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My partner Steve bought a new Hanse 385 a year before we left to head
north on Rocinante, as he named her. She is named after Don Quixote’s
horse, ridden by an ageing delusional knight. Steve had owned smaller
sailing boats in his younger years but at 62 years old he hadn’t sailed for
20 years. He wondered if he’d already left it too late, but 4gured that if
he didn’t go now, he’d miss his chance. I was a beginner. I’d often yearned
for the opportunity to go sailing and had a tentative dream to sail on open
seas at least once but was unsure whether I’d be exhilarated or terri4ed.
In the year before we set off, Steve and I began to get to know
Rocinante, taking her out for day and weekend trips in Pittwater. The
Australian agents for Hanse, Windcraft, supported us and introduced us
to other Hanse owners. We signed up for a few training sessions with AAB
Boating and practiced Crew Overboard procedures and ree4ng. Steve
sailed Rocinante to and from Sydney Harbour once, and we both went on
a Sailaway to Port Stephens organised by Windcraft.
Steve had 4nished up work and I told the company that I was
contracting for that I wanted 5 months off work to go sailing. We asked
for advice from more experienced sailors and aimed to leave the marina
at Bayview 15 May, 2018. We hung around Pittwater for a few days,
launching our dinghy for the 4rst time and trying out the dinghy engine.
When the weather looked right, we ventured north.
This is the story of our journey, from Pittwater, NSW to Upstart Bay,
Queensland, between Bowen and Townsville, where we received sad
news, back to Mooloolaba, where we left Rocinante for the summer.
Writing each day, I share our daily life, including our mistakes and progress,
the sailing conditions, the people we meet and the food we eat.

2 | INTRODUCTION

The places we stopped during the trip

1.

A CLUMSY START AND FIRST DAY
ON OPEN WATERS

Sunrise on the way to Newcastle

Friday 18 May Pittwater to Newcastle
Steve’s alarm goes off at 3:30am. I’m snug in bed but I can feel the
cold on my face. Three minutes later my alarm sounds – I’d set it for
3:33am. My phone is on charge on the instrument table so I need to hop
out of bed to silence it. I return to sit on the bed and start layering on
clothes: underwear, thermals, socks pulled over thermals, T-shirt, longsleeved shirt, jacket, ugg boots. By the time I have it all on, Steve has
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somehow dressed himself, gone out to the cockpit to turn the gas on, put
water in the kettle and started it heating.
While I fumble to make breakfast, Steve dashes around preparing
equipment and the boat for departure. My mind is sluggish and my hands
clumsy. I stop to think at every action. After the kettle boils and tea and
coffee is made, Steve suggests boiling more water for the thermos. Of
course. Why didn’t I think of that? He hands me a torch and a headlamp
and reminds me to put on my waterproof jacket and lifejacket. I dither, and
decide to take off my other jacket before putting the waterproof one on.
I’m still tidying up the kitchen when Steve starts the engine to warm it up.
Out on deck it’s cold. I look around. It’s dark in our immediate vicinity but
there are lights in the distance. That’s Barrenjoey lighthouse out there and
behind us is the basin.
“We need to log on,” I remind him.
“Let’s just get going while we have wind,” he says.
“But we need to log on before we go out,” I insist.
He looks at his phone and tries to log on using the Marine Rescue NSW
App, but when we try to log our position it doesn’t respond.
“I’ll try on my phone,” I say. I get a bit further with it, but still no luck.
“We’ll get going and do it on our way out,” Steve says. Before I know
it he’s up at the bow and has released the mooring line. He hands me a
dolphin torch and asks me to keep an eye out in front. He has already
identi4ed his path through the moorings and the couple of boats either
side.
I clumsily wave the torch around.
“Don’t shine it right on other boats,” he instructs.
“OK, I’m trying not to,” I say. I go up to the shrouds where I can hold on
and get a better view and wave the torch from side to side. It re5ects off
our boat into my eyes, and off the mooring buoys.
Eventually we’re out in clear water.
“I want to get the sail up before we run into more wind,” Steve says.
“But we need to log on.” I’m obsessed with it. “I’ll do it on the radio.”
I call on the handheld that Steve has brought to the cockpit. There is an
answer but it’s not very clear.
“Go down and use the one inside,” Steve suggests.
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I manage to make contact and the Marine Rescue operator asks me for
my boat registration.
“Wait a minute, I’ll have to 4nd it,” I say, feeling like a dork.
After I give the registration, they say they don’t have my details and
start asking for more info. I dither around, trying to 4nd it on my phone,
when Steve rushes down and hands me his phone with all the details on
the screen.
Marine Rescue is patient while I laboriously answer his questions,
forgetting the phonetic alphabet halfway through spelling out Rocinante
for him: “Romeo Oscar Charlie India November Alpha November Tee-I’ve
forgotten what that is Echo.”
By the time I make it back to the cockpit, we’ve passed Barrenjoey and
are heading out to sea.
We turn to head into wind, which is coming from the south, and Steve
hoists the mainsail. There’s 8-10 knots of wind and soon he unfurls the
headsail too. The sky is becoming lighter and an orange haze appears
along the horizon. It’s amazing being out on the lightly rolling sea but
I’m already looking forward to daylight and warmer temperatures. I duck
below to put back on that extra jacket.
Back on deck, there are only 2 boats off in the distance. A piercing light
pops above the horizon and in a matter of minutes it’s a burning yellow ball.
The sun has risen.
We sail in light winds through to 8:30am, barely spotting any other
boats, sometimes only maintaining 3 knots of boat speed. We play around
taking photos. Steve, in all his gear, with his neatly trimmed beard, the sun
shining on him, looks like a professional adventurer.
When he hands the helm over to me, he points the camera at me for so
long to compose his shot, that I give up putting on my cheesy smile and
ignore him. So he ends up with serious-looking shots, suggesting captions
for them like: “Hmmm, I might go to Antarctica, or I might not.”
If we want to reach Newcastle at a reasonable hour, we need to make
better speed, so at 8:40am we start the engine, furl the headsail and drop
the main. Now we can at least do 6 knots.
I can’t seem to get warm, but Steve is shedding layers. I sit up on the
coach house for a while to catch the sun. It’s bright, shining at a 45 degree

