Return to the Little Choptank – 2013

Marc Cruder

Catboat Prowl on the Pocomoke - 2016
Marc Cruder

After a “sail everywhere” itinerary on the Little Choptank, we planned a bolder adventure. Taking into account “bucket list” wishes and throwing normal cruise conventions to the wind, a 10 day cruise advertised as “not for the faint of heart” was organized to the “dark water” river on the lower Eastern Shore, known as the Pocomoke. Aside from increased length and mileage, we also changed the time frame from spring to fall. The experiment a year ahead of cruise 2017, where we hope to entice some of our New England catboat brethren to join us, would prove a good gamble with generally cooler temperatures and steadier wind. We did have a few rainy days on the Pocomoke, but generally speaking, participants hailed this adventure as one of the best in several years. Here’s how it went….


Returning Cruisers
- Marc “I have no local knowledge” Cruder with crew John “Blind man steering” Brown sailing Wanderer: Wittholz 25 (Glass)
- Dave “Bucket list” Bleil with crew Jim “Now that’s a meat loaf” Ohlmacher sailing Gull: Mystic 20.
- Butch “I’ll get there, but my mast is 35 feet” Miller sailing Lark: Americat 22
- Jack “The Gosling’s flag is up” Smith sailing Winter’s Dream: Marshall 18
- Martin “I seem to be floating off” Gardner sailing Planet: Wittholz 25 (Wood)

- Phil “Out front” Livingston sailing Patriot: Marshall 18

Drive-By Cruisers (who made the leg north from Crisfield to Dames Quarter)
- Steve “I didn’t even get a Dark and Stormy out of this” Flesner crewing on Lark
- Mike “I’d really like to breath marine air tonight, if I can help you with that”  Crawford crewing on Planet and overnighting on Wanderer
- Rich “Your’re probably the best smelling one here” McLaughlin also crewing on Planet

Friday, 9/16 Destination: Slaughter Creek on the Little Choptank River

Things were just different this year as life intervened for more than one of us. It started when John Brown battled a “full body infection” that eventually took sight from one eye and left him seeing only shadows in the other, while simultaneously battling cancer. Things were so bad at one point, Commodore Flesner and I visited Mr. Brown and gave him what John called the “catboat farewell.” It wasn’t meant to be. He bounced back thanks to the wonders of genomic medicine, except for his sight. This was the year I was considering going on Traveler as crew. Instead, despite his limitations, I took him aboard Wanderer. We’ve been sailing together a lot of years. He knows the boat, so only one of us needed to be able to see. The other needed to be able to take orders…and that’s the way it went.
Beyond that, I lost my Dad of 86 in the spring. I was just finishing a splice in new running rigging when I got the call. That was early April. He passed quietly with family around him, but preparing the boat went to the bottom of the list. Good that the cruise was in the fall, because it took me all season to get back to it. I didn’t attend any CCBA events, but finished what I had planned, which included completing the new running rigging, making a new set of leathers for the gaff jaws and installing some tropical wood strips of unknown species in my cockpit between the engine hatch and wheel for better footing. All this got done and I was ready when Mei brought John down on departure day with enough food for a one month trip. Obviously John couldn’t help or see the breadth of the final provisioning. Regardless, she loaded John and his accoutrements onto Wanderer, saying: “Now you caretaker.” The challenge and responsibility was accepted over coffee and Little Debbie cakes (a tradition usually reserved for the outbound transit). Then Mei was put ashore and we were underway out of White Marsh Creek under power at 0750. 

Part of the purpose of the trip was to find out just exactly what John could do or not do. So once thru Bear Neck Creek and onto the Rhode River, I gave John the wheel. With “blind man steering” and limited traffic, he took Wanderer out the river between the #2 day mark and the duck blind without issue. He later said he could read the clouds (which, themselves are moving), but this first trick at the wheel would prove to be beginner’s luck.

About 0830, I took the wheel to navigate the crab pot field and get us beyond the fish trap off Curtis Point to raise sail and head down the bay. By 1200 we had a good visual on Sharps Island Lighthouse and John was making liverwurst and onion sandwiches for lunch (another cruise tradition). The sandwiches were not as precise, there were more crumbs in the cabin, but they tasted just as good and I didn’t have to make them. So John was earning his keep.

