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Foreword

I ought to hate this book, but I can’t. I realize this is an odd note on which to begin a foreword, so let me explain:


Forty-odd years ago, I was at work on my first book. It was not going well. In fact, it was going so un-well that I wanted to hurl myself out the window. In the midst of my misery, the phone rang. It was the ship-to-shore operator (remember them?), conveying a call from my father, aboard a cruise ship somewhere off Tierra del Fuego. I was patched through.


“Christo!”


“Pup! Is everything… okay?” Calls like this were rare in those days and often conveyed bad news.


“Guess what?”


“What?”


“I finished my book!”


That book is the one in your hands. My father had boarded the cruise ship twelve days earlier, intending to start writing it. He had now not only started it but finished it in under two weeks. During that same period, I had written maybe ten pages of my book, every one of which would eventually be rewritten. Again, and again, and–well, you get the picture. I was emptying my wastebasket every few hours.


Now do you see why I should hate Atlantic High?


But I don’t, for two reasons: 1) I adored my father, and 2) I’ve just reread it, and it really is a terrific book.


“Pup”–known to the world as William F. Buckley, Jr.–was an avid sailor. In addition to scores of shorter voyages, he crossed the Atlantic three times and the Pacific once. Atlantic High was the second of a quartet of books about those adventures, and the only one I wasn’t aboard. I was on a tramp freighter in a storm-crossed North Sea, researching my first book, the one that would give me a devil of a time. My book turned out okay in the end, but rereading Atlantic High makes me wish yet again I’d been aboard with Pup and his crew.


My dear old dad experienced many “highs” during his storied life. He was married for fifty-seven years to a beautiful and uniquely dazzling woman; wrote 57 books; taped 1,500 episodes of “Firing Line”; wrote more than 6,000 syndicated newspaper columns as well as innumerable articles and essays; influenced the course of American politics; knew everyone; played a mean Bach and Scarlatti on piano and harpsichord; and was honored by his country with a Presidential Medal of Freedom. He pretty much did it all. But among these peak experiences, I venture that he was never happier–higher, in the present context–than when aboard a sailboat. And as I think you’ll agree after reading Atlantic High, he was never more entertaining as a raconteur than when writing about his times at sea.


This book–like its companion volumes Airborne, Racing Through Paradise, and Windfall–isn’t just about the trip. WFB’s sailing books are anecdote-rich environments. Open to a random page and you’ll find him at dinner in Switzerland, ribbing Charlie Chaplin for not having paid U.S. income taxes, while my mortified mother furiously kicks him under the table. After dinner, “Oona [Mrs. Chaplin] said to her, ‘Mrs. Buckley, you mustn’t mind. Don’t kick your husband. I’ve been kicking mine for thirty years, and it simply doesn’t work.”


Open to another page and you’ll find the Spanish ambassador to the United States asking him to hide the King of Spain at our house in Connecticut, away from the media. Elsewhere, you’ll find WFB in the green room of The Tonight Show Starring Johnny Carson, sitting with Vincent Price as they watch overserved guest-host Orson Welles “lay the biggest egg in the history of television.”


A number of pages are devoted to his great passion, celestial navigation. Over the years, countless people have told me that WFB’s writings on celestial navigation were the key that finally unlocked this ancient science for them.


There are passages about, well, everything, from what he expects heaven (his current address, I have no doubt) to look like, to epiphanies such as this one, on the deceptiveness of supposedly imminent landfall:


“The very first thing you learn from ocean cruising is that when you spot a major light at landfall time, you are still hours away from your destination. The second thing you learn from ocean cruising is that you have forgotten the first thing you learned. Year after year, decade after decade, I find myself bounding like a child toward Santa Claus on first spotting a light, grabbing the helm. Characteristically it is about six hours later that I leave it.”


And this, on the elation that sets in after fighting it out with a gale in the middle of the ocean:


“It is hard to describe the joy that comes to a sailor, when after a particularly long blast, the weather clears. I swear, it’s like V-J Day. You just want to go out and be happy.”


Be prepared to get out your dictionary. This is a William F. Buckley, Jr. book. You’ll encounter, among other words and phrasings, “elocutionary demisemiquaver,” “viridian blue,” “enthymeme,” “oxymoronization,” “autarkic,” and “paripassu.” And “voluptuarian.”


His sesquipedalian vocabulary was not an affectation. He really did speak like this, and if it took some catching-up on your part, you ended up smarter. People would tease Pup about his (voluptuarian) use of the English language. Why do you use such fancy words? To which he would reply, patiently, reasonably: These words exist. They’re in the dictionary. I don’t make them up. Why not use them? Would you tell a pianist not to use complex chords? Or tell a painter to use only primary colors?


I’ll leave you to embark aboard seventy-one-foot ketch Sealestial, with WFB at the helm. You’re in for a lively Atlantic crossing. But before I cast you off, let me tell you about the scrimshaw.


After the trip, Pup’s companions wanted to thank him with a fitting gift. They sought my guidance. Would he like a sextant? Nooo! He has more sextants than Admiral Nelson had. At the time, I was living on Nantucket, once the capital of America’s whaling industry, and conceived the notion of commemorating their trip with a custom piece of scrimshaw. I sought out a scrimshander. (I’m not trying to show off my vocabulary. A scrimshander–lovely word–is someone who creates scrimshaw out of ivory, often depicting whale boats being smashed to pieces by a legitimately pissed-off leviathan.)