6 | A CLUMSY START AND FIRST DAY ON OPEN WATERS
angle to the direction we’re heading. I exchange my beanie for my cap to
shade my eyes. The sea is smooth, the swell rolling with a long period.
We follow the coast, monitoring our plotter and Navionics on the iPad,
correlating them with the coastline. We motor along between the coast
and a line of cargo ships stationed at intervals to our right, having cups
of tea, coffee, and later munching on the sandwiches I’d hastily prepared
before we left. I’m surprised when Steve tells me they are all foreign ships
and that Australia has no international cargo ships, only smaller local ones.
“Oh look! Dolphins!” Steve calls. I run up to the front to see a huge grey
beast plunging directly under our bow.
“Oh, is it a dolphin?” Steve wonders.
“Is it a baby whale?” I ask.
After initial consternation, we realise, yes, there are 2 large dolphins.
They must be at least 8 feet long with broad girths and mottled markings.
Steve retrieves his phone from the cockpit and manages to 4lm them
leaping and torpedoing beside the boat. They play along with us for at
least 5 minutes before they lose interest and go back to join their pod a
little way off.
At 2:30pm we approach Nobby’s Head. We see a ship heading in to
harbour but it’s going much faster than us and next time I look, it’s gone. As
we get closer, we see the city buildings and the breakwater to go around.
We’d used Navionics to create an autoroute and it seemed to take us
through a group of yellow “Special Markers”. Not knowing what they are
marking, we decide to make an arc around them to come in beside the port
marker. We’ve looked repeatedly at Alan Lucas’s book and his instructions
about getting in to Newcastle. We’ve memorised the layout of the marina
at the Newcastle yacht club and the location of the berth that the marina
has sent us. We go over it again and again to make sure we’ve got it right.
Steve has already put out some of the fenders and I fumble around tying
the last of them on to suit the berth we’ve been allocated, which is on an
arm opposite to what we’ve been used to. Steve has tied on our mooring
lines in case the marina doesn’t provide them and we talk through the
various options of how we might approach and tie up. We follow the river
to the marina. As we approach, I call the marina of4ce and ask if someone
can come and help us tie up. Sure thing, they’ll meet us at the berth.
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There are a few anxious moments as we back in between the arms, as
we can’t see a space for our boat and the numbering doesn’t look right.
Hey, we’ve checked this so many times, we just have to trust it and power
out again if it isn’t right. Sure enough, our space is free and there is the
young marina guy, ready to tie us up. As usual, Steve brings it in like a pro.
The marina guy ties us up, hands us security cards to get in and out of the
marina gates and gives us directions to the of4ce. Another guy cleaning
his sail nearby comes and takes the bow line from me and ties it up.
Wow! We made it on our 4rst leg!
After 4lling out the paperwork at the marina of4ce and readjusting the
mooring lines we have a hard decision. Will we have showers 4rst, or
champagne 4rst? We decide on the champagne.

Cold early morning adventurer

Celebrating arrival on the ,rst leg of the
journey

2.

WEEKEND REVELRY IN
NEWCASTLE

Rocinante in Newcastle marina

Saturday 19 May Newcastle Weekend Revelry
We deserve a sleep-in on Saturday, and we sleep well following
champagne, dinner, phone calls from friends and hot showers. It’s a luxury
to plug in the heater and warm up the cabin.
After breakfast on Sunday we go for a walk, looking for a coffee shop
and 4nd no shortage of them. Once we are past the building site, bars
and restaurants are strewn along the bike path. There are families on
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pushbikes and kids on skateboards, old couples limping, determined
overweight people waddling and even a wedding party carrying 5owers
and photo props on the bike track along the waterfront.
We come to a maritime museum with a book sale outside. There are all
sorts of books about military vessels that I know Steve would love to read
but he resists buying them.
We choose a restaurant where people are already having lunch and
order coffees.
The path draws us on and live music beckons us to markets in the park.
We wander through and I see silver earrings that I covet but they are
outside my price range.
We get back on the path to Nobby’s Heady and watch tugs guiding
cargo ships down the channel. I’d always thought tugs “tugged” the ships
along but Steve explains that the ship uses its own engine and the tugs,
snuggled up close on either side, are there to nudge it in a different
direction if need be.
We’re starving by now as it’s well past lunchtime. Although there are
restaurants all along the way, I know we have leftover chicken that is going
to make delicious sandwiches when we get back. It’s a long walk for us but
it’s good to get exercise after a couple of days on the boat.
After lunch I do a load of washing and walk to the local 7 Eleven to
buy milk while Steve tops up water and prepares the boat for tomorrow’s
passage. We plan to start off at 6:30am for Port Stephens. Winds are
predicted to be 10-15kts, so it should be a nice easy sail. I make
sandwiches tonight so I’ll have less to think about in the morning. Steve
runs around preparing things, thinking through checklists, planning the
departure from the marina and the heads. We set our alarms for 6:30am
and get to bed.

