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on a budget
Caribbean bound
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by mark Pillsbury

With the help of friends, 
a family pulls off the 
dream of spending the 
holidays in the islands.

on a budget The roar of the quarter wake 
hit me as soon as I climbed up 
out of the companionway and 
reached with my harness for the 
portside jackline. It was 0300, but 
a near-full moon hung well above 
the horizon and lit up the sea, a 
cauldron of glimmering waves 
charging up from behind that 
lifted Tioga’s stern and sent us 
surging forward, spray washing 
the foredeck and water cascading 
down the starboard rail. Tenta-
tively, I stepped to the side deck, 
lifeline in one hand, the other 
reaching for the dodger frame as 
I made my way aft into the cock-
pit where Philip Kersten, friend, 
neighbor, and owner of Tioga, 
gave me a briefing before he and 
his watchmate headed below. As 
he crawled around one side of 
the wheel, I slipped around the 
other, saw by the compass that 
we were indeed still sailing nearly 
due south, and settled in with my 
back against the starboard life-
line. The hiss of foam whooshing 
past filled the night.

Soon my own watchmate of 
the day, Peter Barba, would hand 
up a cup of tea, along with wa-
ter bottles and snacks, to carry 
us through our three-hour trick 
at the wheel. On this watch, we’d 
mark our time just as we had pre-
vious nights, by watching Orion 
move east to west across our path. 
We’d trade off on the wheel every 
45 minutes, in part to spell each 
other and in part because it was 
pure joy to be at the helm, steer-
ing as though we were schussing 
down a wild and rolling bump 
run on some alpine trail.

For the record, it was Monday, 
though at this point in our trip, 
the day didn’t matter so much. 
We were at present somewhere 
close to 300 miles from our point 
of departure, Bermuda, and we 

Caribbean bound

What’s not to like 
about a delivery 
south, with an 
empty horizon, sun-
splashed skies day 
in and day out, and 
a near-full moon 
to keep the night 
watch company?
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had better than twice that to go before 
we’d make landfall at St. Martin. With 
each surge forward, propelled by the 
northeast trades, Tioga punched through 
the waves. This is what this Alden 44 
was built to do: sail fast, stand up to the 
breeze, and carry her crew off on an ad-
venture.

And this was an adventure that by all 
methods of accounting would turn out 
very well. It began in Nahant, Massachu-
setts, in October 2010 when Philip and 
five mates shoved off on the back side of a 
rainy low and pointed the bow southeast, 
bound for St. George, Bermuda. They 
had a rough first night, with accidental 
jibes as they passed first Cape Cod and 
then Nantucket. A batten was torn from 
the main, and the hydraulic vang was 
damaged. Still, they sailed on, through 
headsail changes, squalls, calms, and 
quirky breezes that kept them too long in 
the Gulf Stream. Eventually though, they 
cracked beers all around as they made 
landfall, seven days after their departure.

Act II followed in November, when 
Philip returned with five of us to sail for 
Antigua, where Tioga would spend the 
winter. Philip’s wife, Corinna, and their 
two children joined him in mid Decem-
ber and roamed the Caribbean over the 
holidays, sailing as far south as Martin-
ique before they worked their way back 
to Falmouth Harbour after New Year’s. In 
April, Philip and a new crew sailed Tioga 

north again to Bermuda. The final act 
played out over this past Memorial Day, 
when Philip, Corinna, and four friends 
sailed home to Nahant, their dream of 
spending the holiday in the islands now 
a done deal.

To be honest, though, this 
voyage started much earlier, 
and as often happens in a 
small seaside town, we all just 
got pulled in along the way.

T ioga began life 
in 1978 as Boo-
merang, and in 
the 1980s her 
owner, took her 

across the Atlantic and back with vari-
ous family members aboard, including 
his son Bob Baldwin, who’d eventually 
become a Nahant neighbor. Several of us 
from town joined the Bob and his dad, 
Big Bob, aboard Boomerang for the 2005 
Figawi race, and I’ll admit that for a few 
of us aboard the boat for the first time, it 
was love at first sight. The following win-
ter, Big Bob decided it was time to move 
up to a new Boomerang, and Philip, part 
of that Figawi crew, got himself a heck of a 
deal when he made an offer for the trade-
in. He renamed his new boat Tioga.