At 1300 we were abeam Sharps Island Lighthouse and by 1430, we were rounding Ragged Point under sail. At 1515 we picked up the Slaughter Creek channel day marks and sailed all the way to the fixed bridge before dousing sail. At 1600 we docked at what was the Taylor’s Island General Store; of late, the Island Grill. We found the place empty with a big “For Sale” sign taped to the window. That’s what happens when you don’t call ahead. 

Patriot had followed my lead and docked. Planet was drifting off the dock when we ascertained there would be no eating ashore here. Gull radioed they were still an hour out. So, called “Palm Beach Willie’s” at Slaughter Creek Marina, which we passed on the way in. They were open. Problem solved.
By 1700, we reassembled barside at Palm Beach Willie’s after taking advantage of the transient docks. Happy hour ensued followed by dinner. Gull and crew made it for dinner. Lark joined just as we were finishing up. Then all found a place on the creek on their own hooks. The temps were cool. There were no bugs and it was a good first day. 
Saturday, 9/17: Destination: Lakes Cove on the Honga River

Up at 0600 making corned beef hash and eggs. There was a light southeast breeze and all had survived the night. It was a quiet anchorage and the moderate temperature made for good sleeping. By 0830 we were under power out of Slaughter Creek. By 0900 we had set sail and were heading west out of the Little Choptank. By 0930 we were thru the cut between James and Taylors Islands under sail with Lark, Patriot and Planet ahead, while Gull was astern. 

Around 1030, we started to fight the chop tacking into a southerly wind. Put the engine on and hauled in the sail to increase heading 20 degrees and maintain speed. Continued down bay overtaking Planet and Patriot who were both only under sail. At the noon radio check, Lark was well ahead looking to round the bottom of Hooper’s Island due to his 35 ft mast and approch the Honga River from the south, while the rest of us were planning to get into the Honga River midway via the 35 ft. fixed “bridge to nowhere.” Admitted to being on engine. Planet relieved to know he was not beat honestly. More liverwurst and onion sandwiches for lunch. 

At 1515, doused sail with Patriot behind and Planet ahead still under sail. Motored to the bridge experiencing wild currents and a power boat outbound that I had to show a hard port bow to more than once to get a port to port passage out of him. Entered Lakes Cove and found things a little windy. Passed Lark, Planet and Winters Dream on the hook to find a 5 ft spot on the north side of Asquith Island. Anchor down and swim call at 1800. No time for happy hour, but there was time for some centerboard grounding….pull the pendant up Professor!

Had Mei’s Chinese ribs and rice for dinner. There was no cell phone signal in the anchorage but the moon was rising. We were deep in the marsh. Another good day.
Sunday 9/18: Destination: Crisfield, MD

Another good sleeping night, although the wind stayed up and moved around to remove what little lee we were in. So the anchorage was getting all the wind there was to get coming straight up the Honga River. Breakfast was mini-wheats and fresh milk with bananas. There was no evidence of any gastro-intestinal distress from Mei’s ribs. We experienced a beautiful sunrise and cool temps for a most pleasant breakfast at anchor. 

At 0700 started the engine, got the anchor up and made the rounds. All were set navigationally. Winters Dream was pulling out at Dames Quarter and trailering to Crisfield; our next stop. By 0730 there was a light breeze and no sea state, so we ghosted out of the Honga making about 3.5 kts per GPS southbound. The area on both sides of the river is just low natural marsh absent any visible human inhabitants. It was natural beauty at its finest. 
Cleared the Honga at 0830, continuing to navigate southeast and outside of Bloodsworth Island, past the “prohibited area.” Made visual contact with the bombing range ship. By 1130 we were coming around the bottom of Holland Island Bar. For the 1200 radio call, turned off the engine in the vicinity Holland Island Bar Light and had lunch. Lark, Gull and Patriot ahead, while Planet, under power was long gone. 

Made Solomon’s Lump at about 1400, on sail alone with a favorable heading. At 1430, sighted the condominiums at Crisfield. Made the entrance to the Little Annemessex about 1600, watching the locals navigate, cutting out half the buoys in the entrance channel, so followed their lead. By 1715, we were tied up a Somers Cove…last in. 

Another hour found us at the Waterman’s Restaurant. We met a snappy waitress who asked for CCBA member Larry Antonik (who was not with us…but everyone knows Larry), had a good meal with a side of catboat camaraderie. After dinner, it was a long, hot shower back at the marina. Another long, but good day with pleasant temperatures.
Monday, 9/19: Destination: Pocomoke City on the Pocomoke River

Spent a restful night at Somers Cove; no issues. Store opened at 0800. All boats got “iced up” and the group was underway by 0830.

