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Foreword


In public performances—on his long-running television interview program, Firing Line, for example—William F. Buckley Jr. could be an elegant showman: sometimes combative, often witty. His distinctive accent—the famous Mid-Atlantic purr with a somehow menacing languor in it—set the tone. He would lean far back in his chair, his body like a drawn bow, and tap his front teeth with a pencil. His eyebrows would work above sleepy eyes, which would suddenly and dangerously flash, or else might turn to a hard, merciless enamel. His tongue might flick a little as he spoke—a subliminal, theatrical touch. He would talk slowly, choosing words with leisurely care from his well-stocked (some said ostentatious) vocabulary, as if to select the sharpest blade. Latin phrases would turn up, like pari passu.




Bill had many enemies, of course, for he was modern American conservatism’s intellectual beacon—indeed, its founder and theologian. In that role, he was obliged to agitate, debunk, and otherwise do battle. His enemies were apt to hate him for his hauteur as much as for his politics. Toward them, Buckley could be, as he himself might have said, provocatively rebarbative. He was a formidable enemy




I mention these things because the Buckley I loved—it is not too strong word—was very little like that public performer. He was, in private, the least rebarbative of men. He had as many friends as he had enemies, if that were possible—an army of friends who animated his rich private life.




I was one of those friends for some 25 years. I dedicated one of my books to him. I sailed with him sometimes, although never across the ocean; I was hardly a sailor at all, but rather a passenger on his boats. We cruised up the New England coast to Maine one summer, aboard his sloop Patito, and once my wife Susan and I had a week at Christ-mastime aboard a chartered sailboat in the Virgin Islands; and there were many Friday-night sails on Patito across Long Island Sound with a friend or two to the cove at Eaton’s Neck. Sometimes Bill broke his guys-only rule and invited Susan along. We would have dinner in the boat’s cabin and play poker and drink his favorite Chilean wine and listen to tapes of Dick Wellstood’s jazz piano (a Buckley favorite), then have a quick plunge off the stern and go to sleep. In the morning, we would breakfast on Bill’s beloved peanut butter and toast, and he would haul his laptop up into the cockpit to write his syndicated newspaper column (which took maybe half an hour). One Saturday morning, much hung over, Bill looked up at me as he settled down to his keyboard and asked blearily, “Well, what should I wax wroth about today?”




The theme of friendship is the reason that I love Bill’s four sailing books (Airborne, 1975; Atlantic High, 1980; Racing Through Paradise, 1985, and this one, first published in 1992) above the many others that he wrote. The sailing books are not only about boats and oceans and celestial navigation and autopilots and other sailor’s gadgets that he loved. These books are, most essentially, about friendship. Of his many gifts, Bill’s real genius, I think, expressed itself in his extraordinary capacity for friendship. I think he considered politics and public policy to be his duty, his work, a not always pleasant obligation, and, often enough, sheer drudgery. Friendship, on the other hand, was a gift of grace, a blessing. The same was true of sailing. He gave to friends something of the same loving attention that he gave to the complicated business of sailboats and their rigging, and to the weather that pushed them two and fro across the water: Both friendship and sailing gave him joy in equal measure. He was exact, generous, creative, and attentive to the winds.




And what could be a more delightful occasion for—and, perhaps, test of—friendship than assembling a few friends in the tiny universe of a sailboat and in it, precariously and pleasurably, crossing the ocean together?




WindFall takes Buckley and his companions on a voyage across 4,400 miles, in November 1990, from Lisbon to Barbados, aboard the chartered 71-foot ketch Sealestial They retrace Columbus’ first journey to the New World. The book, published in 1992, on the 500th anniversary, follows the format that Bill invented in Airborne. His shipmates (including son Christopher) kept diaries and made them available to Bill so that he might quote from them. The entries are part of the book’s informal and multidimensional design, the author skipping back and forth across time, crisscrossing the sailing narrative with stories from the past and reminders of his almost absurdly hyperactive life, remembering anecdotes, funny or sad, and pausing to shed tears over lost friends.




Bill is in a valedictory and autumnal mood—signaled by his subtitle, “The End of the Affair”—that makes this one different from the earlier sailing volumes. He has just turned 65 and, in a surprise decision, retired as editor of his beloved National Review. (In saying goodbye to NR, he tells some funny stories, as when he quotes a lead item from the magazine years earlier: “The attempted assassination of Sukarno last week had all the earmarks of a CIA operation. Everyone in the room was killed except Sukarno”)




There is an elegy for his friend and sailing companion on other voyages, Reggie Stoops, recently deceased. There is a pained account of a period when he and his son Christopher became estranged from one another. (By the time of the voyage they were gratefully reconciled.) The book is personal, then, and wistful, in a way not normally characteristic of Buckley’s prose.




The trip is a little bit luxurious (there’s an excellent cook and the wines are good). There are stretches of boredom and discomfort, even misery. Bill speaks of the sea as “my best friend,” but early in the voyage a terrific storm comes up, with screaming winds just short of hurricane force. The storm reminds him and his friends that the ocean may be a formidable enemy, too, and that sailboats, like human lives, are fragile and mortal—which makes friendship all the more precious.




—Lance Morrow 















Introduction and Acknowledgments


No acknowledgment can measure my indebtednesses, made manifold throughout this book. Most specifically to my companions at sea, for their companionship of course. Moreover, when I cross an ocean under sail (this is my fourth time) it is my habit to ask my crew to keep journals. Mostly they are cooperative (those who haven’t been, in the past, have always had very good reasons. For instance, they had to cope with whales, or their right hand was disabled by the winch handle, or the most recent blow brought on total aphasia). But on Ocean4 everyone kept journals, of greater or lesser length, and on these I have gleefully leaned. Whatever your view of the book, please do not, in my presence, criticize their contributions to it.