Nantucket is a scrimshander-rich environment, and in due course, I found my man. I’ve long since forgotten his name, but he was right out of central casting. He could have passed for a member of the Pequod’s crew, along with Ishmael and Queegqueg: long-haired, rangy, inky fingers, English accent, and puckish sense of humor. He spent most of his time seeking “teeth” (his generic term for whale ivory) that were legal by virtue of having been imported into the United States prior to the federal ban on ivory.


After weeks of looking, he gleefully reported that he’d found the ideal tooth on which to etch WFB and company’s voyage from St. Thomas to Bermuda, the Azores, and Gibraltar. He was especially tickled that they had come upon a carcass of a whale in mid-ocean, providing an all-you-can-eat buffet for the local shark population. A month later he delivered the tooth, a splendid piece of work, beautifully rendered in the drawing by the artist George Thompson.


When Pup died, I repossessed the memento and displayed it in our living room. Every time my eyes lit upon it, it tugged at my heart. Alas, one night a burglar made his way into the house while we slept, and made off with it, along with other cherished keep-sakes that probably fetched the scoundrel an aggregate fifty bucks from his fence. I spent a month surveilling eBay and other sites but never found it. It’s out there, somewhere. If you chance across it, kindly alert the FBI or donate it to a seaport museum.


Meanwhile, enjoy Atlantic High, which may leave you, as it does me, wishing that you’d been aboard.


– Christopher Buckley
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The most marvelous thing that happened to boats and boat life in 1981 was the publication of “Sailing (sā’ling): 1. n. the fine art of getting wet and becoming ill while slowly going nowhere at great expense.” This “dictionary for landlubbers, old salts, and armchair drifters” was written and illustrated by Henry Beard and Roy McKie, and published by the Workman Publishing Company in New York. Here and there I cite Beard-McKie aperçus, with subversive admiration.









In sailing there is a term called “lift” which is both technical and poetic at once. It describes the moment of acceleration in a sailboat–the moment when the sails harden against the wind forcing the keel sideways against the water, and the boat begins to slide forward, faster and faster, until you can suddenly feel what William Buckley meant by the title of his sailing book Airborne. How something moving so slowly–about the pace of a moderate jog–can impart such exhilaration in this moment is probably unanswerable. Hang glidifig, dropping in a parachute, doing barrel rolls in a light airplane–the thrills are easy to understand. But at seven miles an hour the moment of lift in a sailboat is just as much a leap off the earth.


Airborne.


From “Setting Sail”
By Tony Chamberlain
Boston Globe, July 20, 1979
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Prologue

It was 11:30 at night and I was sprawled in the recesses of an armchair, in the living room of the hotel suite, doing a little listless reading, a glass of vodka and grapefruit juice at hand (the ingredients are packed by my wife when I tour); heavy with the fatigue that always hits after your hosts have finally returned you to your quarters–after the reception–after the question period–after the speech–after the dinner: a fatigue to which you don’t want instantly to surrender by sleeping, because the sweetness of decompression is too keen. You are alone! You aren’t talking! You will be able to sleep seven hours, before rising to go on to the airport for the next engagement. The telephone rang.


“This is Christopher. Christopher Little. Gee I’m terribly sorry to ring you so late–”


Christopher regularly apologizes when he calls, as if his presence were somehow burdensome. In fact it brings pleasure.


“Apologize to me?” I said. “God,” I looked at my watch, “it’s two-thirty in New York! You are in New York?”


‘Yeah. I know. But the editors of People are going wild. They want just one line from you–there isn’t room for more than one line–on why you did it again.”


“Did what again?”


“Sail across the Atlantic.”


“What do they have surrounding the blank line?”


“Shall I read you the whole thing?”


“Shoot.”


“The big headline says, ‘WILLIAM F. BUCKLEY, JR. BRAVES THE HIGH SEAS, IN HIS FASHION, WITH CHAMPAGNE & SCARLATTI.’”


I groaned, but not noisily–and anyway, it was largely my fault. Nobody made me mention champagne or Scarlatti.


“Then they have the lead, in italics. It says: ‘William F. Buckley, Jr., $4, is well-known as a conservative (TV’s u Firing Line”) and best-selling author (Who’s On First). His reputation as an adventurer is less appreciated. Last month he set out from the Caribbean island of St. Thomas to sail the Atlantic with four friends, four paid crew members and one intrepid photographer, Christopher Little–”


“Who said you were intrepid?”


He laughed. Christopher laughs like a shy teenager, at once appreciative and self-efϊacing. “You did, in the story.”


“Okay. Go ahead.”


“‘–aboard the 71-foot ketch Sealestial. It was Buckley’s second such crossing; the first was the subject of his 1976 book, Airborne. Why would he try it again?’– that’s where they need the line.”


“What comes after the missing line?”


“‘After 30 days at sea the Sealestial landed in Marbella early this month. Before beginning a book about the voyage– Atlantic High, to be published by Doubleday next year, with photographs by Little–Buckley wrote this account of the trip for People.’” Christopher paused. “That’s it.”


“Say: ‘Buckley answered, “The wedding night is never enough”’”


Christopher laughed. But he’d have laughed if I had said, “‘Buckley answered, “Toasted Suzy is my ice cream.’”” Christopher is that appreciative, but it pays to remember that he maintains very high standards. He is too nice to kill anyone; that apart, he is the kind of person about whom you would say, “Christopher Little would kill to get a good picture.” It would have been totally accurate to say that Christopher Little damn-near killed himself to get some of the pictures he took. So I asked, cautiously, with that inflection of genuine curiosity necessary so that you don’t give the impression you are asking for praise, “Do you think it’s okay?”


“Yeah,” said Christopher. Then there was that little social maneuver by which one treads cautiously away from any suggestion of sycophancy. “I think they’ll like it.”