Outbound from Crisfield, we entered Broad Creek at the #2 Red, after watching Gull take a potential sidebar toward Jenkins Creek, before Major, Ret. Livingston (Patriot) took command as lead boat, proceeding to Broad Creek. These are the navigational advantages to being the last boat out.

Exited Broad Creek at 0945 to find winds south at 10 kts. Set sail and course to 080 magnetic for the #1 PR green day mark. We were comfortably making 4.5 kts under sail only according to the GPS.

At 1100, we noted a squall making up. Sighted an area of saplings that conformed to shallows on the chart, so adjusted course to sail upwind to hedge our bet with the oncoming weather. Waited just a little too long as the rain came quickly and visibility went to zero as we doused sail. Mr. Brown was taking helm commands for this evolution. All secure; no issues. Kept the engine “ahead” and waited for visibility. As the weather cleared, we found a large barge anchored right in front of the #1 PR day mark we were looking for. Obviously this was a fleeting area. Also sighted the channel markers to the community of Saxis on the south side of Pocomoke Sound. 

Entered the barge channel enroute “the cut” above Williams Point at about 1130. Exited the cut at 1200 and found ourselves at the mouth of the Pocomoke River. Killed the engine, made lunch and the noon radio check, then proceeded north on the river.
At about 1415, came across a down bound tug pushing a gravel barge ahead. We could see him above the marsh grass a few bends ahead of us. Raised the tug captain on Channel 13 and told him we’d tuck into the inside of the next bend. He thanks us for the courtesy. (You tuck to the inside of the bend, because if the tug and tow are going to side slip, it will be to the outside of the bend).
By 1515 we were tied up in Pocomoke City at the public dock in front of the Riverside Grill after two hours of fairly substantial rain enroute. Passed the others in the group already tied up. Had some radio comms, received the shower combination and parked John at the bar.
Finished the night with dinner ashore. Commodore Steve called by phone to check on the group. The weather continued to be wet and the forecast did not call for any change in the next two days. The group agreed to an “all hands” meeting in the morning to discuss our collective plans.

Tuesday, 9/20: Lay-day due to weather – Pocomoke City

Quiet night at the public dock, although the boat moved around some due to the river current with an occasional soft tap on the pilings. 

Up at 0630 making coffee. A few minutes later, spied Patriot on recon to find the alleged head and showers. At 0700, report back was that the rather rustic facilities were on the north side of the drawbridge in the riverside park. One for each gender; cold water only. 

O830 brought the first staff meeting of the trip. Consensus was to stay put due to weather (it had not stopped raining since we arrived). There was also the fixed bridge north of the drawbridge to consider for at least one of our members. With no markings on the fixed bridge for air draft and the river conditions being high with more rain coming, the whole idea of moving became a non-starter. With this major decision made, retreated to the cabin to cook breakfast.
After a leisurely morning meal, walked the town….and got drenched. Not much in Pocomoke City any more, except the 1921 movie theater, many closed store fronts and Victorian houses in need of repair. The group met for lunch at the Riverside, but having had a late breakfast, I napped, then cleaned and stowed the boat, before stocking up on ice from the local convenience store. Around 1430, John and I went up to the Discovery Center, where we found nice historical presentations including a Maryland Public Television film about boat builder Jim Richardson of Cambridge building a bugeye. Also found the rest of the troops in the Discovery Center doing their laundry. The head docent saw the drowned rat looking crew and offered the use of their laundry facilities. So some were waiting out their laundry by being historically enriched. Not a bad way to spend a rainy day. 

The weather cleared enough to establish “happy hour” in Wanderer’s cockpit with the whole group. Winters Dream gifted a Gosling’s Dark and Stormy flag to the cause for future “flag’s up” libatious events. Salami, cheese, salsa and scoops in addition to drinks. A card was circulated and signed to thank the Discovery Center for the use of their laundry equipment and their refuge. Dinner at the Riverside Grill followed with more than competent wait staff to handle the group. 

Plans were for another night at the dock, breakfast ashore at 0630 followed by a 0730 departure. 