And how does one thank the late Samuel Eliot Morison? He was a professor of history at Harvard; at one point an admiral in the fighting navy; the scholar put in charge of drawing together a naval history of the Second World War. But through it all he was fascinated by Columbus, and wrote extensively in several volumes about him and his adventures. The most popular of his Columbus books was Admiral of the Ocean Sea, for which he won a Pulitzer Prize. The book is not, at this writing, in print, but any effort, however arduous, to get a copy will be amply repaid. I quote here and there from Professor Morison, and from these quotations one can reconstruct a picture of this lively man with his lively mind and gifted pen. It is a pity he is not around, in 1992, to take a role in the celebration of the five-hundredth anniversary of Columbus’s crossing. And to take care of Columbus’s critics, a diabolical cult.




I have never given the impression, publicly or privately, that it was my intention to “celebrate” the crossing of Columbus. It is true that as we pursued more or less the route he followed, back in September-October of 1492, we were now and then engrossed by the knowledge that, aboard our vessel, we were seeing and experiencing some of the identical things Columbus did. That reflection gave us a keener appreciation of what he accomplished in that brazen voyage in search of the Indies.




No, this is not a volume about Columbus’s crossing, and not, in any clinical sense, even a volume about our own Atlantic crossing. The ocean passage serves as a spinal column, but the book is primarily a tribute to people and to institutions that have nourished me, done so for many years; so many years that now I speak of the end of the affair, not knowing whether I will set out again to cross an ocean; knowing that I will never again serve, as I did for so long, as editor in chief of the journal I engendered, and love; increasingly aware of mortality (Reggie Stoops, you will see, is no longer with us) and of the fragility of even the most intimate associations. The book is about how I see the world, and how I see the world is the only way I know to react to the world.




I gave my manuscript to my companions to read, and happily report that none of them vetoed the use of any of the material I had gathered up. I am grateful to professors Thomas Wendel and Chester Wolford for their critical reading, as also Charles Wallen, Jr., and Father Kevin Fitzpatrick.




Frances Bronson, my assistant, guided the project through to completion with her inimitable savoir faire and spirit. Tony Savage typed the manuscript and gave useful suggestions. The first draft was typed by Catherine Ratzburg in Switzerland, to whom my thanks. My friend Joseph Isola, with his expert eye, has at this point expertly proofread twenty-six of my books. Chaucy Bennetts is coincidentally mentioned in the text of the book. I am infinitely obliged to her for consenting to emerge from retirement to copy-edit yet one more of my books. To be sure, she had little choice: I threatened suicide. As ever, my primary reliance has been on Samuel S. Vaughan, my editor. The main reason socialism can’t work is that there is no way in which equality can be generated because, you see, there is only one Sam Vaughan.




And of course this book is really a joint effort with Christopher Little. His shrewd photographer’s eye lights up the book, lights up the sea, and life at sea. And if the subjects of his photography seem especially pleased and appealing, it is because they are being photographed by one of the gentlest spirits on earth. I hasten to add that two amateur photographers also collaborated in the venture: we have pictures here—taken after Christopher’s departure in the Canary Islands—by Douglas Bernon and Tony Leggett. They are very, very good, and among other things dramatize the special virtues of professionalism.




I don’t know whether any other writers have thought explicitly to acknowledge the sea. If not, let me be the first to say that without the sea, I would be—among other things—without a boat. It’s true that true seasoned sailors know the sea as the enemy, because they know—I guess by now I can say we know—what it can do to you. A true soldier can think of a rifle as the enemy, for the same reason. But a rifle has also served as man’s friend and, after the usual beloved priorities, the sea is my best friend.




W.F.B.




Stamford, Connecticut




November 1991 















Prologue


It was Sunday night, I had arrived in Raleigh in midafternoon, and I was alone in a large suite at a hotel, tired. It wasn’t so much that I needed sleep—I was tired of going over yet again the tougher passages in the two harpsichord pieces I would perform, one of them a concerto with the North Carolina Symphony, the second a solo. The rehearsal would be the day after tomorrow, the performance, the following day.




It would be a crowded week: three Firing Line television programs would be taped right after the Tuesday rehearsal, and on Thursday, after the concert, back to New York to preside over a meeting of the National Review Advisory Council (directors of the magazine, plus substantial contributors to it). And then, on Friday, the Thirty-fifth Anniversary celebration of the magazine I had founded in 1955, following an extended rehearsal that afternoon of the fifty-minute-long documentary I had written for the occasion, which required the coordination of live voice-over, music, and slides. I would need to find the time to write out my farewell remarks (I would be announcing my retirement).




Why not now? A dismaying thought, but if not tonight, when?