Of the six (all told) who shared the whole or a part of the passage, I knew Christopher least well. I had set out to get a professional photographer, and he came to mind. His father and my brother had been classmates at Yale, colleagues at the Yale Daily News, and lifelong friends. But my first meeting with Christopher had been professional. He was assigned by Time magazine to photograph me in connection with the publication of one of my books. I found him charming, obviously intelligent, easily amused, handsome like his Danish mother. When his father Stuart W. (Stu has only the single affectation that he insists on the use of his middle initial) wrote a book about Joseph Papp, I was invited to the book party at the apartment of the Littles. There I had a chance to chat with Christopher and observe him in relaxation. Then there was yet another professional photography session, in what connection I don’t remember.


I called my brother’s charming and indiscreet daughter and told her I was looking for a photographer, but that since said photographer would be a member of my party, he had to be just right, because you don’t set out across the sea to eat ninety consecutive meals across the table from someone who isn’t exactly right. Priscilla, who had known Christopher since childhood, said he was splendid in every way. But Priscilla is only twenty-three years old, so (uncharacteristically) I decided to be a little more thorough, and called Christopher to ask if he would come around, as I wanted to talk to him about something.


The meeting was at my apartment on Seventy-third Street. Christopher was instantly disarming. “Look, Mr. Buckley [he said], I have to level with you. Priscilla confided to me over the phone what this is all about. I went out ten minutes later and found a copy of your book Airborne. I finished it at five this morning. I’ve always wanted to cross the ocean. I want to go on this trip, desperately. I will take the best pictures you ever saw.”


I took the precaution of asking him for a portfolio of pictures and, during the weekend, I and Pat (wife) and son (also Christopher) viewed them, and were much taken by them, as I had been by him. The subject of remuneration came up and I asked him to let me know what his fee would be. As so often happens in tender social situations, the subject of money gets picked up like a dead mouse, the breath held until the creature is dropped in the garbage. Weeks went by, and three times I had to press him. “After equal amounts of thought and procrastination,” he finally replied by mail, “I’ve arrived at some figures which seem to make sense.” I was greatly disconcerted, not to say astonished, at learning that he intended to shoot a total of 270 rolls of film, or 9,720 pictures. I replied, “I now wish your letter had been delayed even further…. I find the figures too high, but it grieves me terribly to argue with you (or anybody) about money…. I’d be sullen, but not mutinous, with a total bill, including expenses, of [I gave a figure]; but I would be extremely unhappy if you were unhappy…. What shall we do?” To which he replied, “We are in complete accord on at least two points–our enthusiasm for this grand project and our aversion to arguments about money. I accept your counteroffer without a trace of rancor. I hope this letter resolves our business and leaves us free to enjoy a venture which, frankly, is the most exciting single project of my career.” Was ever a partnership better launched? Only the champagne was missing, but there would be time for that….


“How’s everything else?” I asked on the phone.


“Great. When are you getting back?”


“Friday.”


“The magazine will be out Monday. I might have a copy for you on Sunday.”


“Terrific.”


“Thanks again. Sorry about the hour. But that’s the way they work down here at deadline time.”


We said good night. I thought, How quickly conventional habits are resumed. At eleven-thirty at night during the preceding month, far from being asleep, I was on watch duty. That was my one great big perk. I always took the watch from 8 P.M. to midnight, the dream watch. To be sure that’s when, as navigator, I’d work out the star sights. But it meant yoμ could sleep the night through, barring a difficulty the watch captain didn’t want to take responsibility for: I was the captain, and always on call. Eating supper at seven tends to leave you undisposed for sleep at eight, though the two crew members (one chief and one Indian as we called them) who had the watch from midnight to 4 A.M. usually were asleep, if not by eight, by nine or a little later, unless their spirits and stamina were especially high–there were even nights when the midnight watch slept not at all before going on duty, electing instead to read in the saloon, or play a little poker. Much depended on how greatly they had exerted themselves during the day.


The duty roster, by sailboat standards, was close to hedonistic: four hours on, eight hours off. The roster was systematically interrupted, in order to effect social rotation. To arrange this may strike you as easy, but that is only if you fail to reflect that chiefs and Indians are not interchangeable parts. There must be one chief on watch, which meant me, or Reggie (we’ve sailed together twenty-five years) or Danny, who is a chief though only in his late twenties, like Christopher (Christopher is an Indian because although he has sailed, he is not in Danny’s league, Danny having for four years skippered my yawl, taking out charter parties, and sailed and raced with me since he was thirteen). Van is an Indian, even though he is my age and has sailed with me practically since our college days together. There is something about Van, who is omnicompetent as a banker, and as a human being, that resists that incremental effort to dominate the art sufficient to earn a chief’s star; and besides, he would laugh right through the graduation ceremony, causing shambles. Although Tony is younger even than Christopher and Danny, he is a chief, having spent most of the two years after he finished Harvard racing sailboats, including a transatlantic race. He is a seasick chief the first day or two of any leg, but shrewd, and sound of judgment, quiet-spoken, happier at the helm when it is winding up and the waves have hit their stride, even than when eating, though it’s close.


