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After a successful low mileage event on the Wye and Miles Rivers, we returned to an all inclusive tour of the Chester River at the invitation of members Fred Sherriff and John Henderson. Fred managed local details including our stay at Kennersley Marina as well as ensuring the Route 213 bridge opened to not only let us up river, but to ensure our return down river. John hooked us up at the Chester River Yacht Club, where we dined with the Commodore and “First Gentleman” while enjoying the excellent facilities. Some things have changed since our last visit to the Chester in 2002, but for those, like Phil Livingston, who are coloring in their Chesapeake Bay destination chart, we found some new and interesting places to drop a hook. Hurricane Florence influenced the attendees; from those who waited on forecasts and stayed with their plans, to those who adjusted to what was prudent for them, to one who had to stay with the homestead because of the proximity of the storm. Participation was varied, but still well attended. Here’s how it went….


Returning Cruisers
- Marc “What happened to the rest of  my boat” Cruder sailing Sylph: Wittholz/Hermann 17
- Butch “Spiced Natty Bo” Miller sailing Lark: Americat 22
- Martin “I’m the big boat now; but oh, the responsibility” Gardner sailing Planet: Wittholz 25 (Wood)
- Mike “No girlfriend; Much easier” Crawford sailing Homer: Wittholz/Hermann 17
- Rich “I’m back Baby” Mclaughlin  sailing Tenacity: Marshall 22
- Phil “All present and accounted for” Livingston sailing Patriot: Marshall 18
- Fred “The Crab King” Sherriff sailing Pride: Marshall 22

New Cruisers
- Frank “Hermann 17 light” Newton sailing Casco Cat: Wittholz/Hermann 17 - Marconi

Partial Cruisers
- Jack “Pocomoke outboard disease” Smith sailing Winter’s Dream: Marshall 18
- Pete “I hope to get a little sail in today” McCrary sailing Chessie: Core Sound 20 Mk3
- Craig “Waiting on weather, while the rest of us waited on him (and the oysters) ” Ligabel sailing Mystic Wind: Mystic 20
- Dave “I finally made the long cruise (for a day)” Morrow sailing Anna: Marshall 18
- John “We’re the dark horses in this crowd” Henderson with crew Nancy sailing Frolic: Marshal 15
Drive-By Cruisers (Literally…by car for dinner at the Chester River Yacht Club)
-Steve “I don’t sail catboats, I collect them” Flesner
- Paul “What can I say…objecting for Domenic” Cammaroto 

Sunday, 9/16 Destination: Grove Creek off Reed Creek

I was again on my own this year and challenged by sailing a smaller catboat. Leaving Wanderer on the hard because it was time for more than simple maintenance, Matthew, who recently moved back to the area, living and working in Baltimore, asked about Sylph, the Hermann 17 he grew up on and last sailed as a teenager with fellow catboat kid Danny Brown. Sylph has been sitting in the yard since Matt went away to College in 2008. He wanted the boat, so I made him a deal he couldn’t refuse, with the stipulation that I could use it for the cruise. So we had separate worklists and worked together as his time away from work and girlfriend Janelle allowed. We finally launched mid-summer, so Matt could debut at Whitehall on Labor Day and I could cram myself into half the boat I’m used to for a one week cruise. Not sure who got the better deal, but it was fun working together and breaking the little boat and trailer back out so they could have yet another life. 

Then there was Hurricane Florence. Emails were flying as the projected path kept changing. Always best to just wait until 24 to 48 hours out, so I was sending no cancelations. If I was willing to get underway in 17 feet of catboat, I really wasn’t worried about everyone else. That said, we caught a break when the path changed west, south and inland before heading north again. This made the storm duck behind and inland of the Chesapeake Bay. Once that was looking like the final path, it began to shape up as a wet weekend event clearing as the week progressed. One perspective first time cruiser from North Carolina cancelled to stay with his wife and home. I finally sent a missive on Thursday night advising self reflection, individual decision making based on ability and boat set up while finally advising: “stick to the itinerary and we’ll see you when and where we see you”…catboat herding at its best in my opinion.
I further advised that if I did not get a full prep day on Saturday, I wouldn’t be ready on Sunday anyway, but catch up with the cruise whenever I got to it. As it was, I got a late start the morning of departure. Poured boxes full of gear and provisions aboard without stowing them. Had to hang the outboard rudder that I had pulled, so as not to lose it as a result of pending hurricane winds that didn’t come. I still had no battery for the “bubba” anchor light, and what about “big blackie” the pipe insulation I used to use to close off the top of the open centerboard trunk. All these details were flooding back to me as I was rushing to use a boat I had not sailed in 17 years. As Mr. Brown would say: “Oh my.” On top of that, the weather threw a last minute curve with a fog alert until 1000 that morning and no visibility. I used all that time and then some; finally departing Ponder Cove at 1215!