I pulled out of one of my briefcases my Toshiba laptop. (Why do I use a Toshiba? is a question I am occasionally asked, to which I give the answer, “Because it tells you if there is a submarine underneath you”—a frivolous wisecrack, evoking the charges that had been filed against Toshiba two years ago, when it was ascertained by our counterespionage forces that a subsidiary of Toshiba, Inc., had sold to the Soviet Union the super-secret devices by which our Navy had succeeded in establishing whether an enemy submarine was below, within striking distance.) … What exactly to say at my final appearance as editor in chief? I was at that moment the senior editor in the United States, defined as having spent more years than anyone else as executive editor of a periodical publication. The party would be at the Waldorf-Astoria Grand Ballroom, all my colleagues there and eight hundred friends and supporters of the magazine. I had given the subject of what to say zero thought, but now, sitting down to write, I knew that at farewell addresses a little sentiment is not only tolerated, it is probably in order. I recalled with amusement the contrariness of John L. Lewis, the dyspeptic labor leader. When he resigned (pulling the UMW away from the AFL-CIO) he did so by writing out on an envelope and sending over to William Green, the head of the joint organization, his goodbye: “Green: We disaffiliate,/s/Lewis.” But he was being theatrical. I didn’t want that.




I typed it out, about fifteen minutes of talk, and was finished well before midnight, leaving me time for one more go with the Presto movement of Bach’s F Minor Concerto.




I began my talk by making those personal acknowledgments that seemed absolutely necessary. I’d be preceded by Tom Selleck (the master of ceremonies) and by Jack Kemp (the world’s foremost enthusiast), by Tom Wolfe (who, I guessed correctly, would be witty and generous), and by George F. Will (National Review’s most illustrious alumnus, the reach of whose generosity about the magazine and me, on Friday night, would throw me off balance). I wrote a few dithyrambic paragraphs about the magazine and my colleagues. I acknowledged the role it had played in preparing a thinking movement in America to receive an NR subscriber, Ronald Reagan, as Chief Executive. I divulged my plans as sole stockholder to look after the magazine’s future, in retirement, paying tribute to the new publisher and the new editor.




And then to a conclusion more deeply personal. “Since you were so kind as to ask about my personal plans”—this would bring an indulgent laugh, since no one had asked after my personal plans; indeed no one knew that the subject would come up, since my retirement came as a surprise—“I disclose that I intend to continue to be active on other fronts. Early this week"—I felt entirely confident in writing these words even though I hadn’t yet appeared with the symphony and couldn’t therefore anticipate exactly how well or poorly I’d do—“I performed a harpsichord concerto with the North Carolina Symphony, after which I resolved—with the enthusiastic acquiescence, I am certain, of the orchestra and the audience—that I will not devote my remaining years to performing on the keyboard.”
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“Since you were so kind to ask after my personal plans”







And I spoke of my immediate plans. “One month from today I will set out with my companions on a small sailboat from Lisbon, headed toward Barbados via Madeira, the Canaries, and Cape Verde, forty-four hundred miles of decompression at sea, the cradle of God. But on reaching the Caribbean, unlike the flying Dutchman, I will jump ship to get on with other work.”




Yes, another transoceanic passage, and one I was hugely looking forward to. My first time across the ocean in my own boat had been in 1975. It was a glorious success, and I decided to cross again eastbound in 1980. Another fine experience, so that in 1983, looking forward to 1985, I made elaborate plans to sail across the Pacific. In 1988 I hadn’t made up my mind to give up the editorial reins of National Review, but did decide that even if I didn’t, I would again take a month’s leave to sail across the ocean, but this time I would travel with the trade winds. Travel the route of Christopher Columbus. I didn’t know how exactly I would be imitating his route: I wouldn’t discover that until our first landfall in Madeira. But that trade-wind passage had a special allure for me. It was as simple as this: That was the route by which, until the advent of power, traffic reached the New World from the Old. The great superhighway at sea, with the steady—well, usually steady—winds more or less astern pretty much all the way.




But I needed to say no more, and didn’t, than that I’d be making that sail, and returning to work after its completion, though not to my desk at National Review.




I didn’t feel, though, that I could end my formal career as magazine editor without attempting to communicate just something of the work-aday flavor of it, even as, in writing about the sea, one feels every now and then the compulsion to linger, even if nervously, over a little detail—to attempt perhaps the exact description of the feel of the hemp as you winch it in, to compose an intimate line or two about the feel of the helm as the wind quickens abeam, or even describe one of those concentrated engagements with calculations, bent over a plotting sheet. I would invite the audience to share with me the closing moments of an issue of the magazine—something of the ritual, the tension, something of the frolic, of the little exultations.…






And of course the act of closing will always crowd my own memory. Over nine hundred fortnightly issues of National Review. The hour is late, nearing five in the afternoon of press day, and the printer’s messenger is already there waiting, so we move into the conference room, the only room at National Review in which more than four people can fit, and Priscilla reads out the editorial lengths, and I mark them down on the paleolithic calculator I bought in Switzerland in 1955, and Linda checks to see that I have got the right count. We have 1259 lines of editorial copy but space for only 718. We absolutely need to run something on the subject of Judge Souter’s testimony, but I see we can’t afford the seventy-eight-line editorial I processed earlier in the day. “Rick, would you shorten this?”




“To what?” he asks, as a tailor might ask what the new waistline is to be.




The copy is spread about the room, occupying every level surface, and you walk about counterclockwise, turning face down any editorial that can wait a fortnight to appear and subtracting on your little calculator its line count from the rogue total. I need to cut 541 lines. First your eyes pass by the editorials and paragraphs that deal with domestic issues, Priscilla having grouped them together; then those that deal with foreign countries or foreign policy; then the offbeat material. You look down at the calculator, having made the complete circle of the room, returning to where you began: it shows 854 lines, and so you start the second counterclockwise circuit, the killer instinct necessarily aroused: You have got to cut another 136 lines. “Jeff, shrink this one by ten lines, okay?” At National Review the editors always say okay, when a deadline looms.