So then, why do it again? I had given the People people a flip reply, but the metaphor is not inept. Sailing satisfies, for some people, a certain quiet lust. Sailing across the Atlantic is both an elemental and a social experience. There are those who like to do it alone, even as there are mountain climbers who want to do it alone. I admire them, but disdain that masturbatory lust–you plus the sea plus the vessel are less than you plus the sea plus the vessel plus one or more companions. At one point during the crossing Danny evidently felt he had to say it, and did so even to an inanimate logbook: “This is one hell of a sleigh ride, Santa. Speed io. 15. Winds nonjú gusting to 4.5 knots!” Would Danny have felt the same satisfaction if he had had only the logbook to speak to? Since first setting down my thoughts on the matter I have read Philip Weld’s enthralling book Moxie, an account of his singlehanded race from Plymouth to Newport (a coincidence: our passages were simultaneous) in which among other things he condescended to set a world speed record for single-handed Atlantic crossings. He is so persuasive on the distinctive pleasures of a solitary passage that he very nearly takes you into his net….


But then I return to my log, and read Tony’s entry when risen at 4 A.M. to relieve the predecessor watch.


“Very cold and wet. Reg and Christopher somewhat happy and extremely exhilarated.”


An experienced logbook reader, who is also an experienced friend of the principals, will know that that entry suggests ever so lightly that the oncoming chief detected, in the watch he was relieving, both natural, and synthetic, stimulants to the spirit.


How to substitute for such exchanges? It is required that you have aboard companions who take, and give, pleasure from refractions of every kind. Without them we lose what the social scientists so regrettably term the “interfaces.” My conviction–though, after reading Philip Weld, no longer dogmatically pronounced–is that the entirety of the experience grows out of the sea and the shared experience, the operative word here being “shared.” Because, without my companions, it would not have been possible to say that when, finally, after twenty-eight days, we tied in to the slip at Marbella at midnight, I knew what (usually set in other contexts) goes by the name of the repose of the soul.








Book One
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Owning boats is costly in a second sense of the word. You can’t rusticate them–as you might, say, an atelier. I have a little such studio, and when I reach Switzerland I am fifteen minutes separated from cruising speed rpm. The paints are all there, the dust on the canvases can be made to disappear in seconds. The brushes, cleaned, are good again this year and will be, a dozen years down the line. (My painting companion in Switzerland is David Niven, and today he uses the identical brushes he bought in Hollywood before the Second World War. When he told me this he rejected my flattering suggestion that perhaps they really dated back to when he had gone ’round the world in eighty days.) Everything, put simply, is just sitting there–canvases, turpentine, linseed oil, easels, sketch pads.

Boats require constant tending. I speak now of wooden boats and steel boats, not having experienced the others, though I flatly doubt the chimera of the “maintenance-free boat” even if you stick one in hermetically sealed glass. (Beard-McKie–“Outfitting: Series of maintenance tasks performed on boats ashore during good-weather weekends in spring and summer months to make them ready for winter storage.”)

Foremost to worry about when owning a boat ready to go to sea is, of course, the expense. But if you seek to mitigate this burden by chartering out your boat, administrative burdens are added to economic burdens. A week seldom goes by without a problem of personnel; or another requiring a decision whether to replace this or that piece of equipment, revise that insurance policy, accept a charter that wishes to leave the boat in Haiti…. Was it worth it all?

I resolved, the summer after sailing my Cyrano to Spain (on an unforgettable cruise), to probe whether the same spirit that had taken us airborne across the Atlantic could be recaptured. So I reassembled most of the crew. This time I would take her to Mexico. During that trip I decided that on its completion I would experiment with a crewless boat. I would cut expenses by paying a splendid Cuban-American carpenter, who had done work on the boat in preparation for its transatlantic adventure, to spend a half day per week aboard, running the motor, turning on the lights, doing a little varnishing–that sort of thing. I would stop offering the boat for charter on a daily, weekend, or weekly basis, as I had been doing for nine years. That had required maintaining full-time a captain, cook, mate and steward. I would offer it fully staffed, but only for charters of ninety-day duration or longer. I talked to Reggie about it during the Mexican trip. We would see.

I kept a brief journal of that cruise.

There is something especially alluring in sailing to a foreign country. But no foreign country is finally exotic if its natives speak English: Thus a trip to Bras d’Or Lake in Cape Breton, though there is much to be said for it, is not quite the same thing as it would be if M. Lévesque and his Parti Québécois practiced a little irredentism and recaptured Fort Louisburg. One of the charms of the Leeward Islands is the need to accommodate to a different language virtually every time you throw out your anchor. Sailing to Europe meets all the tests, but is something of an enterprise. Sailing to Yucatan is less than a transatlantic labor. Indeed, Miami-Yucatan is less than Newport-Bermuda. But you achieve the feeling of having slipped away to a remote and thoroughly foreign country, and as a matter of fact you have.

When you dwell on the distance between the Dry Tortugas (the final U.S. departure point) and Mujeres Island (the nearest Mexican point of land)–290 miles–you need to fight the feeling that your outing has been on the order of driving from San Diego to Tijuana. It is more than that for several reasons. Not the least of these is that lying in wait for you if your attention flags, just a few miles to the south, for over one half the distance, is the dragon Fafnir, guarding the forbidden treasures of Cuba. How far offshore from Cuba, I asked my friendly patron at the State Department, must I stay?

“They assert three miles of territorial sovereignty, and twelve for customs,” I was told; but it does not do to tease them in the matter, as Lloyd Bucher, commanding the Pueblo, did the North Koreans. On no account slip past the twelve-mile limit.

“What happens if you do?”

There’s the rub. Anything can happen. One day a little Cuban coast guard vessel will politely usher you back out of Gulag waters. But another day the same vessel will take you to port, seize your boat, and submit you to a large dose of the People’s Hospitality, for days, maybe even weeks, depending on the temperature of international relations and the caprice of the Maximum Caudillo. The mere presence of Castro over one hundred miles or so of coastline is bracing, in the morbid sense that the Berlin Wall is bracing.