An accomplished racing sailor grow-
ing up in his native Germany, Philip had 
big plans for the family’s new sloop. Soon 
he was upgrading systems and, with the 

help of friends, making repairs in order to 
do a passage to Bermuda and back. Plan-
ning is second nature for Philip, who’s a 
software-implementation project leader 
by day. He drew up lists of tasks, tools, 

menus, and watch schedules. 
Over beers, potential crew 
gathered to go over details and 
look at charts, and they even 
practiced their suturing skills 
on sliced-open pigs feet, just in 
case. Then during the summer 
of 2008, Captain Philip and 
assorted friends sailed across 
the Stream, left the boat in 
Bermuda for a spell, then re-
turned to bring the boat home. 

For several aboard, it was their first trip 
offshore, and, it turns out, it served as a 
training opportunity for the voyage to 
come because even then, the skipper was 
planning his next big escapade, a winter 
in the Caribbean. The model would be 
the same—captain and crew would share 
in preparations, sailing, and expenses—
though this trip would be more compli-
cated because of its four distinct legs and 
the time commitments required for each. 
Tioga comfortably accommodates six 

for extended periods, and that number 
also works well for watch rotations. For 
the Caribbean voyage, each leg had three 
watch captains, standing three on and six 
hours off. Meanwhile, a different watch 
mate each morning stood a six-hour shift, C
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sailing Tioga on the 
bermuda-to-anti-
gua leg were Peter 
barba and Philip 
kersten (rear, from 
left), along with  
ulf Westhoven,  
bob baldwin,  
the author, and 
Doug Frauenholz.
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so pairings rotated daily. Since Philip 
would be captain for all four legs, that left 
20 berths to fill. Or to put it another way, it 
left the rest of us 20 opportunities to make 
an extended offshore passage, with each 
berth costing less than $1,000 a piece. For 
captain and crew, the trip would be both 
bargain and adventure.

By early 2010, the Caribbean crew ros-
ter began to take shape. In all, 14 of us 
would claim at least one spot, and each 
in his or her own way would help with 
preparations. Projects included replacing 
the standing rod rigging, repairs to the 
stuffing box and shaft coupling, electrical 
upgrades, the purchase of a new working 
genoa, and rounding up supplies.

To keep track of the jobs as well as the 
tools, safety, and emergency equipment 
being collected, Philip used Google Docs 
and posted detailed spreadsheets of what 
had been accomplished and what re-
mained to be done. Crews of the various 
legs were assigned buddies who’d share 
as much gear as possible—P.F.D.s, har-
nesses, sleeping bags, even rain gear—to 
cut down on clutter.

By late August 2010, details had come 
together, and the teams for each respec-
tive leg met on the boat for training. Dur-
ing our session, we set every sail, including 
the inner-forestay and hanked-on storm 
canvas, practiced crew-overboard drills, 
and identified the locations of through-
hulls, bilge pumps, first-aid equipment, 
and other emergency supplies.

It was agreed that each crewmember 
would cook and freeze one dinner ahead 
of time. On the morning of our depar-
ture, these were packed in coolers with 
dry ice, and we checked them as baggage. 
Because our leg would span Thanksgiv-
ing, a chef friend, Peter Davis of Hen-
rietta’s Table, at the Charles Hotel in 
Cambridge, was kind enough to prepare, 
vacuum-pack, and freeze a seventh din-
ner consisting of turkey and all the fix-
ings, which we figured we’d heat in boil-
ing water midocean somewhere. 

With the food packed, we headed for 
the airport.

T
he Atlantic can be a contrary 
place in late November, so 
our timing for the second 
leg was tricky. We planned 
to give ourselves a few days 

in Bermuda to fix what had been bro-
ken during the first leg and to wait for 
decent weather for a departure. Once 
under way, we used 100 miles a day as 

a conservative estimate in case the trade 
winds proved elusive. And, having sailed 
the 1,100-some miles to our destination 
in Antigua, we wanted at least a day or 
two to explore. All told, we booked our 
flights 16 days apart.

That’s not at all how the voyage played 
out, of course. 

We arrived in Bermuda on the Thurs-
day before Thanksgiving. By late af-
ternoon, the coolers of food had been 
stored under the bunks in the V-berth, 
our gear was aboard, a repaired mainsail 
had been collected from the loft and was 
bent on, and the vang was back in place, 
though we couldn’t bleed the air out of 
its hydraulic lines. We also discovered 
a short in the solar panel that had been 
mounted on the transom, but we con-
cluded it was unfixable, at least until we 
could order parts and have them deliv-
ered in Antigua.

Friday morning, we awoke to clear 
skies, a blustery northwest wind, and a 
forecast that promised at least a day or 
two of good sailing. Unfinished repairs 
aside, it was time. We wrapped up our 
provisioning while Philip and Peter, our 

resident handyman, made one last—
futile, it turned out—attempt to fix the 
vang. We watched as the other few boats 
tied along the docks departed, and by 
midafternoon, we did the same. 