3.

FIRST NIGHT ON ANCHOR

The sun rises as we leave Newcastle

Sunday 20 May Newcastle to Port Stephens
We’re awake before the alarm goes off and I’m a little less clumsy this
time while preparing to leave. The sun is above the horizon and Steve has
already removed the spring line when I come up the companionway and
remind him that we have to return the marina keys. It’s easy though – they
have a box at the beginning of the quay, so I dash up, drop the cards in and
climb aboard again. We remove the bow and stern lines and the boat cuts
a path through the glassy water.
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There are no big ships around, or many boats at all, as we motor up the
river. Just before the heads, we turn into wind and raise the sails. There’s
a 12 – 15 knot sou’westerly blowing as we head out to sea. A trawler
dragging a net and followed by a 5ock of seagulls passes in front of us and
we make sure we keep a good distance behind it. We alter heading a little
to avoid another trawler. We’d like to head further east so that we can turn
north later on, but the wind direction doesn’t allow us to without possibly
causing an accidental gybe. So we follow the track from the Navionics
autoroute, which is probably the shortest safe distance anyway.
The wind speed gusts to 19 knots and Steve decides to put a reef in the
sail in case it increases further. I try out the tether, attaching my lifejacket
to the tether point at the frame of the cockpit table. While Steve is ree4ng
the sail he continually steps over it, a real trip hazard.
We sail past Stockton beach at 6.5 – 7 knots, the endless sand hills
stretching along the shore. As Steve leans against the life lines along the
back of the boat, I remember someone telling the story about the only
time in their sailing career that they fell overboard – it was because the
lifelines opened up when they were leaning against them. This prompts
me to talk through the Man Overboard drill that we’ve been taught by
Neil Driscoll, and that he strongly suggests we practice every time we go
sailing. I don’t actually want to practice it right now, but we talk it through.
We realise we’ve forgotten to attach the topping lift to the lifelines before
we left. Our strategy to hoist an overboard person back on board is to use
the topping lift. In the present conditions, with the movement of the boat,
it would be near impossible to take it off the boom right now. We must
remember to attach it before we leave in future – I’ll add it to the list.
The wind grows to a steady 20 – 22 knots and the sea becomes choppy,
with whitecaps forming on top of the waves. By 10am we’re averaging 7.5
– 8 knots knots, spiking up as far as 9 knots at times. Steve encourages
me to take the helm even though we can use the autopilot, because it’s
good practice. I 4nd it tiring, 4elding every wave, but feel I get into the
rhythm after a while.
It’s not long before we see the prominent tree-covered hills of Port
Stephens and the lighthouse standing against the sky. As we get closer we
see large waves breaking against the shore.
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Now we’re checking our plotter, the Navionics app, and the Alan Lucas
book against the shapes of the hills to identify the entry point. As we turn
into wind, as expected the wind feels a lot stronger. It would be dif4cult
to tack across the entry point as we’d be turning almost directly into wind,
so we decide to take the sails down before going through the heads. I’m
glad we’ve done it. Now we’re heading into the swell and banging into the
waves, generating spray either side of the boat. The wind feels icy cold and
I’ve had enough of it and duck behind the spray dodger.
We’d planned to stay in Salamander Bay and follow our track west. In
the bay are a group of boats on moorings, some oyster leases that we
need to avoid, and 4sh farms around the next point. We attempt to anchor
just out from the moored boats, but the anchor doesn’t hold. There are so
many vacant moorings I wonder whether we can just use one, but Steve is
reluctant to.
The prevailing wind is from the west so we decide to motor to the other
side of the bay and try again. There is only a schooner and a motorboat on
that side of the bay so we anchor just out from them. It’s a much better
spot and this time the anchor holds.
We eat our sandwiches and begin to relax. The wind drops and it
becomes peaceful. I snooze in the cockpit for a while, warmed by the sun.
Steve investigates an app for anchor watch, to raise an alarm if our anchor
drags. As the sun goes down we bring out cheese and bickies and watch
the horizon turn orange. The waxing moon hangs bright above us.
After the light fades we go below to cook dinner. We’re out of meat now,
just have salmon in the freezer which we’ll eat tomorrow night, but I have
all the ingredients for a vegetarian potato curry.
It will be our 4rst night on anchor and I’m a little anxious about it. As
the wind has dropped and the tide reversed we’ve swung around and
drifted back towards the anchor but seem to be holding well. The wind
is predicted to come up again in the early hours of the morning but the
wind speed shouldn’t be higher than it was earlier. While I’ve stayed up to
write this, I can hear Steve’s steady breathing in the cabin – his very quiet
version of snoring.
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Sunset on Salamander Bay, Port Stephens

4.