Although determined that on setting out from Miami aboard my beloved Cyrano the ship would be totally equipped for the journey, foreknowledge that we would be passing by Key West encouraged a kind of nonchalance inappropriate to the preceding excursion one year earlier when the identical crew, save one substitute, set out from Miami bound for Marbella in Spain. This time we knew, subconsciously, that any egregious act of neglect could be corrected ninety miles down the road. I had my ritual bout with technology, which struts its imperfections with special flair aboard Cyrano. This year it was the single side-band radiotele-phone. This wonderful machine we had used with extravagant delight going across the Atlantic. But no sooner had the vessel returned than the telephone company announced a new rate structure. The rate had been a dollar or two per call plus the local rate, so that a casual phone call from, say, Longitude 25° to Longitude 75° was something of a bargain. No more. The item escaped our attention until, after our Christmas cruise, the telephone bill came in, which I returned to the phone company with a cheerful note suggesting they oil their computers and send us a fresh bill.

The awful news transpired by return mail. The rate is now a flat five dollars per minute, and that’s how much it is even if you are only just out of reach of the VHF channel, say thirty miles out of Miami. Hardly the way to encourage the diffuser graces of rhetoric. I put in a call to the vice president of AT&T in charge of extortion, and was dismayed to learn that the new rate schedule had indeed been approved by the FCC, upon presentation of the financial records that documented the loss sustained by the company on its high-seas operations. Moreover, said the telephone company official icily, the ocean telephone business is not a government-protected monopoly. Anyone can get into the act, and in fact a station in New Orleans, WLO, has set up an antenna, and we were welcome to hire its facilities if we wanted to, and found them cheaper. Accordingly, I had given instructions to install a WLO crystal.

By the time we finally told the technicians (there were two) who had fussed over the installation for four hours, “Never mind, please just let us begin our trip,” they had mutilated our beautiful telephone, so that a) the emergency antenna would not transmit on the crystal that goes to the Coast Guard, b) five of the crystals never worked again, and c) we never did raise WLO.

The other problem was the air conditioner. The heat in Miami in early June can be fearful, and in 1976 was. Cyrano’s professional captain accosted the problem by the simple expedient of telling me that the air conditioner was working just fine, putting up his hand against the grille, where the milk-warm air dribbled out, and then withdrawing it sharply, as if taking care to guard against frostbite.

A word on the subject: A passage to Yucatan in June is a passage into the hottest latitude on earth, and if you are disinclined to suffer from oppressive heat, you should either not go in that season, or else you should equip your boat with air conditioning–which isn’t that expensive these days. The idea of an air-conditioned sailboat, I judge from published comments about my previous book, Airborne, strikes some as indefensibly ostentatious or effete, raising the question: Why? Protection against the weather is, after food, the most elementary biological need. It is as perplexing to me that a sailor intending to spend time in the tropics should not wish to air-condition his boat as it would be should he not desire his boat to be leakproof. Sure, the generator presents a problem; but so does one’s preference for a boat that doesn’t sink. It is one thing to say that a particular sailboat is designed in such a way as to make it impossible to adapt it to air conditioning: that is good, plain, responsible talk, to which the good, plain, responsible reply is: Don’t sail in that sailboat to Yucatan, especially not in June of 1976.

One day, diligent in my pursuit of navigational precision in order to keep a safe distance from the Cuban shore, I brandished the sextant for the noon sight and found myself contorting my body in order to keep the sun on the horizon. I looked reproachfully in the direction of my son at the helm, expecting to see him chatting away while the boat (we were under power, no wind) did lazy figure eights. But he was grimly engaged in keeping his course, and I found myself examining my sextant, wondering why the sun was executing circles around the horizon mirror. That is the generic reflex, like kicking your television set when my friend Howard Cosell gets out of hand. But my eyes suddenly focused on the altitude registered on my sextant and calculated it was ninety degrees! I looked at the almanac and, indeed, the sun at that moment was –directly overhead! Since there was no wind, and the humidity, not unexpectedly, was high, we could lay claim, however fleetingly, to being located on the hottest latitude on earth at the hottest moment of the day. I went below, closed the hatch, turned on the air conditioner, and recorded the event.

The passage from Miami to Key West is insufficiently celebrated. It is the ideal way to prepare for an ocean voyage. What you have is about ninety miles of water protected from the ocean by a string of shoals and beaches, assuring you lakelike security from swells and waves–but a stretch of water open enough to receive the full stimulus of the wind. Since going down Hawk Channel (as they call it) the course sets off to the south, then eases off toward the west-southwest like a slow golf slice, you are nicely situated when the wind blows from the east, first to proceed close-hauled, then gradually to relax the sails. It is a dream sail, permitting you to stop anywhere, throw out the anchor, and declare this your own private, landlocked sanctuary.

We left Miami at 11:30, ran aground smack in the middle of Stiltsville Channel at 12:15, called the Coast Guard at 12:16, which appeared (most obligingly as always) at 12:30, in a large whaler under the command of a bright and energetic young man who, however, was visibly embarrassed inasmuch as, after attending to our needs, he had to call the Coast Guard himself a) on our radio, because his didn’t work, to report b) that his motor now didn’t work. We kept him company until a mother ship arrived.