So it is done, down to line length. And then you ask yourself, Which paragraph is just right for the lead? The rule: It has to be funny, directly or obliquely topical, engaging. I remember one from years and years ago: “The attempted assassination of Sukarno last week had all the earmarks of a CIA operation. Everyone in the room was killed except Sukarno.” And, during the days we feuded almost full time, “Gerald Johnson of The New Republic wonders what a football would think about football if a football could think. Very interesting, but not as interesting as, What would a New Republic reader think of The New Republic if a New Republic reader could think?”




Last week there wasn’t anything absolutely, obviously preeminent, but ever since it came up on the dumbwaiter from Tim Wheeler’s fortnightly package, this one about colors had burrowed in the mind.… Time is very short now. Okay, we’ll lead with it. It reads:









■ Iraq and the budget are as nothing compared to the firestorm following the retirement of maize, raw umber, lemon yellow, blue grey, violet blue, green blue, orange red, and orange yellow, and their replacement by vivid tangerine, wild strawberry, fuschia, teal blue, cerulean, royal purple, jungle green, and dandelion, by the makers of Crayola crayons.









Nice, no? Orson Bean used to say that the most euphonious word combinations in the language were “Yucca Flats” and “Fernando Llamas,” though Whittaker Chambers, along with Gertrude Stein, preferred “Toasted Suzie is my ice cream.”




And then you need the bottom eye-catcher, the end paragraph, traditionally very offbeat, usually nonpolitical but not necessarily. You knew which would be the end paragraph the moment you laid eyes on it, early in the day—another by Tim, whose reserves of mischief are reliable—and now you find it and designate it as such. It reads:









■ This week’s invention is a sort of miniaturized bug zapper, battery-powered, to be inserted in the cervix for contraception and, the inventor hopes, prophylaxis. If you aren’t shocked by this, you will be.









The editorials are now in order, and the line count is confirmed.







Odd, but for all the experience I have had speaking in public, I wasn’t sure whether that brief description of the closing five minutes of labor before the birth of every new issue of the magazine would especially interest the assembly. But I had told them I was resigning, and that news came as a surprise, and for that reason they were especially attentive. And of course I did know, from experience—anyone would have known, even without experience—that a coda was needed. Brief, brief, but expressive of what I felt about the end of my very long affair with a journal I was so much devoted to, that had been central to my professional life. I would have to assimilate that loss, among others. I needed to say something special, however brief, after so long a countdown….






Another issue of National Review has gone to bed; and you acknowledge—the thought has ever so slowly distilled in your mind—that the time comes for us all to go to bed, and I judge that mine has come, and I leave owing to my staff, my colleagues—my successors—my friends, my muses, my God, an unrequitable debt for having given me so much, for so long. Good night, and thanks.







I had an awful premonition I wouldn’t get through that last sentence without a break in my voice, and I was disastrously right—I didn’t, and I was embarrassed.




. . .




Legend has it that when you retire from your principal activity it is psychologically important that you have something immediately to look forward to, in the absence of which you might be hit over the head by falling acedia. I did have two experiences to look forward to: the first, one more go with the harpsichord, this time with the Yale Symphony Orchestra; the second, the ocean passage I have described. In the talk, I touched on the therapeutic nature of it—that 4400 miles of decompression, the sea, “the cradle of God.” I knew there would be agonizing moments in those thirty days ahead, moments of boredom, of frustration, of irritation, of near-despair; these are as inevitable to long ocean passages as pain is to learning, despondency to writing, loneliness to love. But the rewards outdistance the sacrifices. And the rule is, or ought to be in my judgment, that an effort should be made at requital. With me that effort is in composing a book in tribute to what the sea does—not all by itself; I would not bother to read a book about the sea that transcribed only what it was seen to do by a camera at satellite distance. Antoine de Saint-Exupéry confined to the subject of air travel makes my point. It is what the sea does to my friends and to me that incurs in me this felt obligation to let others in on it all, hoping that they might feel some of the balm my friends and I came home with. 










BOOK ONE
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Chapter One

ARRIVING IN LISBON

I elected to fly alone to Lisbon. For one thing there was no need to bring in another member of the crew a day early: they are all busy people, as am I, with this or that variable affecting our mobility. I work for myself in that I own the company (National Review) that is my primary employer. On the other hand, I also work for a newspaper syndicate (Universal Press), and have fixed obligations to it, three times per week. And then I work for a company (Firing Line) to which I am committed for forty-six programs per year; these, however, are conveniently scheduled. Since my columns can be written wherever I happen to be, so long as they can reach New York and then Kansas City (Universal Press’s place of business) on time, I feel no tether there.

Nor does Van Galbraith (age sixty-one) who is a senior partner in Morgan Stanley and a director of two or three companies including Moët & Chandon and Club Med. His duties for Morgan Stanley are self-imposed, so that he is free so long as he does not run into an obstacle of his own making. There are directors’ meetings of his other affiliations, but he had plenty of time to affect the scheduling of these so as to permit him the month of November off duty. His next fixed date is December 7 and, true, for a (very) few days at sea we would be worrying about that. Van’s means of worrying is wonderfully entertaining but he does manage to generate a little tension. Five years earlier,
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when as ambassador to France he was scheduled to entertain the Vice President of the United States on July 4, we were sailing in the Pacific, and our goal, New Guinea, was still miles and miles away. There was some anxiety, but we made it to his chartered plane, though doing so was, well, exhausting. We punished him by giving him twenty-seven of our suitcases to take on the leg from Kavieng to Port Moresby, where he made his jet connection, arriving at the residence in Paris a comfortable two hours before the Vice President.