AGONISING OVER THE NEXT STEP
AND SETTLING INTO THE NATURAL
WORLD

A day on Salamander Bay, Port Stephens

Monday 21 May Salamander Bay, Port Stephens
Despite it being our 4rst night on anchor, I sleep like a log, blissfully
ignoring the wind and water slapping at the boat. Not so Steve. Don’t know
where he learned to be so stealthy, but he slips out twice into the chilly air
to check on the anchor without me even stirring.
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We snooze until late then spend hours analysing the weather and
agonising about when we should travel further north. It seems the best
day would have been today but we weren’t prepared to leave early and still
need to work out our passage plan properly, not to mention topping up
with fuel and water.
We’re anchored a fair way out in the bay, the wind is around 15 knots and
it looks a long way to shore in our little in5atable dinghy, even though the
slice of beach lined with houses that we’d love to own is inviting. Instead of
going anywhere we make it a catch-up day. We start to install the second
AIS device into the other lifejacket, thinking it will be easy second time
round, but it is 4ddly and stressful all over again. We 4nally think we’re
just about done when the ribbon gets jammed in the zipper and we have
to unjam it and repack the bladder all over again. Steve has that quality
that I’ve noticed in people who need to troubleshoot mechanical issues on
a regular basis. He looks carefully and thinks through what is happening
before he jumps in. He examines the zipper, shining a torch inside. Then
he gently tugs out the ribbon using a pair of pliers. I wanted to force the
bloody thing. Finally it’s done and we have a cup of tea to settle us down.
Steve potters around, feeding cable ties into shackles to seize them and
4ddling with the anchor alarm. I write up a checklist for passage planning
and sailing a passage. Hopefully it will lessen some of the agonising and
worry about whether we’ve remembered to do everything we need to do.
Every so often I hear the distant rumble of military aircraft but although I
scan the sky I can’t locate them.
In the afternoon two catamarans motor into the bay and anchor
between us and the shore. It reminds me of when you go into an empty
restaurant and suddenly everyone else thinks it’s a good idea and the
place 4lls up. We feel we must have picked a good spot when others copy
us. One of the catamarans is called Mango and we may have heard them
on the radio yesterday.
“Wow, they must know what they’re doing,” Steve says. “They make
anchoring look easy.”
When we settle in the cockpit to watch the sunset we have a romantic
time going through the checklist together. He’s impressed and I’m happy.
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We seem to spend so much time wondering what to do that it’s nice to get
some things under control.
One of the things I love about sailing is the connection I’m starting to
feel with the natural world. I pay attention to things that I never notice
when I live in a house: the unceasing undulations of the water, ranging
from gentle mesmerising rocking when at anchor to tossing and rolling
and sometimes slamming at sea when I dare not let go a 4rm handhold;
the wind that we need to be aware of at all times, whether sailing or
stationary; it’s strength and direction; the tides; are they coming in or out?
Is the current pushing against us or carrying us along? Do we have enough
depth? Do we have too much depth to anchor?; sunrise and sunset; do we
have enough hours in the day to be settled before dark?; the temperature;
how many layers do we need to wear to be comfortable for the day?; the
moon; for the 4rst time in my life I am noticing the transitions from night
to night, the waxing from no moon to quarter moon; I’m looking forward
to seeing it reach full moon then wane from the other side; the stars; I’ve
always wanted to learn their patterns but have never spent enough nights
in a row outdoors. I know the Milky Way and the southern cross and not
much more and am hoping to recognise other stars and planets. Luckily
Steve has always had an interest in space so he’s pointing out the ones he
knows. Then there’s the patterns of the land; the shapes of the shoreline,
the rise of the land, the outlines of man-made structures; the contours of
the sandbars and the ocean 5oor; the clouds, different shapes and types;
what do they tell us about impending weather? So much to notice.
I’m not sure if there are more noises about tonight but Steve seems to
spend half the night going out into the cold while I lie in bed snug and warm
worrying about him and listening for splashes. Steve tied 2 snubbers on
the anchor chain last night and pulled them up higher today but now they
are bumping on the hull. The 4rst time he goes out and lets them down
again. The second time he takes off one snubber. The third time the chain
is graunching in the bow roller but surely a bit of that is to be expected?
Now the waves are slapping against the hull but Steve thinks it must be
something else. “It’s only water, it’s only water,” I keep telling him but he’s
not convinced. I’m not certain enough to totally reassure him, so I just wait
and listen while he’s gone. When morning comes we are both still tired.

5.