There were no other problems, but when two days later we weighed anchor to pull out of Key West, we got no farther than 100 yards when a furious rain squall broke over us, cutting visibility to zero. We quickly dropped anchor and waited the forty-five minutes until it passed. Then, preparing once again to pull away, we were arrested by an electric bullhorn from a police car on shore calling my name–was “Mr. William Buckley” aboard? An emergency telephone call! A dramatic political interruption! At the pay station I learned that Ronald Reagan, running hard against Gerald Ford for the Republican nomination, had in the preceding twenty-four hours been made to sound as if he proposed to send the Marines to Angola and Rhodesia. An expert on the Rhodesian situation, a friend who gave my name, had proffered his aid. Question: Is he an okay guy? Yes, I said to Reagan’s aide, cleverly concealing that what was on my mind (it is ever so at sea) was not civil war in Rhodesia, but: Would there be a succession of squalls during the night?

Negative. And so we slipped out of Key West, and up the northwest channel toward the departure point for Dry Tortugas, the air conditioner in perfect working order, the crew flaunting its sea legs, the sky turned prussian blue. We dropped the anchor and cooked dinner, the stars coming out, a profusion of diamonds on a jeweler’s velvet, and a fresh wind came down from the northeast. At ten we set out for Dry Tortugas, due west sixty miles, the spinnaker up, coming in at dawn to the gloomy, isolated fort, most famous for having infamously detained the wretched Doctor Mudd to whose house, craving medical attention, the crippled, anonymous assassin hobbled haphazardly a few hours after firing a bullet into the head of Abraham Lincoln.

From Dry Tortugas to Mujeres Island on the northeast of the Yucatan Peninsula the distance is, as I say, only 290 miles, the course 226 degrees. But in order to pursue this route, it would be required that you head directly into the Gulf Stream, which races up the Yucatan Channel and eases northeast, swirling around Cape San Antonio at the western tip of Cuba. Accordingly, it is advisable to cut your losses and sail south, say toward Bahia Honda, ioo miles away. From there to Mujeres Island it is about 220 miles, so that you have gone thirty miles out of your way but you avoid (at seven knots) a set (that is, a geographical slide) of as much as 100 miles. It is unfortunate that the winds are characteristically from the northeast so that you can’t even count, as a reward, on gliding home after working your way there; indeed, on the return passage Cyrano had miserable northeasterlies, with squalls and winds up to fifty miles an hour, heavy rains, and entirely too much togetherness with supertankers coming down in the opposite direction.
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Twenty-three hours after sailing our leisurely way from Tortugas, we descried the mountain tops of the western Sierra range. During the day we groped against the current in a windless overcast, straining by a radar that worked only intermittently to define the Cuban coastline. That night, still without wind, the radar suddenly elected to work brilliantly, and I put Cyrano on autopilot and, with my son, went forward into the huge, sybaritic cockpit and lay back on the settee that sprawls over half the area when the dining table is down, the autopilot controls in my hand.

Outside it continued to drizzle. Inside it was dry, the radar blipping the little clusters of rain squalls, and with the autopilot we did what we could to maneuver around them, like a jet pilot operating in extreme slow motion, at 1/100th a jet’s speed. Occasionally, responding to the pressure of my thumb, the boat would turn left provocatively toward Cuba, and we would watch the radials studiously; just before hitting twelve miles, with a switch of pressure the boat would turn east, even as the jaws of Castro’s radar, in our fantasy and perhaps in fact, were readying to close down on us. A few hours of that and we slipped away from the dreary Cuban coast and trudged in lifeless water across the Yucatan Channel. Whenever gloom began to set in, I would console myself by reflecting how acutely unhappy I’d have been if it had been a race and we were forced to wallow in such a current during that long, dull, windless day.

Just after midnight Reggie came up triumphantly from his solitary confinement next to the Loran, at whose side he had imposed on himself a sentence to sit until the Loran yielded one coherent reading. (A Loran is designed to tell you, by radio triangulation, where you are.) This reading was quickly validated when we discerned lights, first the flashing white off Contoy, then the Cancún light. Between them lies Mujeres Island, where we docked at eight in the morning after one of those endless approaches to which this sailor will never become accustomed (you see the light, and expect within an hour to arrive at its source–which may be four hours away, given wind and current). The delay presaged the world of mañana. We were definitely in Mexico.

Mujeres is a Mexican version of one of the Greek islands. There is a combination of bustle and indolence. We were perfectly introduced to the bureaucracy when the customs officer asked for a form apparently procurable from U.S. Customs, notifying foreign governments that a U.S. vessel is leaving home waters without stigma. In the absence of this form, Immigration announced, we would be fined eighty dollars. This elicited a gasp of indignation–which, one gathers, is a typical reaction because the official retreat was instantaneous. In lieu of paying eighty dollars we might type out, in quadruplicate, the name and document number of the vessel, the names and home addresses of everyone on board, and a flight plan of sorts–where in Mexican waters we intended to sail. A half hour later I had done this on my little portable, and Danny, age twenty-five, had taken it to Immigration and in due course returned to say that I would need to re-execute the form, in a specified format–the surnames of the crew must appear in CAPITAL LETTERS. So I fished back out the three sheets of carbon paper and began again, painstakingly. I sent Danny with the freshly typed forms, and in twenty minutes he was back again. I would need to type them yet again, this time omitting the names of any Mexican ports save the port immediately after Mujeres.

A year earlier, at an aerie in Switzerland, I had been introduced to the Honorable Miguel Aleman, former President of Mexico. We conversed in Spanish, and he asked how was it I knew the language. I replied that among other things I had once lived in Mexico. “When?” he asked. Why, while he was president.

“You don’t mean it!”

“Yes, 1951.”

“What were you doing in Mexico?”