Outside, a noteworthy swell was run-
ning as we unfurled the genoa and bore 
off to the southeast on a reach. The six of 
us sat in the cockpit, suddenly with noth-
ing to do after 48 hours of frantic travel 
and pre-departure chores. As we left the 
island behind, though I knew we sailed 
with the proper gear, backup provisions, 
and good hands on board, I couldn’t help 
but wonder—with some apprehension—
about what the weather and the days 
ahead would bring.

Now most voyaging articles advise a 
simple, bland meal on the first night out, 
but apparently my watch partner, Ulf 
Westhoven, hadn’t read those particular 
stories. So as we sat topside watching our 
first sunset, he busied himself below mak-
ing a spicy tomato and olive-loaded pasta 
dish. It was a hit for the most part, though 
it did bring out an anti-olive bias in some.

He and I came on watch at 2100 to a 
still quite gusty wind and choppy swells. d

a
v

id
 n

o
r

to
n

40˚ N

Tropic of Cancer

lNahant, MA

ANTIGUA
AND BARBUDA

80˚ W 70˚ W

20˚ N

30˚ N

A T L A N T I C   

    O C E A N

Bermuda

St. Martin

St.-Barthélemy

Nautical miles

0 300

Sailing 
South 
by the 
numberS
n 900 nautical 
miles: bermuda 
to st. Martin
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n $1,270: to leave 
the boat in bermuda, 
fall and spring

n $1,260: a mooring 
in antigua for the 
winter (with occa-
sional  boat checks)

n $5,600: food and 
fuel, all four legs

n $15,000: shared 
expenses for safety 
gear, upgrades, 
permits, etc.
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The Kersten fam-
ily’s grand plan 
was to  explore 
the Caribbean 
over the holidays. 
Corinna and the 
Kersten children, 
Nick, 12, and 
Lauren, 10, 
joined Philip in 
mid December, 
and they sailed 
overnight to 
Dominica. From 
there they went 
to Martinique, 
then back north 

to Guadeloupe 
and, finally, to 
Antigua.

One of the biggest 
issues to solve, 
says Corinna, was 
how to carry on 
with the family’s 
traditional Ger-
man Christmas 
Eve festivities. 
With no chimney, 
Santa had no 
choice but to 
make his entrance 
through a dorade 
vent.

The kerstens 
marked their 
days in the 
islands with sail-
ing, swimming, 
shore visits,  
and relaxing. 

Holidays in tHe islands
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Behind us we still could see lights from 
Bermuda on the horizon, and the moon, 
two days from being full, shone brightly 
overhead. Our course took us generally 
southeast at a pace of seven to eight knots 
and would position us—we hoped—for 
a beam to broad reach once the easterly 
trades filled in. Off watch at midnight, we 
headed below. I was tired but tossed and 
turned most of the night as I tried to find 
a sweet spot in the berth and get used to 
Ulf ’s snoring and Tioga’s motion. Both 
were impressive.

Saturday, the wind continued to blow 
northwest. The morning was consumed 
by breakfast and my first attempt to con-
nect via satellite phone to pull down 
weather forecasts and emails. (See “Stay-
ing in Touch,” at right.) By noon the 
breeze moderated, and we at last hoisted 
the main and settled in on a beam reach, 
ticking off the miles at six knots.

After dinner that evening, I got my first 
good sleep and arrived for the midnight 
watch well rested and ready to go to work 
with my new mate, Doug Frauenholz. The 
wind, however, had taken a holiday. Tioga 
languished on remnant swells, the sails 
slatting loudly until finally we rolled up 
the genoa and drifted for an hour, wait-
ing for the breeze to return. On Sunday 
morning, conditions remained light, and 
we lazed around in the cockpit, enjoying 
the mild temperature, if not a brisk pace.

At noon, we’d just finished sandwiches 
and a beer when the wind picked up with 
some authority. We deemed it prudent 
to put a reef in the main; then, minutes 
later, we tucked in the second. Then it 
was off to the races. For the next four 
days, we were on one wild, relentless 
ride. Our day’s run at 1530 Sunday was 
136 nautical miles. In the next 24 hours, 
we cracked off 183 miles, followed on 
Tuesday by 162. Clearly, we were getting 
ahead of schedule.

Day and night the northeasterly trades 
blew 25 knots and better; we never so 
much as touched the sheets. Honestly, 
this all took some getting used to. When 
I was on watch and in the cockpit, the 
sailing was absolutely thrilling. Days 
were sun splashed and warm; evenings, 
we watched the moon rise and Orion 
march across the sky.