I put a reef in at the dock since I was going out in a 17 foot cork with the National Weather Service posting a small craft advisory and bluntly defining that as 18 plus kts occurring or predicted to occur. Better safe than sorry. That said, when I got out in the bay, there was only 8 knots from the northeast off Thomas Point, so I shook the reef out. With the wind not particularly favorable, I got myself on the 6 hp Yachtwin making 5 kts per GPS on a course of about 050 degrees PMC (per magnetic compass), setting my sights (now that I had visibility), somewhere between the two spans of the Chesapeake Bay Bridge.  
Abeam the mouth of the South River by 1315; abeam Greenbury Point north of Severn River by 1415; abeam Sandy Point Light Lighthouse by 1515, where I was able to raise sail and stay on a starboard tack with the outboard, working against the tide. At 1615, rounded Love Point on the north side of Kent Island, adjusting course to 130 degrees PMC and doused sail. At 1715, while abeam Queenstown Creek, I called the only CCBA cruiser in my cell phone, Butch Miller and told him I was one the way. He said he’d have a “cold one” waiting. 

Pulled into Reed Creek and then Grove Creek (nicely, locally buoyed since my last visit) about 1815. Found everyone on the Wittholz 25 (not mine), but Planet; now “the big boat.” Invited to raft up, but in my preparation (and haste) to put out lines and fenders, went to start the outboard, but it was in gear. When I pulled the start chord, the knot pulled thru the rubber t-handle. This resulted in setting the emergency anchor detail before becoming part of the shoreline. Pride jumped to action, firing up his trusty British Seagull and stood by. Luckily I was able to repair the pull chord arrangement and get rafted alongside Planet. The “cold one” promised was waiting…although modified with pepper juice. I set up all the libation left over from last season on the rail. Homer arrived and rafted outboard Sylph. Cruise 2018 on!
Monday, 9/17 Destination: Kennersley Marina on Island Creek

Spent a nice quiet night on Grove Creek. This creek should see more cruisers now that the challenge of navigating the narrow entrance and bar is gone because of the private buoys. There is some development on its shores, but plenty of water depth and room to anchor.
Departed under power at about 0915 after putting in a reef, because small craft advisory with its 18 knots occurring or about to occur, still posted. Again, because I was relearning the boat, I played it safe.

Once out beyond the duck blind at the entrance to Grove Creek, I had a hand held wind speed indicator that only showed 5 kts with gusts to 8 kts. With Homer, Tenacity and Pride ahead of me under full sail, I shook out the reef and started moving up river at about 4 to 4.5 knots per GPS under my own full sail. 

It was a pleasant 3 hour sail up river, first cutting inside a fish trap, then passing the Corsica River and Spaniard Point to starboard, followed by Comegy’s Bight to port to get into the narrowing northern Chester River. Came across the Skipjack Elsworth rafted up with the Buy Boat Annie D opposite Melton Point. Both were loaded with young students as I came left for a short downwind leg by the lee. 
Finally, the red day mark #2 marking Southwest Creek, came into sight. Many local marks were sighted beyond the first federal mark. Continued under sail, tacking in and to starboard, into Island Creek. Doused sail opposite Kennersley Marina. There was plenty of room on the west side of the creek for all to anchor. Rafted up to Homer. 
At 1600, got a ride ashore via Pride’s British Sea Gull. By 1730, we were set up under the covered pavilion with crabs galore! Pride had arranged everything down to the butcher paper (embossed with crabs) and beer in a cooler. The Dark and Stormy Bar with flag was set up to add to the festivities. Pride made this a special occasion by giving out souvenir crab knives to all attendees. We added to our group with Winter’s Dream and Chessie, who both launched locally. John Henderson also joined the crab feast. Hats off to Fred Sherriff for his excellent crab coordination.
Tuesday 9/18 Destination: Chestertown, then up river to Crumpton

Another quiet night on the hook, interrupted only briefly by a few lightning flashes and some rain. Stayed rafted up to Homer.