Note: During happy hour, the railroad bridge south of us ominously closed and we watched a train go over. Called the Pocomoke City bridge tender to confirm this was normal ops and that the swing bridge would re-open so we could be downbound in the morning. He gave me the railroad’s phone number, but assured me the train would return over the bridge and then be open again….that is just what happened. Crisis averted to the relief of all.
Wednesday, 9/21: Destination: Crisfield, MD

Another quiet night at the Riverside Grill dock. Up at 0530 to make a first cup of coffee before walking to breakfast as prearranged with Major, Ret Livingston (Patriot). By 0630, several of us were having breakfast sandwiches in Pocomoke City. Met some of the locals and enjoyed supporting a new local business owner.

By 0730 we were away from the dock, monitoring channel 72 and downbound. Made good progress with the current. Hit a patch of rain about 1000. Turned the corner at the #23 green buoy into the cut about 1030. Once thru the cut, we ran the red side of the channel a little too wide and the centerboard hit the bottom.  Got ourselves back in the channel, then watched Lark follow suit sniffing the bottom, but a little harder. We were favoring the red side of the channel because every buoy including one day mark on the green side of the channel looked like it had been run over by the normal barge traffic. 

Cleared the barge channel at the 1PR day mark about 1145. Had lunch at 1200, made the noon radio check, then set sail for Broad Creek as we proceeded to transit Pocomoke Sound. 

Hit Broad Creek per the watermen ahead of us, entering the channel between the #4 and #6 buoys. Kept the engine on standby and only used it for upwind legs not possible under sail alone due to the narrowness of the passage. Overtaken by a returning deadrise during this transit. 

Exited Broad Creek at 1330 still under sail. Tacked right up to the #11 green, doused sail and found slip D13 in Somers Cover Marina.. All fast by 1430. Another good day underway.  Took a rest, then went off with the group to The Water’s Edge Restaurant. The pizza was oily, served by some heavy local talent, but the service was reasonable. Spent a quiet night in the slip.
Thursday 9/22: Destination: Dames Quarter, MD

Breakfast at Gordon’s….a local institution….once we found it; a block west of the Waterman’s Inn. There is no MacDonald’s in Crisfield, so this is where all the retirees hangout….the waterman retirees. It’s always a challenge to get off on the right foot with the locals and this visit was not different.

We walked in. The grease smoke was thick and visible enough to hurt your eyes. The regulars baited us into sitting down near them, only if we could tell them “a fish story.” I quickly told them we had no fish stories and that it was worse than that…we were “blow boaters!” Not missing a beat, one of them then asked me: “So if you’re a sailor…did you sail into Crisfield harbor, or did you use auxiliary power?” I recounted my sail from Pocomoke Sound thru Broad Creek up to the green #11 and was told: “Then you’re a sailor!”

After that everyone was fast friends. We heard about his father, Captain of the skipjack Ruby G. Ford, who sailed her into the dock at Ego Alley in Annapolis, without ever touching the push boat. Then they pulled out their smart phones and showed us videos of the Labor Day docking contests…that’s backing into the dock.  Then there were more old family photos of the Ruby G. Ford. 
Had egg, cheese and scrapple on a hamburger bun that you would not have thought came from the same kitchen. It was delicious. We were joined by Commodore Steve (Scotty) and CCBA members Larry Antonik (Purr-fection), Rich Mclaughlin (Tenacity) and Mike Crawford (Shoveller); all whose boats didn’t make it. Larry was driving back to Dames Quarter, while the Commodore was making the transit with Lark. Mike and Rich would be aboard Planet. 
Departed at 1000 under power and due to the foul northerly wind, took the Daugherty Canal. Exited the canal an hour later and set sail on a northeasterly heading. The 1200 radio check had all catboats in sight, while lunch was enjoyed underway. It was a nice long sailing leg that lasted about two hours until we turned the corner at Sharkfin Shoal Light. At 1430 we made Great Shoals Light and by 1500 we were sailing into Dames Quarter Creek. We had been given warning and followed Larry’s cypress topped PVC marks identifying the shift in the local sandbar. All anchored in Larry’s cove by 1530.
Water taxi service was provided by jon boat until all were ashore. A brief happy hour outdoors ensued that was mosquito free…a rare situation in Dames Quarter where that insect is informally referred to as the state bird. Again, it was fall and the time of the year gave us a leg up on our winged friends in this part of the bay.