Belowdecks, it was a bit of a different 
story. The water coursing over the deck 
above found its way down to the most 
annoying places. The berth I favored, 
when it wasn’t already occupied, was the 
windward settee, where I could wedge in 

against the table, mast, and lee cloth. It 
quickly became a rock and a hard place, 
however. With my head at one end, my 
pillow was directly below a small drip 
and snoring Ulf. Turned the other way, I 
found (relative) quiet, but a seeming tor-
rent hit me squarely on the ear.

Everything was wet. With hatches 
closed, the air was quite stuffy. Clothes—
underwear, T-shirts, shoes, foulies—were 
strewn everywhere. Apparently, some 
aboard had missed out on learning the 
saw, “A place for everything, and every-
thing in its place.”

By Tuesday, the captain intervened. 
All hands were mustered and a general 
cleanup ensued, making life more tidy, if 
not dry. Meantime, our frozen meals were 
proving their worth in terms of morale at 

dinnertime. We had stew, goulash, pulled 
pork, gumbo, and chili and rice. Each meal 
required just a bowl and spoon, keeping 
dishes to a minimum. We each settled 
into our routines: watches, sleep, naviga-
tion, communications, cooking, cleaning. 
The miles flew by, and life was easy.

After dinner on Tuesday, we watched 
the moon rise and then disappear into a 
cloudbank to the east. Soon those clouds 
took on ominous shapes as they billowed 
upward, and we could see rain falling be-
neath them. As I headed below for a nap, 
I sensed everyone becoming nervous.

Bob and Peter were on deck when hell 
broke loose. Strong gusts—perhaps 40 
knots—hit at the outset along with white-
out rain. That’s when the guys on deck, 
who now included the captain, discov-

Staying in touch
Retrieving weather information and emergency broadcasts were the two priorities 

Philip considered when making communications decisions for outfitting Tioga. A 
Spot tracker and EPIRB were both aboard for each leg of the journey as well as a fix-
mounted VHF and several handheld radios borrowed from various crewmembers. 
To download weather files, Philip decided to go with a satellite phone rather than 
install an SSB radio and Pactor modem.

He found an older-model Iridium handheld on eBay, which he bought at a 
reasonable price, but found out afterward that it wasn’t easily used for data transfer, 
though its calling and text functions worked well. As a result, for three of the legs, 
the crew relied on people ashore to read weather GRIB files and forward the infor-
mation via text messages.

For the Bermuda-to-Antigua leg, I borrowed an Iridium 9555 handheld sat phone 
from the company in hopes of experiencing the challenges of handling data offshore 
and also to be able to file daily reports for CW’s website (cruisingworld.com). 

Fortunately, I received the demo phone well ahead of time, because it gave me a 
chance to work out most of the bugs long before we cast off dock lines.

MacENC was kind enough to give me an evaluation version of its navigation 
software for Macs. I downloaded charts from NOAA, which gave us detailed maps 
of U.S. waters, including the U.S. Virgin Islands. The underlying MacENC basemap 
gave us enough geographic details for reading GRIB files farther south in the Carib-
bean, though we would’ve had to buy Navionics charts for navigation there.

The other key piece to the data download and upload puzzle came from Global 
Marine Networks, a company that provides soup-to-nuts satellite-communications 
products. Its XGate software let me find and download GRIB files, and I could 
send and receive emails. Better yet, the blogging module made filing daily reports 
a breeze, including highly compressed photos sent via sat phone. The company’s 
products, coupled with very patient customer-service and helpdesk assistance, were 
invaluable when it came to keeping in touch with friends, family, work, and readers 
for the 16 days we were away. I’m sure you could piece together all the various bits, 
but having tried in vain to do so on my own for several nights, I’d say don’t bother to 
reinvent that particular wheel—GMN has done the work for you.

m.P.
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ered that the furler had jammed and the 
jib wouldn’t reef. Thankfully, both storm 
and fire drill were short-lived. When our 
watch came up at midnight, the trades 
were once again steady, and we enjoyed 
the lightning show well off to the west. 
All was good until I was smacked in the 
face by a flying fish.

Wednesday turned out to be our last 
night offshore. The waning moon rose 
later in the evening, so after dinner we 

sat on deck stargazing and spotting satel-
lites. In the darkness, clouds on the ho-
rizon to either side created the illusion 
that we were passing between tree-lined 
headlands. Nighttime, I found, had ways 
of playing tricks on the eyes.