Well, I was in the CIA, and my boss was Howard Hunt…. I have had extensive experiences in Mexico, and have learned that the moment comes when you have to call a halt. So I accompanied Dan to Customs, and said that rather than complete their forms in quadruplicate one more time I would simply leave Mexico there and then, return to the United States, and perhaps write about my experiences. An urbane native, sitting on a chair to one side of the inspector, commented that Americans were hardly in a position to complain about immigration and customs formalities, given that he had once spent seven hours in detention in Miami pending the validation of his papers. I told him I thought that regrettable, and refrained from suggesting that there is more contraband traveling into the United States from Mexico than in the other direction, and the tension broke when the inspector said, Well, he would probably be fined for his permissiveness, but I was free to go my way; he would accept my forms, but of course I now had to present my clearance to Immigration. Where was that? At the airport. Thither we went, the rest of the crew having gone off to a restaurant for lunch.

At Immigration we reported to the designated window, at one side of which hung a large government poster with the words En Mexico creemos en el valor de una sonrisa. Séamos amahles con los turistas. (In Mexico we believe in the value of a smile. Let’s be pleasant to the tourists.) The problem was that no one was there to be pleasant to us. But, in due course, someone arrived, stamped one copy of our form for us, one for himself–forms no one would ever again consult–and we went off to a prettily situated but pretentious French beach restaurant, where we ate a hugely expensive, utterly forgettable lunch under a thatched roof on the beach, looking out over the Yucatan Channel.

The waters around Mujeres Island are brilliantly blue. To the south, the new resort of Cancún is opening up, with its Atlantic City-sized beach. We spent most of the day trying to diagnose our generator’s problems: It had blown a head gasket. We resolved, rather than expose ourselves to the vagaries of local labor, to persuade our mechanic in Miami to take the hour-and-a-half flight to Cozumel. When he arrived he told us we were lucky indeed he was a friend of Cyrano’s, otherwise he would charge us what others would charge us for making the trip. His continence was revealed in his bill, in which he charged $18.50 per hour for three twelve-hour days. He arrived late in the afternoon of day one, and left in the morning of day three. Subsequently the generator needed overhauling. But we were hanging in there–just barely–as far as our air conditioner was concerned.

The night before leaving for Cozumel, we pulled out of the commercial dock at Mujeres and followed the shoreline to the north, searching out the lee, to drop anchor and have dinner. This we did opposite the Zazil Ha Hotel, and I do believe I never saw, anywhere–not in the Bahamas, not in the Antilles, not in Greece-such a feast of blues. As the sun went down the sky turned white, then mother-of-pearl. Off to one side was a shipwrecked shrimp boat. It caught the sun, and the rusty hull turned golden.

We ate the fish Reggie had caught late that afternoon, and then, with the cassette player beginning with Mozart and regressing to rock as the younger generation quietly asserted itself, we played poker. After our game Christopher and Danny took the dinghy into town, a diversion which, begun at 11 P.M., seemed barbarous enough. But when at 1:30 they returned and, instead of going to sleep, began a fresh game of cards, the captain, owner, and father of one of the delinquents announced huffily that if they were not wide awake at 8:30 A.M. we would eschew a visit to Cancún, where I knew they wanted to go. What sanctions does one have left, attempting to govern a twenty-three-year-old boy? Deprive him of a visit to Cancún! Pass the word along.

Cancún is not easily visited by boats drawing six feet. It has the air of an island not quite ready to receive the hordes of pleasure-seekers. Two days later, while we were on the island of Cozumel fifty miles to the south, Henry Kissinger, decompressing from a state visit with President Echeverrίa, stopped over at Cancún for the weekend, and apparently recovered quite nicely. It is a pity, after five years of Echeverrίa, that all of Mexico couldn’t have had a weekend at Cancún.

The passage to Cozumel was downwind, and we hoisted the gollywobbler for the occasion. The younger generation groans when the seizure comes on me and I order the gollywobbler hoisted. This is because raising that sail requires slightly more coordination than is easily accomplished by young men who suddenly find their hands unoccupied by a) a cigarette, and b) a bottle of beer: destroying their equilibrium.

In any event, the sail was splendid, and it was nice to reflect that we were gliding down the gold coast of the Mayans. We tacked downwind, carefree and gay, and a couple of hours after dark we approached Puerto Abrigo. This is done with trepidation, because so far as I know there is no proper chart of the island of Cozumel. And so, over a period of one hour, we glided north, and then south, attempting to find the telltale harbor channel lights. Finally we radioed the local coast guard and asked for instructions. These came in in very rapid Spanish (one assumes they had heard the request before), and the distances were given in terms of hotels. “Proceed four and a half hotels south, approach the shore, and you will see a green and red light.” There is ambiguity as to whether a particular building is a hotel or merely a brummagem profile of one. So, finally, we dispatched the whaler with the younger generation, with instructions please to find the channel entrance. They were equipped with the newest of Cyrano’s accessories, a walkie-talkie; and, mirabile dictu, it worked. In due course they beckoned us to the dimly advertised passage, which requires you to enter, and then quickly U-turn into the docking area. This, once found, was entirely satisfactory, equipped with power, water and fuel–and our impatient diesel mechanic, in from Miami, waiting to fix our generator so that we could face the tropics with equanimity.
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Cozumel would be the end of the line for most of us. I admire those who can combine cruising with sight-seeing. This requires not only a flexible schedule, but skill in adapting to two kinds of living simultaneously. I am, on land, a Stakhanovite sightseer, but I do this listlessly off a sailing boat, preferring perfunctory visits in the lands and islands I visit. We did poke about in Cozumel, but the archaeology is not particularly interesting. To visit Yucatan properly you would need to recross the strait and go inland, which Christopher and the return crew went on to do. We were satisfied to cruise about the island on motorbikes. If you do this, do not fail to stop for lunch at the Faro (the lighthouse) on the southwestern tip. There is an old couple with two or three little grandchildren. Their kitchen is inside a withered old tent where charcoal burns, and when the mood is upon them (at first they declined to prepare lunch for us), they will come up with fresh fish, and with the best tortillas and tacos I ever ate. The Faro is situated close to the Palancar reef, to which we sailed the next day, giving Danny and Christopher a couple of hours in what is reputedly as splendid a diving area as you can find in the Caribbean. I hadn’t yet experienced scuba diving. Unhappily, the day was sunless, so that the colors were gone, and when this happens underwater it is as if the sunset were rendered in black and white. In Cozumel there is nightlife (C and D reported); but, truth to tell, sailing to Cozumel is more interesting than visiting in Cozumel. The passage is the thing, surely, and the passage to Yucatan is worth making–indeed, it can be exhilarating. But be careful that you do not run into Cuba, or succumb to the heat. And come armed with the archaic form from Customs, U.S.A., and listen to the old sailors describe, from their wheelchairs, the difficulty in making out the harbor entrance of Cozumel.