NOT THE LOCAL DRUG DEALER

Moored at Nelson Bay

Tuesday 22 May, Salamander Bay to Nelson Bay
I write an email to Neil Driscoll, our trainer at AAB Boating, and ask his
advice about a good time to go north. We are still undecided but do know
we can’t go out in potentially a 5m swell so will need to spend a few days
in Port Stephens.
Lazing around, it is lunchtime before we come to life. I pore over the
books and the internet trying to work out what to do during our time
in Port Stephens. Should we explore other bays or take our dinghy over
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to the beach and explore the land? I 4nd out that there are 3 courtesy
moorings in Nelson Bay and suggest we sail to them and see if they are
available.
“No, they wouldn’t be,” Steve says. “And it’s too late to go anywhere now.
Besides, I’d have to get that damned anchor up.”
“If they weren’t available we could come back here,” I say. “We could just
go for a look. And we have to run the engine anyway to boost the power
and get hot water. We may as well go somewhere rather than just sit here
and run the engine.”
“But then I’d have to anchor again. Maybe we should take the dinghy
over to the beach.”
“It’s a long way over,” I say.
We watch our neighbours from the catamaran “Mango” go over to the
beach in their dinghy. We’re not sure why they don’t go straight to the
shore but motor down to the far end of the beach.
“OK, let’s go to Nelson Bay,” Steve relents.
I like the idea of getting more practice at anchoring – I always feel
unsure about it. I’d like to do it like the guys in the catamarans and make it
look easy too.
It’s not so bad. We’ve worked out hand signals between us. Steve is up
the front of the boat working the anchor winch and I’m at the helm. I apply
power when he puts his hand up, take off power when he holds up a closed
4st and reverse when he puts his hand by his side. It’s a bit of a 4ddle but
Steve looks pleased with himself when we’re underway.
We unfurl the headsail and motorsail with 15knots of wind behind us.
Lo and behold, only one of the courtesy moorings is occupied! We’re
thrilled to pick up the mooring close in to a lovely beach with clear water,
near the marina that we stayed at last October when we came on the
Windcraft Sailaway weekend.
We bumble around getting the dinghy off the deck. We untie it and
attach the topping lift. We lift the dinghy over the rails and lower it into the
water, only then realising the keel is de5ated. After bringing it around to
the back of the boat we get out the pump and in5ate the keel chamber.
I’m terri4ed we’ll drop the engine into the water when we transfer it down
to the dinghy so we tie the end of the mainsail sheet to the dinghy engine
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before carefully and clumsily lowering it to the dinghy. Oars, baler (an
empty ice cream container – they’re so handy), thongs, bag of smelly
rubbish, phone inside a waterproof bag, lifejackets on, ladder installed on
the platform on the back, boat hatch closed and locked and 4nally we’re
ready to go.
When we alight at the beach and drag the dinghy up the sand, the sun
is already low in the sky. A road runs beside the beach and an abundantlytattooed long-haired scruffy guy walking a well-kept young staffordshire
terrier beckons us over. Oh no, not the local drug dealer is my 4rst thought.
No, I’m wrong. He’s actually another sailor heading north in a little old
boat that has raced in the Sydney to Hobart. A professional skipper, Jase
has bought his own boat, Dolphus, and is slowly sailing it singlehandedly
from Tasmania where he bought it, home to Queensland. By the time I
scramble up the bank, he is telling Steve about a free berth just outside the
marina that will be available tomorrow at lunchtime. He said he’s helping
an inexperienced old couple get it out of the berth at that time, and if we
want, he’ll help us get our boat in.
We ask him when he’s heading north and he says maybe Saturday,
because tomorrow the sea is too rough. Good, we’ll look at Saturday, too.
Meanwhile the staffy looks patiently at us. Bored, he rolls onto his back
wriggling gleefully on the grass. Jase says his staffy was just a pup when
he started the trip and has adjusted well to the boat. When I retrieve the
bag of rubbish from the dinghy to take it to the bin, the staffy sniffs it with
interest. I plop Steve’s thongs on the ground and he sniffs them too then
starts chewing at a twig.
I’m watching the light fade and wondering if we’ll get our walk before we
need to go back to the boat when Jase says he needs to take his dog for a
walk.
We wander up to check out the free berth and Jase’s boat. It’s a pile
berth so could be dif4cult to get into but not beyond Steve’s capabilities,
especially with some help. It’d be good to have a free berth so we could go
for walks without leaving the dinghy on the beach unattended. The marina
here charges $85 a night and we expect to go in for at least one night for
long hot showers but could use this one in the meantime.
We do a short walk along the road and back along the beach, keeping
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our dinghy in sight at all times. Rocinante looks lovely on the water with
the sun setting behind her. Before the sun gets too far down, we return to
the boat, leaving the dinghy tied up behind it.
A woman paddles by in a kayak.
“Did you just come in?” she asks.
“Yes,” we say, thinking she means coming in to the mooring.
“Did you come from Newcastle? We saw you come in,” she says.
“Yes, we did,” we say.
“We were up on the headland. We saw you,” she says.
When we say we came in 2 days ago she realises it wasn’t us she saw
coming in. Anyway, we work out that she’s from the boat Jase was talking
about, that was going to move from the berth tomorrow, and her name is
Lyn. Lyn wants to move to a mooring because they are planning to leave on
Saturday and can’t get out of the berth on their own, especially if there’s
any wind. We might end up doing a swap with them. They are also heading
north for the season.
The road behind us is noisy with cars and is lined with 4 or 5 story high
apartments. Still, facing the other way it’s another lovely sunset, the sun
sinking behind the hills across the water.

6.