 Had breakfast, caught logbook, then took Sylph to the dock for ice. Winter’s Dream was having outboard issues and decided to unrig, go back to his mechanic in Delaware and join us later. Helped him lower the folding mast. Casco Cat’s skipper offered to run shuttle back from the launching ramp. Iced up, met the owner’s of the yard. The sign on the office door said it all: “We hope our ship comes in before the docks rot.” Paid for my ice and complimented them on the great night we had at their facility. The biggest thing was finding out there was plenty of water depth and sea room to navigate right up to their docks. If you just looked at the charts you might not even go in here. Turns out it was catboat friendly and the place to be for us. 

Underway at 0945 under sail from Kinnersley Marina with Homer astern. Another nice sail with steady wind, except for the occasional blockage from trees to the Southwest. Arrived at Chestertown about 1115. Docks behind the Fishwhistle restaurant all under active construction. Moored in the lee of a large construction barge on the same pier with the Skipjack Elsworth and Buy boat Annie D. Homer and I went ashore by traipsing through the construction site. Other catboats eventually came in behind us. Patriot and Casco Cat were waved off but ultimately allowed to tie up to the floating dinghy docks. Homer and I enjoyed some nice burgers for lunch at the Fishwhistle. Then we successfully transited the construction site again without running into the town fathers and just before the rain came through. We found our foul weather gear as we waited on the 1300 bridge opening. 
At 1300, the bridge tender came from the county garage (6 hours notice was required). The bridge opened (both halves) on time and all went through, setting sail with the wind on our acks. All sailing nicely and making an appropriate spectacle for the occasion.

Around 1430, black clouds and thunder were close aboard just as we passed Possum Point. All took appropriate action, doused sails and got on engines. Planet and Homer found spots to wait out the rain, while the fleet continued north. Navigated another hour all the way to the fixed bridge at Crumpton, MD. There were many small local buoys that were not on my chart. There is a specific channel that requires you to stay well to the upper bank of the river as you line up for a marked channel to the fixed bridge. Due to higher than usual tide surge because of Hurricane Florence, we were fine. 
Turning around at the fixed bridge, we started back down river and reconnected with Planet and Homer. Found a suitable anchorage in the vicinity of Travelish Wharf, just north of Possum Point.  Planet announced that happy hour would be from 5pm to 7pm. Lark, Sylph and Patriot took station alongside. Others dinghied to. A mild and enjoyable happy hour ensued. Sylph provided a proper teak folding table for the cockpit. At dusk, our host dismissed us, each to their own hook.

Wednesday 9/19: Destination: Chester River Yacht Club (CRYC)

Another nice anchorage. All nature; no traffic. Spectacular colors playing off the marsh at sunset. Equally spectacular sunrise. 

Had time, so made some corned beef hash and eggs for breakfast. Stowed a little more of the boat. Cleaned a little more of the boat. Refueled the cockpit tank. It was starting to feel like a cruise. 

Departed the anchorage at 1000 under sail heading down river to Chestertown. Nice lively run as the morning breeze came up and stayed up. Anchored by the bridge at about 1130 to make lunch. Had a leisurely liverwurst and onion sandwich in honor of John Brown. Set up the house battery on photocell charging. While lunching, heard a car horn coming from the bridge. Looked up to see Anna on a trailer being towed across to Chestertown. Dave Morrow had made it.

At 1300 the bridge opened (only one side). All catboats were present. Homer had a fuel problem during transit, which almost piled a few boats up, but it worked out and he squirted out of the down river side followed by the remaining fleet. Set sail and proceeded down river to the Chester River Yacht Club, arriving about 1430. All present were assigned a slip. There was some talk of participating in the club’s informal Wednesday Night races, but cruisers were hard pressed to mix their cruising with racing. So we respectfully declined. CRYC member John Henderson and wife Nancy represented with their lovely Marshall 15 Frolic. Their success at these races is raising talk of adjusting handicap numbers we were told…the same old story that comes with the price of catboat success.
I decided not to race, but asked new cruiser Frank Newton if we could take Casco Cat out for ride. I was interested to sail a Marconi rigged Hermann 17 and Frank was game. Casco Cat was also an outboard version. Aside from the limitations in the range the boom could be let out due to shrouds, the boat was stiffer and sailed much more predictably in a puff with less weather helm than my gaff version. A marconi rigged inboard boat was the goal of  Ted Hermann and Charlie Wittholz’s collaboration in order to put a more modern and easier to sail catboat on the market at the time. Casco Cat, like Sylph had some additional owner installed ballast aft to compensate for being an outboard versus inboard. The boat handled well and certainly was easier to put the sail up and down on without the extra spar. It was a nice change of pace and enlightening. Thanks Frank.