Dick Clurman (sixty-eight) is the world’s most organized man. About three times a year, during the twenty-five years I’ve known him, he reminds me that he is Jewish, to which I reply that I will take his word for this (he does not practice his religion—or, rather, his ethnicity), but his conscience is that of a Calvinist. Although he is robust and convivial and hyper-lively, he always has his eye set on any obligation he has charted. For a generation, his responsibilities were to direct and look after every foreign and domestic correspondent who worked for Time and Life magazines; moreover to do so during the period when the greatest Calvinist of them all was in charge of the magazines he had founded. Some time after Henry Luce died, Dick felt the call to public service and joined the Lindsay administration in New York City as Commissioner of Parks, Recreation, and Culture. After that he was a private consultant, and then turned to writing books, his first being a vivid account of the libel trials of General Sharon (vs. Time Inc.), and General Westmoreland (vs. CBS)—a valuable volume, Beyond Malice—The Media’s Years of Reckoning, which was a succès d’estime owing largely to Dick’s ruthless fair-mindedness. I have often thought of him as someone who would do absolutely anything at all for a friend provided while doing so it was understood that he would be free to tell you what a damn fool you had been. He is working on a book about the implications of the merger of Time and Warner, and on that account very nearly declined my invitation to sail with us at all, but finally reordered his schedule, which involved sacrificing his Christmas vacation, so as to be able to join us for Leg One, Lisbon to the Canaries.

Christopher Little (forty-one) is able to justify the time off because he is the official photographer for the trip. The first time I crossed the ocean, in 1975 on my own schooner Cyrano, I generated Airborne. The pictures in that book were taken by my son Christopher, and one or two by me. They were okay; in fact there is something to be said for amateur photography. But the second trip, in 1980 (Atlantic High, 1982), used photographs taken by Christopher Little and they were so dazzlingly good I thought it simply unfair not to use so striking a talent when I went, in 1985, on the Pacific passage (Racing Through Paradise, 1987). If it had happened that Christopher Little had forgotten photography, or developed an allergy to film, I’d have asked him to join us anyway, such pleasure do we get from his company (he is always laughing, Van makes everyone laugh, and all that goes very well with the lapping of the waves). But the pre-Christmas season is heavy with professional obligations for a successful photographer, and Christopher Little could sign on for only the first fortnight.

Tony Leggett (thirty-two) and Danny Merritt (forty) are the nearest thing—and quite right, at their age—to formally indentured white-collar types. Tony was introduced to me by author Louis Auchincloss after Louis had read my first sailing book. I really should get to know (wrote Mr. Auchincloss) his young friend who had just graduated from Harvard, was an Olympic sailor, loved nothing more than blue-water outings. We met, and have logged probably fifteen thousand miles of sailing together. Since he works in New York he is readily available for my impromptu overnight sails (Friday evenings). He was working for an Italian-owned, New York-based financial house. His journal reads:


While I had received permission from the head office back in September, I was nervous, in view of three impending transactions on my plate, that Giorgi would suddenly say that I could not go. By Thursday Steve was saying I was stupid even to consider not going, and Gianni was calling me “Popeye the sailor man” with his Italian accent.



Tony, like Van, would stay the course, all the way to Barbados.

Danny Merritt’s was an amusing case. He is in a way a godson, or

at least an adopted godson, because at about age twelve he began to materialize in our household as a neighbor and best friend of my then eleven-year-old son. He crewed on my yawl and by age sixteen was acting as its skipper on charters. His father sent him to Switzerland to get a little foreign experience and learning, which consisted primarily in skiing with my wife and me—we ourselves winter not far from where
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he allegedly did his schoolwork. From there he did time at Regis College in Denver where he got his B.A. but during the summers he was home, sailing with my son, Christo, and me. He undertook, just after graduating, to help the captain prepare Cyrano for our Atlantic crossing, contracted a marriage that didn’t work out, had a little girl who spends summers and vacations with him and his second wife, an industrious family therapist who is charming, notwithstanding that she concludes that anybody who finishes an entire beer is an alcoholic. They have two enchanting little boys. Suddenly, early this year, Dan was without a job, having crossed swords with a skilled but very demanding magazine publisher. I have from time to time concluded that if one wants a definitive insight into the depths of the human condition, one has merely to imagine a situation in which Dan Merritt couldn’t get along with—anybody. If he, with his consummate good nature and humor, couldn’t get along with somebody, should we wonder that Hitler couldn’t get along with Stalin, or Arafat with Shamir?

What then happened was that while I was sailing off Yugoslavia in the early summer I learned that the publisher and associate publisher of National Review had offered Dan a job as marketing director (advertising sales was what he had done for his previous employer). And this, incredibly, without so much as consulting me, Danny’s old friend and the proprietor of the magazine! I was both delighted and apprehensive, lest his skills not lie in the direction necessary for selling ads for National Review. (Danny doesn’t know the difference between Adam Smith and Adam and Eve.) But lo! in the first few months he turned in a splendid performance, easily out-earning his salary. Now I greatly wanted Dan for the whole trip, since there is nobody his age who is better company, but nothing hurts a junior more in any organization than to have the top gun throw his weight around for the junior’s benefit; and so, disconsolately, Danny and I agreed that he would be with us only for Leg One; a bit of sadness, but ocean trips give you a bit of sadness of every kind, and I knew this, as do all of us who have made transoceanic passages on sailboats.

