
1VIRGIN  ESCAPADE

In the early hours before dawn on November 5,
Larry and Diana Caillouet and two crew set sail
from Hampton, Virginia near the mouth of the
Chesapeake on their Virgin Escapade.  The Sailing
Vessel Escapade was hardly a virgin, her original
owner having sailed her around the world, and this
wasn’t our first voyage on her, having raced from
Newport, Rhode Island to Bermuda in June and
having spent a month sailing to Maine and back to
Annapolis in August, but this time we had a Virgin
destination, the Bitter End Yacht Club on Virgin
Gorda in the British Virgin Islands.  It was a voyage
of about 1300 nautical miles with no stops along the way, the longest nonstop voyage we have 
undertaken so far.

So how was it?  It was fun.  It was hard in some
ways.  It was frustrating at times.  And sometimes
it felt strangely familiar.  

The fun came from the sense of adventure, the risk
of the unknown, the challenge of a new
accomplishment, and the pure joy of sailing.  The
first challenge was crossing the Gulf Stream.  It can
be a monster or a playful puppy.  There is always a
stiff northward current in it, 2-4 knots, which
means that the longer you are in the Stream, the
further north it sets you from your intended course. 
We opted to cross it at a fairly narrow place east of
Cape Hatteras which we identified with the help of a weather router, Chris Parker.  We had 
coordinates for an entry point and an exit point, and with the help of motor-sailing we hit both of 
them.  Although the current was strong, the Stream was behaving itself and the crossing was 
fairly uneventful.  That left about 1100 miles of open ocean, and that’s where the real fun began. 

Winds were quite favorable most of the way, usually around 15 knots, sometimes topping 20 and 
sometimes dipping below 10.  We sailed a broad reach for a day or two until the wind backed too
far to the north and forced us to adopt wing-and-wing.  Either way it was exciting to race through
the night at 8 to 10 knots with more than 1300 square feet of sail up. 

We maintained 3-hour watches all the way with a 
shift built in to create variety.  No one wanted to be 
stuck on the same watch all the time, not because 
there are bad watches to be avoided, but because 
every watch had its own special pleasures.  
Admittedly the night watches were lonelier since 
usually only one person was up, but the night 
watches are beautiful.  The 1800 to 2100 hours 
watch or the 2100 to midnight watch saw the moon 
rise–and as a bonus, the moon was fuller each 



passing night, hitting its full moon glory as we neared Virgin Gorda.  The midnight to 0300 
watch saw the brightest stars imaginable, never seen from Bowling Green.  And on dark nights 
there seemed to be stars cradling the boat as the hull cutting through the water set off firestorms 
of bioluminescence, a veritable trail of sparkling diamonds in our wake.  The final night watch 
saw the sunrise, first with its delicate shades of peach and mauve, then becoming stronger and 
stronger until we had to admit that daytime had arrived and we had failed once again to identify 
that moment when night ended and day began.  

Day watches were more sociable, sometimes with
all of us up.  You would think we would run out of
things to talk about, but besides the pending
(looming?) presidential election and the rankings of
college football teams, there was plenty about the
business of the boat.  Do we need more sail?  More
trim?  How much longer should we maintain this
heading?  It was rare to see another boat because the
distance to the horizon is only about 3 miles.  A
water circle of 6 miles diameter would make quite a
nice lake, but on the ocean it is a fairly small piece of water.  Even with electronic instruments 
that could identify boats that were beyond the range of our sight, there was an exciting sense of 
isolation and freedom.  

Day hours were where most of the hard work 
came in. This is when most of the work of the 
boat was done.  The first mate did most of the 
galley work in exchange for standing watch 
only one shift per day–not a really good deal for
her.  I did most of the radio work to get weather
reports and to report our position.  The crew 
helped with cleanup and planning.  None of this
is particularly hard sitting at the dock, but on a 
boat with a constantly changing heel, 
everything becomes more difficult.  Filling 
glasses and putting plates on the table becomes 

a test of precision motor skills.  Working at a sliding laptop computer is a challenge too.  As the 
voyage progressed we deployed more and more nonskid mats to tame some of those beasts.

We were never in any storms and rarely
encountered rain.  In fact, we wished for rain to
wash the salt spray off the dodger, the rails, the
lines, and everything on the outside of the boat.
The crew proved to be generator whisperers when
the brand new generator refused to start.  But no
one could solve the problem when the electric
furler on the genoa unfurled about 6 feet of sail and
refused to budge after that.  We were about 3 days
out of Virgin Gorda at that time and resorted to
using the staysail, which at only 275 square feet
was a poor substitute for the big genoa, but it worked well enough to take us to the Bitter End.  



The frustrations were not much different than the frustrations of sailing on Barren River Lake.  
Why is the wind always blowing from the wrong direction, and especially blowing right on the 
nose?  Truly, ocean winds are more reliable and predictable than lake winds, but when the wind 
is on the nose, you can’t just choose a new destination to make the wind more favorable or call it 
a day and go home.  You just have to work with what the ocean will give you.

And what about the familiar?  The feeling inside of you when the wind fills the sails, or the 
music you hear when the water is rushing by the hull is the same.  It just lasts longer.  The 
motion of the boat is the same, but bigger and stronger.  Watching a 15-18 foot wave come 
rolling toward you, lifting the boat like it was a bottle tossed on the sea, and then gently setting it
down as the wave goes on its way is a magical feeling.  And the topography of the ocean in those
conditions bears a striking resemblance to the drive from Bowling Green to Barren River Lake.  
For a while you are up on a hill admiring the deep valleys falling off to your left and right, and 
then you are in a valley looking up at the hills
towering above you.  So far from home, and yet
so much like home. 

After a little more than nine days at sea, we
spotted the mountains of Tortola in the distant
haze.  Night was falling fast and gave us the
bonus of enjoying the lights of Anegada on our
port side.  During the day we might not have
even seen Anegada since it rises to only 28 feet at
its summit.  The lights that were of more interest
to us were those that marked the entrance to Virgin Gorda between Cactus Reef and Colquhoun 
Reef.  The crew were nervous about entering Gorda Sound at night but fortunately Diana and I 
have entered the Sound many times in the last 20 years and had the additional help of two 
chartplotters and Navionics on two iPads.  It felt great to drop anchor at Bitter End and know that
we had succeeded in our Virgin Escapade.