By 1600, we were joined by Dave Morrow in Anna as well as Steve Flesner, Craig Ligabel and Paul Cammoroto by car. Happy Hour ensued at the dock bar. Those who sailed in used their time to get registered with the club and cleaned up while having plenty of time to squeeze in some happy hour. We were joined under the covered seating of the dock bar by CRYC Commodore Linda and “First Gentleman” Harris Robbins.  
Dinner followed in the club. Dress code regulations were eased and CCBA members were given the option to wear shorts of a suitable nature. In this group, that could mean anything, but luckily cruise first timer Dave Morrow had brought his Bretton Reds, so we were properly and well represented. While waiting for dinner, Commodore Linda suggested we go around the table and talk about ourselves and our boats. Some interesting heretofore unknown tidbits came to the light about those present. It was good fun. The food and camaraderie were everything they should be and we were glad to be there. The evening was capped off with a group photo around the stone fireplace. The CRYC, apparently knowing this group, properly administered the situation with separate checks and all bills were settled without the need for law enforcement. Craig Ligabel, now seeing a better weather forecast, promised to make the Langford Creek tomorrow night by catboat carrying a cargo of Chincoteague oysters. We welcomed Craig’s challenge and would keep a weather eye out for Mystic Wind.
A small group finished the evening in Pride’s cockpit for a night cap under Fred’s trawler lamp. Members past and present were discussed and toasted. “Cat butts” were discussed as were details of the next day’s transit. A good time was had by all. Lights out.
Thursday 9/20: Langford Creek West Fork

No issues at the CRYC docks; even got my portable VHF charged. Facilities opened at 8 am. It was Lady’s Day at the Golf Course. Met one of the ladies walking her Golden Retriever on the docks. She asked if we were part of a Regatta. No, I replied, just a cruise. Told her we went above the bridge all the way to Crumpton. She told me she knew Crumpton; her mother was born there. Who knew? 

The group slowly got their act together with various boats starting to leave in drips and drabs about 0900. Got away from the dock with the wind in the southern quadrant. Set sail and tacked down to Rolph’s Wharf with Planet and Casco Cat to replenish supplies. Tied up at the gas dock; met 13 year old Daniel who was having his first day on the job; and did some t-shirt shopping at the marina store. 

During my stop, the catboat fleet passed us by. Made my last liverwurst and onion sandwich, in preparation for lunch downstream. Set sail and started down river in a light but a times puffy breeze. It was a full day of interesting sailing. There were challenges at times with wind and current as I caught the fleet in the vicinity of Melon Point. Worked thru the fleet to spend some time sailing along with Anna, until the wind picked enough for the Marshall 18 to take the lead.
Started to make our way into Langford Creek as we passed the flashing green day mark “17” just below the “danger” marker but above the red nun #16. Tried to follow the buoys and clearly had a good visual on Long Cove Marina, but did not find our track until finding the #7 green off Drum Point, which from our perspective looked to be on the opposite side of the creek.

Got our bearings and found the West Fork, still sailing with favorable winds. Continued to sail another 2.5 miles until catboat masts were sighted. Each to his own hook to get settled after the all day informal race down the river. Planet called happy hour after Lark rafted up to him. Picked up my hook and provided transportation for skippers from Anna and Casco Cat. 

Things proceeding in good order and winding down, when Mystic Wind was sighted under power coming up the West Fork.  Our erstwhile editor, who will do anything for a story, including get himself briefly there…was given a standing ovation for his efforts above and beyond the call of duty to join the cruise. As a token of appreciation both Dave Morrow and Craig Ligabel were awarded the last two of Fred’s engraved momento crab knives. Craig promised he had the Chincoteague oysters and we’d all have them tomorrow night. 
On that note, our host (the big boat), announced happy hour was over as the raft-up disbanded and each made their way to their own hook. Mixed up a night cap and was enjoying a cigar, when out of the darkness came our editor, paddling with one oar as if he were in a canoe instead of his wood dinghy.  Seems in his exuberance an oar lock was lost in the drink….by now a trade mark move on the long cruise for our well intentioned editor. 