At 0730 Thursday, we spot-
ted the peaks of St. Martin and 
St. Barts off to the southwest. 
We still had hours to sail, but I 
found our impending landfall to 
be oddly disappointing. I’d miss 
the rhythm we’d found and the 
empty ocean. 

By noon, we could clearly see the 
islands—Anguilla off to starboard, St. 
Martin dead ahead, St. Barts just to port. 
Snacks were passed topside, and I was at 
the wheel when suddenly we were sur-
rounded by a pod of dolphins; what a 
welcome wagon they rolled out!

T
t was just after 1500, nearly six 
days to the minute from our 
departure, that we dropped 
the hook off the beach at 
Grand Case. It was a perfect 

tropical setting for our Thanksgiving 
dinner, which we feasted on in calm wa-
ters, then followed with an unabridged 

version of “Alice’s Restaurant,” a song I’m 
not sure our German crewmates really 
warmed to.

That evening, I’ll confess that we were 
illegal aliens as we went ashore and vis-
ited both French and Dutch sides of the 
island, where we discovered how dan-
gerous it is to inquire about the fruit 
fermenting in jars of rum at the back of 
seemingly every bar. The next morning, 
we atoned and moved the boat to Marig-

ot to formally clear in.
We now found ourselves in an inter-

esting dilemma: We’d arrived in paradise 
far too early. Should we head straight to 
Antigua and rebook our tickets so as to 

be home that much sooner to 
families and jobs?

That thinking seemed 
flawed. 

Instead, we explored St. 
Martin’s nightlife before set-
ting off to see what the beach-
es on St.-Barthélemy had to 

offer. We lost a day snorkeling and hiking 
at Île Fourche and Anse Colombier, then 
arrived on Sunday at Gustavia. It was still 
early in the season, and the harbor was all 
but empty, but we found the town enjoy-
able nonetheless. After dinner that night, 
we headed back offshore for an overnight 
sail to Barbuda. Early in the evening, sail-
ing closehauled and pounding into seas 
whipped up by the trades, we had a couple 
of adventures with interisland freighters, 
but the strangest encounter came when 
Ulf and I were about halfway through 
the 2200-to-0100 watch. We spotted a 
white light well ahead of us, and over the 
course of an hour we slowly gained on it. 
We were well offshore and thought it had 

to be a slower-sailing boat headed in our 
same general direction. It was only at the 
last minute that we realized it was a fish-
ing boat anchored and pitching wildly in 
ocean swells. I held my breath just waiting 
to become entangled in nets.

At dawn, low-lying Barbuda was in 
sight, and by midmorning we tip-toed 
our way through shoals and coral to an-
chor in about 12 feet of water off Cocoa 
Point. The reward for our bouncy over-
night sail was to be the only boat along 
this white-sand beach that stretched as 
far as the eye can see.

That night, the island was dark and the 
stars were brilliant. To the south, we saw 
the glow from Antigua, 30 miles away. 
We’d sail there in the morning, to Jolly 
Harbour, where we cleared in and re-
paired two bolts that had sheered off the 
helm pedestal on our way to Barbuda. 
That night at the Jolly Harbour Yacht 
Club, the bartender pointed us toward 
a shoreside restaurant, Al Porto, where 
owner Angie Dickenson did all in her 
power to ensure we enjoyed her pizza.

Now our trip was nearing its end. We 
sailed the next day to English Harbour, 
anchored just off the Customs House for 
the night, and again tangled with fruit-
filled jars. At the Mad Mongoose, Team 
Germany—Philip and Ulf—took to the 
foosball table for a definitive stomping of 
Team USA, a match that would repeat it-
self the next two nights as first Peter and 
then Bob attempted to spark a comeback. 
On Thursday, we visited Shirley Heights 
to take in the view, along with the steel 
band and barbecue.

By Friday, depression had set in. We 
spent much of the morning tinkering 
with equipment. Philip planned to stay 
put until the family joined him in mid 
December, so he went off to buy a mem-
bership at the yacht club that would allow 
him to work on the WiFi-enabled porch 
and join the Laser sailors for evening 
races. The rest of us, well, we cleaned the 
boat, packed our bags, went swimming, 
and soaked in the heat before the long 
flight north early Saturday. It was time 
for us to go and for the next leg of Tioga’s 
excellent Caribbean adventure to begin.

Mark Pillsbury is CW’s editor.

Peter (left) and 
bob stand watch, 
sharing steering 
duties during 
their three hours 
in the cockpit.

Web eXtra
For a list of tools and safety gear
o cruisingworld.com/1109tioga
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