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Two Years and 
Cruising
What Has Worked 

and What Hasn’t

www.bwsailing.com



53

FITTING OUT FOR WORLD CRUISING

ailing away from Rhode 

held in place with a keyway and 


ing. In Panama, the rebuild was 
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Island and now cruis-

ing deep into the South 

Pacific, two years have 

passed in a blink. Re-

becca and I have been treated to 

high adventures, lush mountainous 

landfalls and skill-testing coral atolls 

to navigate.We now recognize that 

our initial thoughts of a four year 

circumnavigation on our Valiant 40,

Brick House, was an impractical goal; 

a six-year plan seems more realis-

tic. Brick House is up to the task,

but thinking of the equipment we 

installed on board before watching 

New England fall below the hori-

zon, there are some items that have 

worked out better than others. 

  On the plus side, some boat 

systems are so reliable that we don’t 

think about them at all, yet it would 

be an instant disaster if they failed. 

The autopilot tiller arm attached to 

the rudder post is one hidden piece 

of vital equipment. Our Edson tiller 

arm is a massive piece of bronze 


heavy bolts clamping it to the rud-

der post. Once in a great while I 

contort my way down into the aft 

compartment of the boat to inspect 

the tiller arm, autopilot linear drive 

and all the steering cable linkages. 

The tiller arm remains rock solid. 

In Honduras, I witnessed what can 

happen to a less beefy tiller arm. On 

a 46-foot boat that had managed its 

way through some rough weather,

the tiller arm had sheared its mount-

ing bolts and bent the arm itself. 

There is a difference in how such 

forgettable pieces of equipment are 

manufactured. 

  Our Edson hand bilge pump is 

another piece of equipment that is 

strong and reliable; like the life raft,

we see it every day but fortunately 

have not had the opportunity to 

use it. 

FORM FOLLOWS FUNCTION

   After a year and a half, our old 

150-amp alternator stopped work-


quick and inexpensive. The new 

brushes failed again three months 

later. Our backup 45-amp alterna-

tor was only a crutch that could not 

keep up with our energy demands. 

This taught us that a backup piece 

of equipment should be equal to 

the primary. In Tahiti we installed a 

new 120-amp high output alterna-

tor called Powermax. “More amper-

age at a lower engine rpm!” was the 

hype. It has performed better than 

our old 150-amp alternator, but this 

is accomplished in part by install-

ing a smaller diameter pulley, thus 

increasing the rpm of the alternator. 

In doing this, it takes more power 

from the engine and places a greater 

stress on the single fan belt, caus-

ing premature wear of the belt. The 

smell of burning fan belt rubber 

and a climbing engine temperature 

added to the excitement of our 

last-second aborted approach at the 

entrance to the narrowest, strongest 

flowing, most wave-washed channel 
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of all the coral atolls in the South 

Pacific. A boat project upon reaching 

New Zealand will be to add a second 

fan belt to our high output alterna-

tor. We will also order “rebuild kits”
for our alternators so we 

can replace the brushes 

and other easy-to-in-

stall parts on our own. 

  It is my fault for not 

insisting it be made 

right, but we were get-

ting a good deal and 

I thought I could live 

with it. The new main 

halyard and reefing 

lines, which lead to the 

cockpit, arrived from 

the rigger, being all the 

same color. The differ-

ence was the number 

of tiny blue yarns on 

each line. This is not a 

quickly recognizable 

distinction. True, we 

now know by feel where 

a particular line and its 




ber with a peel-away backing exposing 

the sticky adhesive. In two years, not a 

drop has trickled down the mast. 

  On deck, half of our teak handrails 

were removed and replaced with 




drives me to do something more in-

teresting, like go outside and polish 

stainless steel until net time is over. 