TOURISTS AND STEPPED-ON DOG

Wednesday 23 May Nelson Bay
It’s a pretty view outside when I wake in the morning and look out the
back hatch. There’s another yacht moored behind us, gleaming water
re5ecting the sunrise, orange along the horizon, a bank of clouds and
above it all the pale blue sky.
We’re thinking the idea of that free berth sounds good, so want to have
another talk to Jase and 4rm up plans.
After breakfast we row the dinghy to the beach, not bothering to get
the motor down from the boat. We carry the dinghy up the sand and sit
it under a tree where it may be a little less conspicuous than sitting right
on the beach. A couple of guys lean on the rail by the path smoking and
drinking something from a can, and watch us with interest. As we walk off I
point them out to Steve. They look suss. We’re a bit protective of our brand
new in5atable dinghy and have no way of securing it.
“You go talk to Jase,” I say. “I’ll walk up and down the beach and keep an
eye on it.”
I stroll along the beach, continually turning to watch the dinghy and the
2 men. If they’re watching me, they can probably tell I’m watching them.
About 15 minutes later they cross the road and disappear. They may have
been totally innocent, taking a morning tea break by the water but I didn’t
want to risk it.
I’ve walked the length of the beach at least twice and there’s still no
sign of Steve. Now that there are no suspicious characters around I walk
to the jetty to see where Steve’s got to. He’s standing chatting to Lyn’s
husband, Ian. Docked next to them is Dolphus. Shadow, Jase’s staffy, is
lying beside them. There’s the sound of a power tool coming from the
inside of Dolphus.
After introductions I ask Ian his plans and it’s obvious he’s not moving
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from the mooring today. He has a load of washing in progress, they’ve just
been for a bike ride, and Lyn has gone for a run.
“Jeezs, she’s energetic,” I say admiringly.
“She’s just done the Kokoda trail,” Ian says proudly. “I was going to do it
too but an old skiing injury came back.”
Jase joins us, holding a can of beer and we all chat about nothing in
particular.
“Who’s boat is that?” I ask, pointing to another small yacht berthed at
the dock.
“Oh, we call him the jetty manager,” Jase says. “He’s been here that long.
He told me he used to be on the streets, but he’s come a long way. Got to
admire him. Lonely life though, sailing on your own. No one to share it with.
I need to get myself another partner soon. Getting over the last one.”
Every so often I dash off to check that the dinghy is still there and
untouched. We notice that someone has left their dinghy inside the
breakwater. Looks like a safer place than the beach.
A dolphin and whale watch catamaran docks at the wharf and we are
engulfed by a 5ood of tourists, I’m guessing either Japanese or Korean.
They are noisier than a 5ock of seagulls, excited, and madly clicking
photos of each other and not watching where they are going. A woman
in heels steps on Shadow who immediately leaps up at her. Jase reacts
quickly, grabbing Shadow and sitting him at his feet.
“Don’t know what that was all about,” Jase says, bewildered.
“She stepped on him,” I told him.
“Oh, is that what happened? Some of these people are terri4ed of dogs,
too,” he says and stands with one foot either side of Shadow.
One of the tourists beckons us to stand around him, Shadow in front.
“OK? OK?” he asks while his wife takes a photo.
“OK, as long as you don’t stand on him,” Jase says. Once the photo is
taken, the man walks around us, not looking where he is going, and steps
on poor Shadow again.
Meanwhile a woman takes each of us by the hand and forms another
group with us. Steve stands aside but she takes him by the hand and he
meekly follows. After several photos, the tourists stream off to the line
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of waiting buses and Shadow retreats to lie on the boat and gaze at us
mournfully.
We row back to Rocinante for coffee and lunch. Our bread is going
mouldy and we’ve run out of a few things. On googlemaps I locate a
Woolies just up the road behind the marina so after lunch we put the motor
on the dinghy and zoom over to land the dinghy on the beach inside the
breakwater.
After buying enough to keep us going for the next day, we have a wander
through town, looking at coffeeshops and restaurants to go to tomorrow.
There are several eating places at the marina, 3 Italian-style restaurants
almost in a row on one street, and an interesting-looking café on a corner.
We look at weather forecasts some more and relax on the boat. Though
the heavy seas are forecast to abate on Thursday, they are expected to
rise again Friday. We’ll need to stay put at least until Saturday.
We book the marina for tomorrow. I’m dying for a proper hot shower and
to wash my hair. And that way we can explore the area without worrying
about the dinghy.

7.

