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W hen the boat lost steerage in 
the Caribbean, 10 teenagers 
learned that reading manu-

als, following hunches, getting greasy, 
and solving problems were actually quite 
satisfying experiences...

Most sailors know their boats well 
enough to know 
when something 
goes wrong. 
Sometimes it’s a 
tell-tale shudder 
in the rigging 
that the skipper 
can feel from 
his bunk down 
below. Other 
times it’s more 
abrupt, perhaps 
a loud crash or a 
gut-wrenching 
“bang!” Always, 
it’s disconcerting. 

I was sailing in the Grenadines, in the 
southeastern Caribbean, with 10 teenag-
ers. We were three-quarters of the way 
through a month-long sail-training expedi-
tion, which had begun in St. Martin what 
seemed like ages ago. After three weeks of 
intense sail training—from navigating with 
a hand-bearing compass, learning about the 
trade winds and weather patterns, to using 
a sextant and anchoring under sail—my 
young crew and I had covered the basics and 
then some, as I prepared them for Phase 
III, during which they’d assume all aspects 
of running the boat. !ey would need to 
be proficient in navigating all scenarios in 
all weather, safely anchoring the boat, and 
planning our shore-side schedule for the last 
10 days of the program. Challenging situa-
tions for any sailor.

We had been having a peculiar prob-
lem with the holding tank in the forward 
head, and after some sleuthing ashore from 
the kids, they had deduced that to fix the 
clog, they would need to head a fair ways 
o"shore, pressurize the tank, and essentially 
blow out whatever was clogging the head. 
!is seemed a reasonable enough approach, 
and they managed to pull it o" without a 
hitch. 

!e “bang!” happened only minutes after 
they solved the holding tank problem. We 
were hove-to about three miles o"shore, and 
the kids were ecstatic about fixing the head 
without interference from their captain. It 
was windy enough that it was rather di#cult 
for the helmsman to hold the wheel down 
to stay hove-to. Shortly after executing the 

maneuver, the steering cable snapped with 
a resounding report. I knew what had hap-
pened immediately, but it took the young 
crew a few minutes and a few rotations 
of the wheel to realize that it (the wheel) 
wasn’t doing anything anymore. 

Most sailors I know at this point would 
have scurried down below to the VHF and 
issued a call for help to anyone who hap-
pened to be listening, hoping for a tow to 
safety. !at wasn’t going to happen on this 
trip. Luckily for them (and reassuringly for 
me), they remembered where we stowed 
the emergency tiller and managed to motor 
into the lee of Mayreau and the safety of a 
protected anchorage, struggling to keep a 
straight course with the improvised steering.

Whether it’s in the islands or on the 
Chesapeake Bay, to me, sailing is as much 

about self-su#ciency and problem solving 
as it is about adventure and excitement. 
!roughout the month-long program, I’d 
emphasized this to the kids, and now they 
were provided with a perfect opportunity 
to experience the empowerment and sense 
of accomplishment that come with solving 
problems independently.

We managed to sail the 50+ miles south 
to Grenada with the help of the autopilot, 
which conveniently was connected directly 
to the steering quadrant (a fact which the 
kids discovered only after studying the 
Raymarine manual extensively the night 
before). Upon entering the small harbor 
at St. Georges, they resorted back to the 
emergency tiller to anchor. 

!e next day was one of the most suc-
cessful days of the 32-day program. !ree 
of the students and I hopped a local bus to 
Prickly Bay, where the local Budget Marine 
was located, in search of the master link that 
connected the steering cables to the chain 
on the wheel, the culprit of our problem. 
I remained silent throughout the ordeal, 
letting the kids troubleshoot and discover 
the problem on their own, and ultimately 
get help from the marine store sta". We 
returned to the boat that afternoon armed 
with knowledge and spare parts. Several 
grease-covered hours later, we had an oper-
able steering system and three exuberant 
kids. !e next night we sailed more than 
90 miles farther south to Trinidad, hand-
steering the whole way, empowered by our 
recent success.

To me, this anecdote emphasizes the 
true nature of the sailing philosophy. A true 
cruiser is captain of his ship, while simulta-
neously playing mechanic, cook, entertainer, 
and psychologist. !e true mariner not  
only knows that what can go wrong will go 
wrong, but also understands that any of the 
“doomsday” scenarios he’s likely to encoun-
ter are easily solvable with some intuition, 
curiosity, and elbow grease.

If 10 teenagers can do it, so can you.
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Problem-solving on boats often 
involves studying manuals, as 
these students discovered on 
an adventurous Caribbean trip. 
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