with him. 

LENNY 
I met Lenny the first time I went to see Brisa on the hard. Lenny is German and a strong, quiet young man. He and Steve both leapt off the boat while she was on stands, a drop of seven feet that had my knees aching. He’s pragmatic and quiet and quickly adaptive to a changing situation accepting it as easily as I did without quibble or a rehashing of the decisions that got us there. 

After an hour or so Dave and Steve returned bringing beers, water, trail mix and muffins for the morning. Dave had thoughtfully included a massive down cover, which proved to be the number one item. The water surface flat and the keel stuck upright in the mud we enjoyed our beers and started giving Steve the business for running us aground. In truth, if there was a mistake in judgment, it was in leaving Guilford dock. The one lesson from this experience is never act in haste. 

With Steve and I tucked in forward Lenny took the Port berth. It didn’t last for long before he crawled between us complaining of the cold. We were tight so to break the tension Lenny played Barry White’s, “Can’t Get Enough of Your Love Babe,” on his cell fun and I followed up with Lou Reed’s, “Take a Walk on the Wild Side.” Eventually we settled down and got some sleep. 

STEVE 

Steve had owned Brisa for several years and had taken her up the coast of Maine on what sounds like a great adventure. His enjoyment for sailing is infectious and the rougher it is the better. Which as it turns out was a good thing. He had already sailed in heavy blows.

We lifted free by 4am and Steve wanted to motor in. I argued that it was dark and we had time to wait for sunrise. We were safely anchored and there was nothing we could do once we reached the dock until Steve’s girlfriend Lilia and his brother Jay showed up at seven thirty. At five thirty we weighed anchor and motored the last 1000 yards to dockside and secured the boat. 

STEPPING THE MAST 

Steve was pumped and after reaching dockside he was ready to start stepping the mast currently tied across the top of Brisa. Eventually we reached a decision to wait and crawled back in the foc’sle to get more sleep. The number one threat to a boats safety is crew weariness and we had a tough sail ahead. The rest of the crew, Jay and Lilia showed up at 8:30 with coffee. God bless them. 

Steve had us placed where we were alongside a floating dock with a larger dock at our bow. This gave us the angle and leverage we needed to raise the mast leaning it slightly to port with Lilia on the Starboard shrouds and Jay on the aft stay to stabilize. With the bow stay secured prior to lifting we got the mast up and stepped with Steve quickly securing a port and starboard shroud, then the aft stay. From there we buttoned up the remaining shrouds and tensioned her until Steve was satisfied. 

LILIA AND JAY JAY 

Jay, Steve’s younger brother who they called Jay Jay, is an easy-going young man with an infectious smile and a bright personality. He is scheduled to finish his residency this year before becoming a Pediatrician. Lilia is an attractive and self-assured young woman. The day was a big day for me with lots of apprehension about buying Brisa and with all we had been through the night before I was not at my best. I had become focused on the task to the point of having tunnel vision. I dropped an instruction Lilia’s way and she called me on it. Backing up the tape I realized I had ignored my manners and asked nicely with a please on the end. Lilia quickly forgave me and it helped me to get my head up and keep the bigger picture in mind. 

We piled into our cars and went to breakfast where I presented Steve with his check. We then dropped one vehicle in Branford and returned to Guilford, finished last minute preparations and set sail at 1:30pm Sunday April 29th for Dutch Wharf Marina on the Branford River. 

BEATING TO WINDARD 

Tacking into the wind is the least comfortable of all the sailing directions. It calls for continuous runs in one direction and then another at approximately right angles to each other. By doing so you make way forward into the wind. The problem is your boat rises into the oncoming waves and falls off hard into the next. You feel like your screaming along, boat heeled over, rails in the water but the oncoming waves hold up your progress; it’s a pounding for sure. Luckily the Sea Sprite is built for such action. Her narrow seven-foot beam and sweeping bow allow her to cut through the wave. As you lay her over into the wind and dip her overhangs her waterline lengthens and you hold on as she jumps ahead. Still, there were tacks we were beating hard and only recording a speed of two knots.

We had started with a storm jib and a double reefed main to cut down the sail area. During one period of lull in the wind strength we shook out the reef. The wind quickly returned and had us scrambling to double reef again while steeply heeled. Exciting stuff. Lenny and Jay worked the sail, with Lilia on the halyard and me on the tie offs. 

Our course alternated between 210° SW and 30° NNE. Headway was hard to come by until late in the afternoon when the wind shifted and we made a heading of 240° to 270°, nearly due west and a speed of 5.2 knots. 

None of us had ever sailed into Branford River before. And, as most sailors know, it is not always easy to spot an entrance. Steve is definitely old school using charts and trying to plot location from landmarks and there is much I can learn from him, however, I had recently downloaded the Navionics app onto my cell phone. It’s ability to give course, speed, and location is astounding. Steve, calling out steerage on the bow, was not satisfied until he had the reading off the R “34” Bell at Cow and Calf rocks outside Branford harbor. In his experience, seeing is believing. 

Two more tacks and we rounded the #6 Nun and headed into the channel. The wind died and we fired up the motor. As we motor-sailed up the peaceful Branford River a collective sigh of relief escaped our lips, we were tired, cold and thoroughly pleased with ourselves. Standing by Steve at the tiller I remarked, “That was some hard sailing?” Steve looked me in the eye and replied with real pride, “Brisa is a Capable Lady.” 

Dutch Wharf Marina lays a good half-mile past the River entrance. We docked thirty minutes prior to sunset. 
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It may be that I never sail Brisa in weather that nasty again but if I do I want a crew just like the one Steve brought aboard; confident, no complaining, hop to at direction and communicate well. With everyone gone carrying items to the car Steve and I secured Brisa fore and aft with spring lines in between and coiled the remaining rope on the dock. I looked at Steve and told him, “I could not have done what you just did.” He had worked the boat, the weather, the navigation and the mood of the crew to bring us safely home. I’ve got my work cut out for me. 

Dawson

Skipper of  S/V Brisa