THE LUXURY OF A MARINA AND
ASTOUNDING VIEWS FROM
TOMAREE MOUNTAIN

Rocinante at the fuel wharf

Thursday 24 May D’Albora Marina Nelson Bay
To get the best value out of the marina, we want to head in early. We
hoist the dinghy back onto the deck and tie it down. We’re getting better
at this. We tidy up the boat, start the engine and drop the mooring line.
Before going into the marina, we motor out and try different power
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settings to see what speeds we can get at different revs. If we have to do
a lot of motoring when we head off, we need to estimate fuel consumption
which will be different at different power settings. We also need to factor
in what speed we can do at those settings to 4gure out the maximum
number of hours we’ll be on the water if we get no wind at all.
We’ve looked at the marina layout and located the fuel wharf, but we’re
not sure which side of it we need to go on. We set up ropes to nose in with
the wharf on our port side. We manage quite easily.
A young affable fellow named Olly comes down to pump the diesel.
We’ve pulled up with our fuel 4lling point on the wrong side. Olly offers us
the fast 4ll hose and warns us to 4ll it slowly. But Steve is wary of that and
asks if we can reach the slower bowser. Olly obliges by helping us move
the boat forward until it can reach. Steve 4lls the boat tank and a jerrycan
and we note how much fuel it takes so we can start to work out the miles
per litre.
The marina of4ce is upstairs and we go up to check in. We are given
a couple of options: to go into a blow-on berth on the public wharf or
another one on the private, locked wharf. We opt for the private wharf.
Olly comes down again to push us off the wharf and then runs around to
meet us at our allocated berth. I know I need to pull the fenders up on the
port side to align with the boat that will be alongside as they are currently
aligned with the wharf. Suddenly I realise the fender step is on the wrong
side and am distracted untying it to transfer it to the other side. By then
we’re pulling into the berth and I realise I’m needed to fend off the boat
and throw a line to Olly. There’s some confusion before we’re safely tied up
and Steve is madly apologising.
“Don’t worry, I’ve seen much worse than that,” Olly says cheerfully. “We
have smash-ups here all the time.”
Already the morning is nearly over. We’re busting for a coffee and
starting to feel hungry, so we plug in the power and laptop and ipad and
lock up the boat before walking up the road for some lunch. It’s great being
able to wander off and not worry whether everything is secure.
We go to that café I had my eye on yesterday and I order corn fritters
with eggs while Steve orders a gf salad. Mine is just right – satisfying but
not over4lling. Steve enjoys his, too.
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I want to walk to the top of Tomaree Mountain. When we were here last
October we walked to the lighthouse but other people went to Tomaree
Mountain and raved about it, so it’s on my bucket list.
The way that googlemaps directs us to walk there is not the scenic
route – it’s along a main road. Somehow, when we arrive at the start of the
walking track, we miss the sign and continue on around the headland, past
a care facility for intellectually disabled people. What a beautiful place to
live!
We ask a jogger how to get to the top of the mountain, doubleback,
and follow the track. It’s a well-made timber path most of the way until it
becomes steep, where there are metal steps and walkways. Steve’s new
shoes are hurting his feet and my joggers are squashing my toes and
causing blisters. We both take our shoes off but it’s a bad time to do it –
the metal is hard on our feet. My leg muscles are aching and I’m breathing
hard. Meanwhile, young people wearing 4tness fashion easily pass us.
Almost at the top, we stop to pant and look at the view.
“You’re wasting your time,” says a man jogging down the path. “It’s
better at the top.”
He’s right. The view at the top is astounding. A series of beaches and
headlands covered in bushland stretch to the right, the sapphire ocean
spread in front, and to the left the entrance to Port Stephens followed by
more outcrops and islands, with a few cottonwool clouds scattered above.
So worth the effort of walking up here.
On the way down we pass a man jogging up the mountain for a second
time. He’s a little stouter than the young nimble people. When we express
astonishment he says “Got to work off a few beers.”
It’s a long walk home and we detour through the backstreets so that
we’re not on the main road all the time, and fantasize about owning a
house in Port Stephens.
We’d been planning to have dinner out tonight but really don’t want to
walk any farther than necessary. Besides, we ate out for lunch. Instead I
make up a batch of dahl and the inside of Rocinante smells like a curry
house.
Friday 25 May D’Albora Marina Nelson Bay
There’s not much to write about today. We have a day on the marina,
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working on our passage plan, shopping, and allowing the blisters on our
feet to recover.

Looking south from Tomaree Mountain
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The view north from Tomaree Mountain

8.