When Cyrano got back to Miami, I put my plan into effect. Widely did I advertise my beautiful schooner’s availability for ninety-day charters. To this day I am stumped as to why I was unsuccessful. In Florida, in the wealthier ports of the inland waterway, primarily those that stretch north from Fort Lauderdale to Palm Beach, there must be a hundred thousand waterfront homes occupied by people who could have handled the tariff and would have got in return a perfect inland pleasure boat, for retired grandfather and grandmother to cruise (an experience unduplicatable, as far as I know) in the late afternoon and early evening during the Christmas season up and down the waterway, at rpm about 1,000–you cannot even hear the motor, and you are sitting in your wide, open, shaded, tranquil cockpit, parading like an electric canoe past forty miles of Macy’s windows. The gentry in those parts have an unadvertised convention of celebrating the spirit of Christmas with competitively ingenious lighting on their lawns, porches, chimneys. A million colored lights, in ten thousand configurations. It is enough to make children, and non-children, wild with delight. And then (my Cyrano brochures advertised) when the gamy generations came to visit, sons and grandchildren on vacation, the boat was ready to go. Go where? Well, actually, go anywhere. Certainly fifty miles across the Gulf Stream to Bimini, or to the enchanting Cat Cay. And east from there, a day and one half to Nassau, and down the Exuma chain; then back again, returning the vessel to the old folks, until they migrated in April, or whenever, back to Long Island, or Lake Forest, returning the boat to the owner.

Nobody, but nobody at all, elected to hire himself these delights; so my wife and I and friends did, a half dozen times during the ensuing two seasons. But then the day came when our treasurer, Mrs. Flynn, asked me for–yet more money. There was nothing coming in, she reminded me. By chance I had just finished commissioning a major overhaul, directed primarily at getting Cyrano’s eccentric electrical system into absolutely reliable order, and endowing her with cold plates that permit you, after only one or two hours’ service of the generator, to keep things ice cold all day long. Supervising the operation was a young man of great experience who had served as a professional boat captain. It was while he had the boat in Savannah, where the work was being done under his supervision, that I made the decision that has been made by thousands of grown-up men, backed into stoicism. The only way to go was fast, and so I called a broker. In two weeks he had a likely buyer, a gentleman from El Paso, Texas, and San Diego, California.

Since it is one of my purposes in this book to share practical as well as idiosyncratic experiences, permit me the suggestion that when you sell your boat, if you are especially attached to it, you make it a rule to establish no social contact whatever with the buyer. In this case the buyer was instantly recognizable as the selfmade man–because he so proclaimed himself. You ask for X. The broker says that he has a buyer who is extremely interested, but is willing to pay only X minus Y. You think a while, measure pride and obstinacy against prudence and convenience and, depending on the mood, tilt one way or the other. On this occasion I was taken up with so many preoccupations extrinsic to sailing or haggling that I said, Okay, I’ll go with X minus Y; but remember, I get to keep the radiotelephone (value $5,000).

A few days later the purchaser is on the spot at the boatyard in Savannah, his surveyor poking his ice pick into my Cyrano’s bottom to confirm what I had always known, that no sounder ship had ever been crafted, and the broker advises me over the telephone to Connecticut that the purchaser insists on talking to me. Against my better judgment I take the phone. He is the preternatural bargainer, who cannot sleep at night unless, during the day, he has shaken someone’s resolution to his own commercial advantage. He had to have the radio, he argued, affecting bonhomie, and adducing coy reasons why the radio was of little use to me without a boat to put it in. I told him I retained a perfectly satisfactory yawl. The broker came back on the telephone. I came close to calling the whole thing off, but decided instead to do a little bargaining of my own, so I fired my aesthetic Big Bertha. You see, the saloon of Cyrano was lit by a soft shower of multicolored lights that refracted off three original oil paintings by Richard Grosvenor, from whose fingertips the roiling seas come as water from a faucet. The effect of the lighting was spectacular and moved a thousand people, over the years, to near speechlessness with pleasure. Okay, I said to the broker, tell him he can have the radio, but I get to keep the oil paintings. I felt as though I were offering him the Sistine Chapel without the ceiling. The broker warned that the buyer was a man of mercurial temper and mountain-hard resolution. I replied that he could have God or Mammon, but not both. Fifteen minutes later the telephone rang, and I cannot remember a moment of greater dismay. “He says sure you can have the paintings. He was going to take ’em out anyway, give them away, and put up some nice brass lamps.”
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