Vehicles available by those without boats provided the transportation to a local restaurant mall type of place with plenty of culinary choices along with a brew pub with a variety of libation. A good time was had by all with no fuss or muss put upon our host. Upon return, I negotiated shore side accommodations for myself and crew, rather than bumble out to the boat in the dark with a blind man. The other side of that arrangement was that one of the boatless offered to spend the night aboard Wanderer so he could breathe a little marine air. I was happy to accommodate Cap’n Mike Crawford.
Friday 9/23: Destination – Fox Creek on the Honga River 


No issues ashore and breakfast waiting for us at 0730. After sufficient coffee, general recharging and camaraderie, the group was off and underway by 0900. Wanderer set sail immediately upon exiting Dames Quarter Creek.

It was a full day of sailing. Had Great Shoals astern in an hour and Sharkfin Shoals behind us in two hours. At 1130 we rounded Bishop’s Head Point and the 1200 radio check was in the vicinity of Hooper’s Island Light with all catboats in sight. 

Proceeded up the Honga River and into Fox Creek about 1400. Set the mass raft up about 1430 with all boats except Planet, who was characteristically “napping” on his own hook. An excellent sailing day was had by all. 

Saturday 9/24: Destination – Slaughter Creek on the Little Choptank River

Had a nice quiet night on the hook, with no weather or bugs. Lark had stayed rafted up to Wanderer for the night, while the others went off to their own hooks. It was an absolutely beautiful morning as we made coffee, heated up homemade sausages donated by Lark and ate the left over croissants that Larry had packed us off with.

By 0800 we were underway under power south around Asquith Island then north and out the 35 ft bridge just north of Hooperville. Transited the bridge at about 0930, then came right to a course of 300 degrees magnetic, setting sail in about 10 knots of wind.


At the 1200 radio check we were abeam Cove Point Light and adjusted our course, tacking in toward the Eastern Shore to reduce the sea state we were experiencing and to maintain some reasonable speed. Several more long tacks and we were thru the cut at James Island with full board down about 1400. In another half hour, we picked up the buoys into Slaughter Creek and were anchored just south of Slaughter Creek Marina by 1500…just in time for a nap.


After the respite, picked Martin up off Planet and moved Wanderer into the transient dock. Dinner ashore for the group, including crab balls, crab dip and mussels. All were content with our adventure, despite the longer duration and thoughts started to turn to next year’s cruise. Once some preliminary consensus was reached, all moved to their boats and found a spot to anchor in the creek.

Sunday 9/25: Destination – Homeward Bound


Good sleeping on the final night due to a noticeable temperature drop, but all good and certainly no insects. Again, the pleasure of fall cruising.


Underway under power at 0700, making the farewell rounds on the way out, boat to boat. Patriot was up and at the ready, so followed us out of the creek. At 0730 we both set sail on a course of 330 magnetic, cutting well inside both Ragged and Hills Point daymarks with full board down due to the high tide, making about 5 knots.

Note: As I always say, with a centerboard boat on the Chesapeake Bay, the chart and buoys are like the pirate code….merely “guidelines”….

 By 1030 we were abeam Sharps Island Light and by 1200, Coaches Island. Lunch was the order of the day, followed by putting the engine on as the winds diminished. Picked up the Rhode River buoys by 1330 and found ourselves docked at Ponder Cove on Whitemarsh Creek by 1430. This gave John and I plenty of time to unload the boat and wait for his ride home. Another cruise down.

Epilogue

This year’s cruise of almost 250 miles over 10 days and the first ever Fall Cruise was characterized by comfortably cool weather and consistent winds that made for long stretches of good sailing daily. Rain for several days and high river levels did keep the group from going farther than Pocomoke City, but the balance of good weather, facilities and food ashore more than compensated. Special thanks to CCBA member Larry Antonik, who, assisted by neighbors Alane and Tom coordinated a great road trip to Salisbury for some interesting eats and great catboat camaraderie. On all counts, the Fall Cruise may be here to stay. 

Consensus for next year’s cruise was focused on the Wye and Miles Rivers in the central bay to include some time ashore at St. Michael’s to take in the latest at the  Chesapeake Bay Maritime Museum as we try to lure some catboat sailors from the CBA membership at large, to join us. We haven’t cruised this particular part of the bay since 2001, so we all could use a refresher. Keep an eye out at www.chesapeakecatboats.org for details and itinerary for the 2017 cruise as it develops. 
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