FIRST OVERNIGHT PASSAGE AND
FIRST TIME CROSSING A RIVER BAR

Leaving Port Stephens behind

Saturday 26 May Nelson Bay to Laurieton
As we’re planning to head off this afternoon to Camden Haven on our
4rst all-nighter, we spend the morning checking and rechecking our plans
and the weather and going through our lists. I make a pot of lemon tuna
pasta that we can eat cold along the way, and 2 lunches worth of
sandwiches, and Steve attaches rope to our kedge anchor chain. We’d
hoped to have it spliced on before we left but the rope took longer to
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arrive than expected and we ran out of time. Steve 4gures that, with the
shallow river and shifting sands, we could need it at Camden Haven.
Once we’ve ticked off everything we need to do, we go for a walk along
the breakwater. It’s Saturday afternoon and the weekend crowds are out,
eating at restaurants, having ice creams, walking along the breakwater
and 4shing on the rocks. We pass a cluster of seafood restaurants that
we hadn’t noticed earlier. I buy a rocky road ice cream but I can’t convince
Steve to have one even though they have gluten-free options.
Back on the boat, we cast off at around 3 pm and motor out of the
marina. We’re wary when we see a big tourist catamaran heading in, but it
waits for us to leave 4rst. As we motor out of the heads, we meet with a
sizable swell. We’re hoping it’s not that big all the way, and sure enough, it
eases a little outside the heads.
As we’re approaching Broughton Island, Steve calls out: “A whale!” and
reduces engine power. I see it sliding back into the water in front of us.
Then I see it off to starboard where it surfaces on its side, waves a lazy
5ipper at us and disappears.
Steve increases power and we continue. We’re nearly abeam Broughton
Island when Steve calls out: “Dolphins!”
There are 3 or 4 of them leaping through the water, one of them only
around 2 feet long. Too cute! The light is beginning to fade, and Broughton
Island is silhouetted against the sunset as we leave it behind.
We constantly roll up and down with the swell, rocking side to side. I’m
so glad I don’t suffer from seasickness. (At least I haven’t so far.) The boom
slops from side to side until Steve ties it to a cleat with rope. We use the
topping lift as our man overboard recovery plan and have it clipped to the
port sidestay but it means the boom is held up only by the vang so it 5ops
around with the motion.
The 3 kt SE wind switches to 3 kt NE. When the strength increases to
5kts Steve hoists the mainsail to try motorsailing. We don’t seem to gain
any bene4t so drop it again.
It’s dark by now and getting colder. We’ve each gone below and put
on thermals, extra jumpers, beanies and headlamps. Luckily the ¾ moon
provides a steady glow, but it’s trickier to handle ropes and see the sail in
the dim light.
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The wind speed increases to 9kts so Steve hoists the sail again. This
time there’s bene4t – it adds speed and stabilises the boat so that it seems
to push through the swell and not roll as much. Putting out the headsail
improves it further.
On our plotter we can see the AIS symbol of another boat ahead of us.
It’s a catamaran and moving at a similar speed although we never actually
catch sight of its lights. It’s a little further out to sea than us and we follow
a parallel track. We’re dogged by a current of 2.3kts against us and are
beginning to wonder if we’ll make it to Camden Haven in time to cross the
bar at high tide.
Up ahead we see a 5ashing light and identify it as Sugarloaf Point – a
white 5ash every 7.5 seconds. It’s reassuring to see it straight ahead in the
darkness, the bumpy outline of the coast to our left and the smooth arc
where the sea meets the sky to our right. A few clouds 5oat across the
moon but it continues to light our way. We’re a fair way out from the coast
now and the swell is a little more than I’d expected, but we settle into the
rhythm and the hours begin to pass by.
At 7pm we eat our tuna pasta straight out of plastic containers and
it tastes great – tangy lemon, sweet onion, salty capers and slippery
spaghetti – I savour it all.
We’ve set up a route and it’s on autopilot but we need to keep a good
lookout. We’re terri4ed of running over 4shing nets and snagging our
propeller. A couple of times we see the lights of small 4shing boats
passing close by, and large ships in the distance. I check my interpretation
of lights with Steve: if we see both red and green lights then they are
coming towards us; red only on our port side means they are coming
towards us; white only, we are seeing the back of them. However, ships are
different, and I haven’t 4gured all of those out yet.
Our autoroute takes us between the land and offshore rocks at
Sugarloaf Point and Steve is nervous about doing that in the dark. So he
adjusts the route on the plotter but can’t 4gure out how to get it back onto
autorouting. Instead we set a heading and adjust the autopilot every now
and then if it wanders off course.
Steve keeps suggesting I have a rest, but I’m feeling wide awake, until
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4nally I suggest he has a rest and he accepts. He won’t close his eyes, but
at least leans back on the seat and looks behind the boat for a while.
Eventually we pass Sugarloaf Point and now we see the light 5ashing
behind us. I’m eager to see the lighthouse ahead but it’s not visible yet. The
current has diminished and now we’re making much better speed over
ground. If we can keep this up we may make it in time.
Finally I accept Steve’s persistent admonishments to have a rest. I curl
up on the seat, wrap my furry blanket around me and snooze. By the time I
awake we’re approaching Crowdy Head. Steve wants to stay awake for the
shoals around the point but when we’re past there he curls up on the seat.
I’m sure he snoozed at least brie5y.
The moon is approaching the horizon. I sit back and watch it. I really want
to see the moment it slips below into the sea. I realise I’ve never in my life
seen a moonset before. The lower it gets the more yellow it becomes. I’m
mesmerised by it. When it disappears it is darker still, the sea obscured as
by a fog but still the transition from the sea to the sky is perceptible. As
the moon sets the stars seem to brighten. I’m sure I’m seeing stars that
I’ve never seen before from the land.
It’s only a couple of hours to go before daylight and I’m looking forward
to it. We arrive at the heads just before dawn. I can see the port and
starboard markers either side of the channel and 2 blue 5ashing lights that
are the lead lights. I know from the map that we need to round a 4nger
of land that juts out on the southern side. We pass across the lead line,
indicated by the lights being aligned.
It is light enough to see the sea now and there is a long gentle swell. We
look up the Lucas book and remind ourselves of the shape of the path into
the channel. We look up the webcam of the entrance and – damn it! – it’s
experiencing technical dif4culties!
“Don’t worry, we’ll ring Marine Rescue and ask them about it,” I say.
Steve tries it again before he rings, and – hallelujah! – it’s working again.
It looks pretty good, small breaking waves only at the sides. When Steve
talks to Marine Rescue they suggest we try to come in between wave sets.
We try to pick them but are not really sure.
We approach the entrance at high revs and power on through. A small
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boat is coming towards us but we hold our path. It pulls to the side, stops,
and we see the man putting on his lifejacket. We’re through!
We slow up and carefully monitor the depth as we move down the
channel. At some places we have only half a meter below the keel – and
this is at high tide!
We identify the RSL club that Alan Lucas’s book suggests anchoring
near to. There is also a wharf where a boat can tie up and 2 courtesy
moorings, all of which are taken. So we anchor just behind them. Looking
back in the direction we’ve come from I see a beautiful sunrise over an
idyllic scene.
Nice, but I’m so ready for bed!

Tired, but happy
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Looking back at the Camden Haven river that we’ve just traversed