As he faded into the darkness, all was secure with a nice breeze and cool temps. Tomorrow would be another day.
Friday, 9/21: Queenstown Creek

Another beautiful anchorage all to ourselves. A little rain and foul wind from the south predicted. Made breakfast of sausage and eggs followed by preparations to get underway. Each boat deciding their fate:

· Anna: Cruise the East Fork of Langford Creek then haul at Long Cove Marina

· Mystic Wind: first out under power, with intentions to resupply at Long Cove Marina then join us at Queenstown Creek
· Planet: Skipping the last anchorage to sail with the tide and make a better run tomorrow on his final leg to Cambridge

· Homer/Tenacity: Home to Rock Hall Yacht Club

· Sylph/Patriot/Pride/Lark/Casco Cat: heading for Queenstown Creek

Sailed out of the anchorage about 0900, tacking down the West Fork of Langford Creek. Passed by the fleet under power. Worked my way down the river until I came upon Patriot; also sailing. We continued to sail together.
Abeam Long Cove Marina about 1130 and experiencing wind, fetch and sea state starting to overwhelm Sylph. Started by pulling the tack and clue in for a quick first reef. Found no improvement to the situation, so doused sail and got on the Yachtwin. Continued into the wind and seas under power. In another hour, was abeam Piney Point and altered course to 166 degrees PMC to Queenstown. Sighted Casco Cat reefed but under sail and Pride still under full sail. Continued and made Queesntown Creek by 1330. Anchored with Pride, Lark, Patriot and Casco Cat. Dried out, hand lunch, then took a nap.
At 1700, right on cue for happy hour, Mystic Wind was sighted entering the creek. He waited out the strongest winds until he could make way against the seas with his inboard. Nonetheless happy hour aboard Lark was saved and all who wanted to, enjoyed a salty Chincoteague oyster.

 With the oysters gone, the conversation quickly turned to next year’s cruise with no less enthusiasm. Some ideas thrown out included Baltimore; the C&D Canal; and a Western Shore multi-river cruise. Lots to think about as we put the wraps on this cruise. 
Note: This leg was a slog no matter how you chose to approach it. As the cruise coordinator, I am always keeping my eye on the first timers. Casco Cat and her skipper showed they were both up to the task. Nice job display of catboat seamanship Frank…join us anytime!
Saturday 9/23: Destination: Homeward Bound
Uneventful and comfortable night on the hook. Everyone on their own today to make it home. Got up about 0630 and made breakfast. Winds were forecast out of the north 10 to 15 knots, but no small craft advisory, so no reef put in this time.
Underway under power at 0745. Made the rounds of the fleet and headed out. Recognized Spinsheet’s Contibuting Editor Jody Argo Schroath aboard Moment of Zen with her dogs. Briefly exchanged pleasantries on the way outbound. 

Set sail and retained power at about 0815 shaped up on a course for Love Point.  Turned the corner on the top of Kent Island at about 0915 to find myself over canvassed. Winds were not quite a full 15 knots but the down wind run home simply did not require the amount of sail I had up. It was too much of a fight to stay on my desired course, so took the time to put in a single reef. 
With a more manageable situation, I was back on course and between the twin spans of the Bay Bridge by 1015, off Thomas Point by 1115 and rounding the #2 red Day mark at the Rhode River about 1145. Continued to sail up the Rhode River with favorable wind and was made fast at Ponder Cove by 1245. Quite a fast run with wind and current and another CCBA long cruise down.
Epilogue

Although Huricane Florence threatened, it did not deter this hearty group. While there was some initial intermittent wet weather, it was not substantial and winds stayed favorable to our intended track. We discovered, in contradiction to cruising guides that Kennersley Marina on Island Creek is totally navigable and the perfect venue for our crab feast deluxe thanks to our man on the ground Fred Sherriff. He also coordinated the rarely opened Route 213 bridge at Chestertown, which gave us access to one of the most untouched and natural sections of the Upper Chester River. Judging by the bridge’s “half opening” on our return down river, who knows when sailboats will make that transit again, but CCBA of course is on record now. The return to the lower Chester brought us back to civilization at the Chester River Yacht club where, hosted by John and Nancy Henderson, we were cordially received before enjoying a full day sail down river and up into Langford Creek. We earned our spots at lovely Queenstown Creek the final night after a challenging transit with wind, rain and seas, capped off for those of heading south, with a robust following wind and sea that allowed some homeward bound to sail to the finish. Special thanks to Fred Sherriff, the consummate man on the ground and host to the Chester River 2018 Cruise. It was enjoyed by all – Well Done!
The destination for next year’s cruise was discussed but not concluded, so stay tuned for 2019 cruise details as they develop at www.chesapeakecatboats.org. 
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