On the uncomfortable flight I thought back on what had been a heady week. On Sunday I had performed with the Yale Symphony Orchestra, an experience that would intrigue me for years. The following day, almost exactly thirty-five years after I closed the first issue, I edited the last issue of National Review for which I would be directly responsible. The next day I taped three Firing Line episodes and wrote two columns, leaving only three more to write before my official two-week vacation which would begin halfway into our trip. Tomorrow morning I would first sleep—in my hotel room, for three hours: I am frequently eastbound on those terrible night flights that get you to Europe in the morning at about the time you would normally be going to bed, thoroughly dislocating you for a day or two after your arrival. This will be inevitable tomorrow.…

It was grand to see Captain Allan Jouning at the airport, where I handed him my allocated ration of missing parts for Sealestial, the ketch I had chartered for this voyage. We would meet for lunch, after my sleep, and go over the dire situation. As usual (the same kind of thing had happened in 1980 and in 1985), our ketch had more or less imploded during the preceding week. When Sealestial sailed over to Lisbon from Marbella, the captain had had to pour gallon after gallon of oil into the engine which, examined in Lisbon, was pronounced all but dead. Allan Jouning, resourceful as ever, contrived to concert all of Portugal, it seemed, so that an engine could be rebuilt and operating in time for our scheduled departure on Sunday. But to do this required me to bring one set of parts and Danny another set tomorrow. It also required that we persuade the mechanics to work on, notwithstanding a seemingly ceaseless string of holidays. You see, November 1 is, of course, All Saints’ Day and, in Portugal, a legal holiday. The day after All Saints’ Day is All Souls’ Day, treated reverentially, in the manner of Boxing Day in England, which comes the day after Christmas and comfortingly prolongs that holiday. The day following that was a Saturday, when of course no Portuguese with any sense of pride is supposed to work; and the following day, Sunday, we were scheduled to leave.

What all this meant was that Captain Jouning consented to pay the men the black market sum of fourteen dollars per hour, which is about a third of what they’d be paid on a normal day in America, plus 25 percent overtime, which is one fourth of what they’d have charged in America for overtime. But all of this was hypothetical, Allan warned at our short airport session, negotiations having yet to be final. Given that Allan Jouning’s preternatural calm makes the Doldrums turbulent by contrast, I caught an edge in his voice over the matter of our scheduled 11 a.m. Sunday departure. We agreed to go over it all at lunch.

It was only left to me to check in at the Hotel Ritz with my dozen pieces of gear. At the counter I had two surprises. The first was a genial voice from a middle-aged man in tweedy dress wearing a jaunty plaid fedora.

“Hello, Bill, I’m Jack Paar.”

Jack Paar.

Funny how those things happen. I hadn’t laid eyes on him since appearing on his program in 1962, back when he was the Johnny Carson of the day. He had been hyper-scornful of me and my politics and so overdid his inhospitality as to get “zinged”—his word—by hundreds of telegrams of protest, causing him the following day to bring on Gore Vidal to back him up and heap a little more compost on me and my works. I left the following day for Switzerland, and there I devoted the better part of a week to writing an extensive essay called “An Evening with Jack Paar.” I cherish the long essay, in which I pinned down the extravagances of Mr. Paar and his guests, done at my expense and others’.

Before he was counseled by his producer to drop the subject of Buckley the Anti-Humanitarian, Paar had told his audience how genuine his worries were. “I am, however, more—more than ever—leaving Mr. Buckley out of it—[“it” was Mr. Paar’s indictment of the radical right] worried about what is called the ‘radical right’ after what happened over the weekend in California. There were the bombings of two ministers’ homes out there by what they call the ‘radical right wing,’ and that’s a shocking thing to me.… almost killed a baby in a crib.”


HUGH DOWNS (his regular mate at the time): “I think—wouldn’t it be fair also, Jack, to say that Mr. Buckley would certainly not be a party ever to the bombing of somebody’s home? You know, that’s …”

PAAR: “Oh, I can’t believe he would.… But this climate of mistrust that’s sprung up in this country by the now extreme right really frightens me. It does. The same as it did with the left, only more so because the right—they’re now throwing bombs and that scares the hell out of me. I don’t know how you feel about it.”



That was twenty-eight years before. And now,

“How you doin’, Bill?”

“Well fine, Jack. How are you?”

“Good, just coming back from a safari. Say, that last novel of yours—Mongoose was it?—was real good, real good. And your son Christopher’s book The White House?.… The White House …”

“Mess?”

“Yeah. The White House Mess. Terrific! Laughed my head off.”

I thanked him cordially, we shook hands, and he went off.

Handed the key to my suite, which would be the center of Operation Ocean4 for the next forty-eight hours, I spotted the price on the hotel voucher: $952 dollars per day.

“What,” I asked, pointing to the figure, “is this?”

“It is our presidential suite, sir.”

“Ah, yes. Please give me a nonpresidential suite.”

I pause to remark that the Ritz Hotel, with its superb service and food, is as expensive as any I have come across in any country, including countries that pay their mechanics more than fourteen dollars per hour for working on non-holidays. But I was tired, and it doesn’t pay to concern yourself with cash-out-of-pocket husbandry before undertaking an ocean voyage: The experiences aren’t congruent, the ocean begs the mind to think of infinity, the pocketbook being quite the opposite, the oppressive, unbending particularizer. I yearned now to sleep, and looked forward to talking with Allan in a few hours.