The cruisers’ nets do have strong 

merits, however, and there were two 

brake are located, but I 


Sometimes items that are easily forgotten about, such as the Edson 

am sorry I did not insist 

on the lines each being 

a solid and different 


tiller arm, can be the most important. Labeled rope clutches are 

necessary when your lines are nearly identical


times I did a 

U-turn from 

the compan-

color. The neat-looking splices on 

the shackle end of the halyards are 

so long and bulky that they ride over 

the masthead sheave or spinnaker 

halyard block and have been sliced 

through by the sharp edges of the 

blocks. I have swapped the halyards 

end for end and simply tied the hal-

yard to the shackles with a bowline,

which does not interfere with other 

hardware. 

  In Rhode Island, function out-

weighed cosmetics when I decided 

to put a stop to the leak at the mast 

boot. I had installed some rubber 

roof membrane over the existing 

boot. The material is thick, black rub-


what we thought would be lower 

maintenance, better looking stain-

less steel. Rather than varnishing, we 

now spend time polishing stainless 

to remove rust. Fresh water and soap 

is what stainless steel likes best to 

remove salt and grime. Without that 

flushing, which rarely happens on 

a cruising boat, stainless steel soon 

turns to yellow steel. The remaining 

teak handrails, which were sanded,

primed and painted, look as glossy as 

the day we sailed south.

  Rebecca loves to talk on the single 

sideband radio and often serves as 

a “Net Controller” for the morning 

cruisers’ net. All that frivolous chat 


ionway to listen to the radio with 

wide ears. One lone sailor was lost 

after leaving Key West on a beauti-

ful 46-foot sailboat. His two-week 

adventure was a daily soap opera 

for the listeners of the Northwest 

Caribbean Net. Because of the advice 

and concern of listening cruisers, the 

saga, for now, ended when he landed 

safely on the island of Roatan in the 

southwest Caribbean. In the Pacific,

a sailing couple on the yacht Avatar
called into the “Coconut Net” when 

the hollow pipe shaft of their spade 

rudder broke away, 900 miles east of 

American Samoa. The closest help 

available would pluck them from 
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FITTING OUT FOR WORLD CRUISING
It may not be pretty, but the black 

rubber membrane keeps water 

from dripping down the mast, left. 

The $25 SSB antenna solution, 

above
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their yacht, but would do nothing 

to help rescue their floating home. 

Rebecca and I were anchored at a 

coral atoll 230 miles upwind from 

the distressed yacht. We delivered,

mid ocean, the emergency lumber 

requested so Avatar could fashion 

a new steering system and limp to 

American Samoa. Even if a cruiser 

does not talk on the SSB nets serving 

a cruising route, it is worth making 

a list of the frequencies so you can 

listen in and become familiar with 

the radio procedures. Our SSB, cou-

pled with a Pactor modem, continues 

to be invaluable for communication,

weather and maintaining our busi-

ness affairs from afar. 

RIGGING, DINGHIES 

AND MORE

  Polishing stainless steel one morn-

ing, I found a severely cracked swage 

on the backstay. We were able to 

hold the backstay together by clamp-

ing two sets of block and tackle 

above the bad swage and the lower 

ends attached to the chainplate. 

Replacing the backstay, we decided 

to eliminate the weight of the two 

expensive insulators that allowed 

the stay to serve as our SSB antenna. 




This also eliminated four swages,

which were additional failure points. 

Our new SSB antenna is simply a 

stainless steel wire, smaller than 

what would be used for a lifeline. 

Swaged with plastic thimbles at both 

ends, the wire was secured with a 

strong line so it is four feet from the 

masthead. This is so the mast will 

not shield the antenna, reducing its 

performance. The bottom end of 

the wire antenna is tied several feet 

away from the backstay and a foot 

up from the cockpit arch so it is out 

of reach from anyone standing at the 

back of the boat. The $25 antenna 

works so well that for now, we have 

no reason to change it. 

   After our backstay surprise, we 

now carry on board a new spare 

stay equal to the longest stay on the 

boat. The upper end has a swage eye 

already installed. The lower end can 

be cut with a hacksaw and finished 

with a manually-installed swageless 

compression fitting. 

