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Recently, in Bermuda, I met a nice chap who was tak-
ing care of a big Hinckley ketch moored at the town 
docks in St. Georges. He was short-ish and darkly 
tanned, with a scruffy salt-and-pepper beard, fad-

ed black T-shirt and stained khaki shorts. His voice was 
gruff. Chatting with him was odd — he had a strange sort 
of humor and would try to slide jokes into the conversa-
tion, but they were often ill timed and didn’t make much 
sense in the context of what we were talking about.

The boat seemed to match the man, in a way. It was a 
bit older and rough around the edges, in need of new 
running rigging and a lot of varnish. The two were an 
appropriate pair. The man was proud to be caring for 
the yacht, going so far as calling it “his…at least for the 
time being.” He told me he and the boat were off for 
Newport as soon as the weather allowed.

To be clear, neither the man nor the yacht was in top 
form. I would’ve questioned the logic of sailing any-
where beyond the town dock in the run-down ketch, and 
certainly not with its caretaker, who, nice as he was, was 
missing a few of his marbles.

In the yachting industry, it’s not so difficult to imagine the 
career path of such a person. Entering the business with 
high spirits and a good attitude can get you a job, but 
the temptations of a seagoing life — flowing booze, fast 
women, exotic destinations — can quickly derail the most 
ambitious plans. All too often, yacht crew get pigeon-holed 
into those stereotypical roles, ending up the middle-aged 
pirate-type on a derelict yacht on an island somewhere.

But it doesn’t have to be that way. My parents and I have 
a fantastic relationship, and despite my wandering ca-
reer path, they’ve been supportive throughout. When I 
was a kid, my dad would continuously repeat one bit of 
wisdom that I try to live by. His words were simple, and 
resonated with me: “Son, no matter what you decide to 
do with yourself, remember one thing…There is always 
room at the top.” What he meant, I now understand, was 
that if you work hard and become good at something — 
no matter the field or the economy — the people who 
are the best will always be in demand.

As a yacht skipper, imparting this bit of wisdom to the 
crew is essential in keeping them on their toes, keeping 
them motivated and keeping them performing at their 
best. My good friend Peter Horner, when he first started 
out as deckhand on a private schooner, used to hate 

polishing stainless and touching up varnish. Eventually, 
when he’d come to terms with this being part of the job, 
he took it upon himself to make “his” yacht the finest in 
the ports they visited around the world. He went so far 
as to use the last portion of a long passage precisely for 
this purpose — the yacht would arrive onto the customs 
quay salt-free and gleaming, nothing like the expected 
image of a sailing boat just come in from the wild reach-
es of the ocean in a state of disheveled chaos.

From the perspective of the captain, it’s fundamentally 
a leadership issue. A skipper has to practice what he 
preaches; a hard-working captain begets a hard-working 
crew, and ultimately the team members begin to chal-
lenge each other in a sort of friendly onboard competi-
tion that makes everything run smoother, more efficient. 

A crew with a firm understanding of its responsibilities 
and a realization that there is room for advancement is 
going to be a successful one. Pete’s captain understood 
this, and consistently challenged him on the job. He was 
probably under-qualified, yet his skipper often put him in 
charge of creating and executing the passage plans for 
a long offshore voyage. And there were many of them. 
Pete joined the boat in Newport, Rhode Island, and only 
left the yacht a year and a half later — on good terms — 
in New Zealand. Pete earned himself a reputation, and is 
now in line to skipper a large private motor yacht. He’s 27.

Creating and offering these types of challenges makes a suc-
cessful crew. Oftentimes, I’ll get a new crewmember that I 
simply get a negative vibe from. They might seem lazy, rude, 
uninterested, or our personalities clash. I give them more 
and more responsibility, make them think, make them solve 
problems and get them out of their comfort zone. At times, it 
fails. But that’s rare. What usually happens is the person gains 
a new kind of confidence they may not have realized they 
possessed, and they thrive. They realize their job — and, go-
ing deeper, their life — is what they make of it. 

Somewhere along the line, that fellow in Bermuda missed 
this message. 

Andy Schell is a professional yacht captain and freelance 
writer. He and his wife, Mia, are sailing across the Atlantic 
in their 35-foot yawl Arcturus, and will return to the Ca-
ribbean next winter to continue working on yachts. Visit 
his website at www.fathersonsailing.com.