Over pizza, Allan recited to me the problems with Sealestiai, principal among them the engine, but also the generator, which needed reassembling with fresh mufflers. We ticked off the long list of items discussed by phone and fax, including icemaker, fans, stowage space, air conditioning, spinnaker, the bimini (so to speak, the cockpit’s parasol), the fiddles (they are ledges that prevent plates from sliding off dining surfaces) for the tables.…. Then Allan said, “It will all be done, pretty sure of that, when those parts come in tomorrow. Except for the autopilot—don’t think that will work.”
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I had last sailed with Allan three months earlier, as a guest aboard the Freedom, the magnificent 127-foot ketch owned by William Simon, whom Allan serves as captain. I take satisfaction that it was I who introduced Allan to Bill Simon, having myself met Allan in 1978, when he was skippering Sealestial for its owners. Twice I had persuaded him to take time off to accompany me on ocean voyages, the first across the Atlantic in 1980, next across the Pacific in 1985. Our friendship is long-standing and this side of Triton, who could blow his wreathed horn and command the seas to quieten, I’d rather have him in reserve than any professional sailor I can think of.

But there is such a thing as being too fatalistic, and here was a case in point, his skepticism about any possibility of getting the autopilot to work. I remember how amusedly relaxed he was last August when, seeking to move north at Kalmar on the Swedish coast, Allan reckoned that the bridge we would need to pass under was four inches lower than the Freedom’s mast, which meant we would need to turn around and make a ninety-mile detour up the other end of Öland Island. Now that’s the kind of thing that drives me nuts, though I doubt I’d have used my authority, had it been mine that afternoon on the Freedom, to launch the ioo-horsepower dinghy and fasten the ship’s halyard to its broadside, straining for four inches of heel just long enough to slide under the bridge.…. But I might have.

What I was not going to take calmly was any possibility of proceeding across 4,400 miles of ocean without a functioning autopilot.

I pause here, without any promise not to pause again over the subject: I simply cannot understand professional sailors, or for that matter seasoned amateurs, who are indifferent to the availability of an autopilot. Three captains ago, the Sealestial’s autopilot was not once used in the long passage between Tahiti (where I had used it) and Hawaii, when I took over the boat to begin the Pacific passage. The captain simply hadn’t bothered to turn it on and it was rotting away from disuse. I spent a heated day in Hawaii superintending its revival.

Now I told Allan that I simply did not want to start out without a functioning autopilot. I had set up a watch system that called for only two men to be on duty at any given time. Roughly 60 percent of the time when under sail, and 100 percent of the time when under power, a yacht with an autopilot can be mechanically steered, which leaves the relieved helmsman with time to read Moby-Dick, tie knots, write a book, or varnish the coaming. It is sheer affectation to suppose that time at sea is only prudently or enjoyably spent when someone is personally at the wheel. The ultimate professionals, the skippers who man their sailboats single-handedly, are entirely relieved of that affectation/superstition. Sir Francis Chichester, who broke the singlehanded sailing record in the sixties racing from Southampton to Newport, revealed in his book about the passage that his hands were on the helm of his boat less than two hours in total. (Single-handed boats have a different sort of autopilot, calibrated by the wind, because they do not have generators to load up batteries with the power to handle an electrical autopilot.) It never upsets me to see a member of my crew—I often do it myself—flick off the autopilot for the sheer fun of handling the helm. That’s one thing; entirely another not to have an autopilot when you want one.

Allan was impressed by my gravity and said he would do what he could, but he was not confident. “The instrument on Sealestial is twenty-three years old.”

“If necessary,” I said, “install a new one.” Not easy to do, granted, in Lisbon, one day after All Saints’ Day.

We traveled together by taxi to the little wharf alongside the huge dock where the big passenger boats come in. It does not dismay me to see a sailboat undressed, having seen so many of them in that condition. I am sure that one half hour before the young woman emerged on her way to Westminster Abbey to become Queen Elizabeth, anybody who had gone into her dressing room would have shrieked at the utter inconceivability that all those gloves, decorations, hairpins, girdles, stockings, shoes, jewels, tiaras could come together on schedule to make a beautiful princess, fit to be a queen. Sealestial was a mess, but there were a half-dozen men there who seemed to know what they were doing. Liz Wheeler, our peerless young chef, was off buying something. But Martin was there (Martin Joesbury—a wonderful name, belonging to someone who deserves a wonderful name): he was—you may want to concentrate on this, if interested in lines of authority—captain of the Sealestial However, for this trip, Allan Jouning had been brought in by me. To serve as captain? Not quite: I was captain. But Allan was senior among the paid crew. Moreover, by agreement with the owner, if I should decree a course of action which Captain Jouning thought imperiled the vessel, he would have the right to overrule me. If, for instance, I were to say, “I think we can ignore the Selvagens Shoal light and head one hundred and forty degrees, never mind leaving it to port,” Captain Jouning could say, “Er, Bill, I don’t think we’d better risk that.” And we would proceed to leave it to port. In three ocean passages together this kind of thing has never once happened, though from time to time I have left it to his initiative to suggest which combination of sails he thought would be best: his knowledge of Sealestial (and of its eccentric inventory of sails) exceeds my own. As a matter of fact, he’s a better sailor than I am.