   Another rigging problem we had 

was the removal of corroded set 

screws from the jib roller furling sys-

tem so I could adjust the turnbuckle 

and inspect the lower terminal end 

of the headstay. It is now a scheduled 




maintenance item to remove and 

grease those set screws. In remov-

ing one set screw, I broke an Easy 

Out screw extractor. In my toolbox,

I should have doubled the number 

and increased the variety of sizes of 

these screw extractor tools. 

    It was good advice when we heard,

“Get the largest dinghy you can carry 

on deck with the largest engine pos-

sible.” Our V-hull Avon RIB (Rigid 

Inflatable Boat) with a fiberglass 

bottom has been nearly perfect. I 

now think that I should have cashed 

in more used cans and paid the big 

difference for an aluminum hull RIB. 

The weight savings is great, which 

would make it easier to winch the 

dinghy on deck with the spinnaker 

halyard. An aluminum hull will 

merely scratch and dent where our 

fiberglass hull is sporting nicks and 

dings from reef and rock bites. 

   We were adamant about putting 

a two-stroke, 15-horsepower en-

gine on the transom of our dinghy. 

We bought the engine in Nassau,

Bahamas. The immediate benefits 

over a four-stroke engine are greater 

horsepower-to-weight ratio and 

ease of handling when lifting onto 

and off the dinghy by means of a 
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block and tackle hoist at the stern 

of Brick House. For a far ranging 

cruising yacht, a huge advantage 

of a two-cycle engine is the ease of 

maintenance. In a beautiful cove on 

the island of Nuka Hiva, Marque-

sas, French Polynesia, I returned 

to the beach to find the surf had 

flipped the dinghy upside down. 

The power head of the engine was 

being ground into the black sand 

beach, the outdrive waving in the 

air pleading for help. Bailing out the 

dinghy and returning to Brick House, 

it took one hour and two pulls of the 

starter rope for the engine to roar to 

life. To clean the dust-fine clods of 

sand from the fuel system, cylinders,

flywheel and especially the oil cham-

bers of a four-stroke engine would 

have been exponentially more dif-

ficult. On a four-stroke engine, there 

could be catastrophic residual effects 

if every speck of grit and water could 

not be removed from the oil-filled 

crankcase. Our two-stroke Mercury 

outboard brushed off the incident 

and hasn’t looked back. 

   To get our nine-foot dinghy up on 

a plane faster and to be able to plane 

at a slower engine rpm, we bolted 

what amounts to wings (sometimes 

called “hydrofoils”) to the cavitation 

plates. However, when the dinghy 

is lightly loaded, at high speed the 

hydrofoils produce an undesirable 

bow-down attitude.

  One reliable item that is used 

every day is the inexpensive Jabsco 

head. In two years we replaced one 

pump O-ring. That O-ring likely 

deteriorated because of the clean-

ers we put through the head. In the 

80-degree water of the southern 

Caribbean and equatorial Pacific, I 

would have to occasionally put a few 

drops of vegetable oil in the pump 

cylinder to quiet the squeak of the 

piston O-ring. Now that we are in 
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cooler ocean water well south of the 

equator, inexplicably, the O-ring has 

needed no additional lubrication. 

  In New Zealand, I am looking 

forward to hauling Brick House from 

the water to throw on another coat 

of antifouling paint and at the same 

time possibly install a feathering 

prop to replace our three-bladed 

fixed propeller. We would also like 

to install an AIS transponder so our 

little boat will show up as a ship on 

everyone else’s AIS receiver. 

  One thing that has worked un-

expectedly well is the economics 

of the cruising lifestyle. In the last 

two years, we have bought no home 

heating oil and paid for no electric-


ity from the municipal power plant. 

The gasoline we put through our 

outboard engine in three months is 

far less than what my Ford Explorer 

drank in a week. In Rhode Island, it 

would have taken weeks of working 

at a profession to make the mort-

gage payment and just to exist. We 

spend money on educational tours 

of new islands and books on fish and 

bird identification, but we seldom

eat in restaurants. There are days we 

do work long hours, but it is in clear

water stalking fish and lobsters for the 

freezer. We pick fruit from the trees 

and trade for vegetables. Overall, life is 

a cruise and we wonder how the past 

two years have slipped by so quickly.
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