It took me two hours to stow what I was ready to stow in the cabin. Much left back at the hotel would need to stay there until we were ready to set off, including my computer and printer and the ton of papers, overdue correspondence. But all the clothes needed for the trip I proceeded to stow, most of the ocean-oriented medicine (scopolamine patches, Percodan, antihistamines, laxatives, the stuff—the trade name escapes me—that binds rather than flushes), Mercurochrome, saltwater soap and various exotica pressed into my hand by my wife and my internist, sextant, spare sextant, chronometer, Air Almanac, plotting sheets, dividers, parallel rules, HP-41 C calculator, stopwatch, HO-249 tables, guidebooks, Columbiana, and—our ace in the hole—the prototype Thrane & Thrane Satcom unit which, if it worked, would permit me to communicate with any telex unit anywhere.

My cabin, the “master cabin” I would share with Van, has on the port side two beds, one above the other, slightly to one side, permitting the two beds to become one double bed, if desired, when the top one is lowered. A dressing table with drawers on either side. There are lockers above the upper bunk (mine), and below the bottom bunk (Van’s), and a deep locker at the foot of the two bunks. Opposite them, forward, is a hanging locker. Between it and the aft mast hanging locker are still other lockers, and then a huge, comfortable armchair in front of which an aluminum bar reaches from the sole of the cabin to the ceiling, providing, I assume, structural support for the cockpit above, but also serving anyone in the cabin with something to grab hold of when the boat is heeling or pitching; and also serving anyone sitting in the armchair as a pillar against which to exert pressure with one or even both legs, to maintain sedentary stability when the boat is hard heeled to port. In other words, allowing you to keep your seat and keep from crashing to the deck if the weather should be rough. A very comfortable cabin, especially in contrast with the two other passenger cabins which are best described as utilitarian. They will be described in malicious detail in my companions’ journals from which I shall be quoting.

At center aft of our cabin is a companionway leading to the after cockpit. A heavy glass vertical hatch closes when guarding against wind, rain, or ocean waves. A small port above the upper bunk, when left open, permits a draft of air to run through the cabin. There is also a small fan at the foot of the upper bunk. I had crossed two oceans in that cabin, and sailed happily about the Caribbean in it a half-dozen times. I could get about it confidently in the dark, as I would often be doing in the days and weeks ahead.

I sat down for a moment in the large comfortable armchair, the one solid bit of comfort on board. After a time, scribbling on a notepad a list of things to do, I reflected on a trip four years earlier, aboard a Broward, a 93-foot luxury motor yacht I found myself on.


The Broward 93
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To give just an idea of the kind of thing you can expect on such palazzos, the master stateroom—the status equivalent of the little room I now sat in—had His and Hers Jacuzzis. The interior of the boat was done by John Bannenburg, who also did the interior of Malcolm Forbes’s (R.I.P.) new Highlander—another way of saying that you can’t buy higher-priced advice on higher-priced interior decoration. Granted, that’s not the same thing as saying that Bannenburgiana are for all people the optimal utilization of a ship’s cubic potential. I last took a Jacuzzi (as it happens) an hour or so before writing these words—had a hot bath right here where I live—which proves that I am a practitioner, not unacquainted with or hostile to sybaritic way stations. It doesn’t follow that I would devote one fiftieth of the area on a boat to that particular diversion. For instance, I’d rather have an electric organ—I had an upright piano aboard my schooner Cyrano. The point of course is that there are true luxury boats, and in the days ahead, in some circumstances, we would be experiencing the ineffaceable difference.

I would never undertake to cross the Atlantic Ocean on a Broward, though it can be done, with careful forethought. I thought back to one of my favorite passages from one of my favorite books. It is a captivating line in The One Hundred Dollar Misunderstanding, by Robert Gover, a novel that thirty years earlier was the season’s rage. The author’s clever formula was to alternate diary entries kept simultaneously during a tryst between a smug twenty-year-old Ivy League college senior and an eighteen-year-old black hooker with whom the Ivy Leaguer was spending a one-hundred-dollar weekend. The book’s sheer joy lies in her hour-by-hour outwitting of the young pomposo, who on Sunday morning explodes in his diary: “Sometimes I wonder just how all this could happen to a bright, white, Protestant college senior like I.” Beautiful!

Most sea people who grow up on sailboats are instinctively suspicious about power boating. The provenance of my trip had been a blend of curiosity and opportunism. I was curious to have the experience of life on board a powerboat, two years after sailing across the Pacific on Sealestial, occupying this little cabin. And the venture was opportunistic inasmuch as the ride wasn’t costing me anything: the Broward had in any case to travel north, where its owner cruises during the summer months. The ingenious and thoughtful broker, a friend of long standing, thought to advertise the Broward’s availability as a charter boat in my magazine, thereby accumulating credit points for a trade-off. Which is how come a sixty-one-year-old bright, white, Catholic college graduate like I found myself, that evening in mid-May, ushered into a master stateroom either one of whose two Jacuzzis would have consumed more space than my present cabin. But when I got up from my reverie, I was happy to be here—on the Sealestial, a lovely sailing ketch. I’d have another Jacuzzi when I got home. When I got home? Thirty days, 4400 miles.

I said good night to the hardworking crew and technicians and told the captain that if he needed me I would be in my room at the hotel, to which I repaired now, resolved to do an evening’s paper work and to be prepared, after a night’s rest, for the arrival of Dick, Van, Danny, Christopher, and Tony. I spent a long evening dictating answers to overdue correspondence. My anxiety to get my work done was fueled by a mounting sense of excitement, what Ishmael describes in Moby-Dick, when he knows that the time has come to go back to sea.
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