ALONE ON THE OCEAN ~
PASSAGE MAKING
Vicky and Tom Jackson
(Tom and Vicky are some of Flying Fish’s most prolific contributors, this being their 16th
article in 18 years. They are also among the world’s most experienced cruising sailors, a fact
recognised by the Cruising Club of America with the award of their 2015 Blue Water Medal,
and by ourselves with the 2015 OCC Award, which recognises the inspiration and cruising
example they have set for over three decades – see page 39.
Tom and Vicky’s 40ft S&S-designed Sunstone, now nearing her 50th birthday, has carried
them close to 200,000 miles over the years and still looks immaculate. A lesson to us all!
All photographs are by Vicky Jackson except where credited.)
Sailing is not just one activity – there are many variations on the theme of being on the
water aboard a sailing yacht. Sometimes there is a stay in a marina, time on a mooring,
cruising from one anchorage to another, short coastal hops, longer coastal jumps ... and then
there is passage-making. For us that means far out of sight of land, in open waters, crossing
oceans, constantly sailing,
being self-sufficient for a
long period, arriving tired
in a new place.
Passage making is about
sailing. For some, sailing is
the prime motive – these
are ‘swish of the bow-wave
sailors’; for others the
sailing will be something
you have to bear to get
somewhere else. There
is even a group for whom
using the engine most
of time may qualify as a
‘good passage’.
We have sailed passages
of 500 to 1500 miles with
Sunstone many times. Our
longest single passage
was 5200 miles over 37
days, from Simonstown
in South Africa to
A calm channel in the
Broughton Archipelago,
British Columbia
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Fremantle in Western Australia. More recently we have criss-crossed the Pacific
Ocean. Twice in the past five years we have sailed from our home base in New Zealand
north to Alaska and British Columbia and back. The Pacific Ocean is big – it is over
6000 miles from New Zealand to Alaska.
From April to July 2015 we gently cruised around Vancouver Island. We took in
the Gulf and the San Juan Islands, Vancouver City, Louisa Inlet with the aptly named
Chatterbox Falls, Desolation Sound and the Broughton Archipelago on the east side.
Rounding Cape Scott we sailed south down the west coast; navigating into rock bound
anchorages, heading ‘inland’ up some of the long inlets that indent the mountainous
coast, and soaking up the history of the early explorers, along with a real soak in hot pools.
Tofino, a small tourist and fishing town on the west coast, was our point of departure
for the sail home to New Zealand. It would be the first time we would be sailing back
to our static home, our house in Nelson. As in 2011, we broke the Pacific Ocean into
three legs with stops in
Honolulu, Hawaii, and
Vava’u, Tonga (the
latter because we knew
it would be cooler than
Samoa).
Pre-passage
preparations are
important. Water,
sun and salt take
their toll on varnish.
For any passage over
1500 miles we give
Sunstone’s topsides
and other on-deck
woodwork a fresh coat
of varnish. Tranquilito
Cove near Tofino
was a perfect spot to
varnish, do engine and
rig checks, and relax
on our own with not
a ripple in sight. In
Tofino we filled all
the food containers,
stacked the tins locker,
put UHT milk, OJ and
tonic into the bilges,
as well as some beer
and wine for the stops,
wrapped everything in
Sunstone in Tranquilito
plastic bags in case it
Cove, bow anchor and
should get wet, filled
stern tie to small island
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Fresh varnish on Sunstone’s hull, in Tranquilito Cove
and tied down the diesel cans, and walked the decks inspecting everything carefully.
We set out rags and towels in case of drips. On the penultimate day, we bought fresh
produce and bread to see us through the next month or more. Sunstone has a tiny 12V
fridge. Fruit is stored in open plastic boxes, veggies in paper, and bread is double-wrapped
in plastic bags with the air sucked out. Finally we topped up the water tanks. We have
no watermaker – water is probably our defining limit for long passages.
We avoid eating out in the days before departure and eat simple fare on board. Too
often a final meal ashore can lead to stomach upsets and/or seasickness for the first
days at sea. We get a final, long night’s sleep. However, we nearly always make an early
start to get into the open ocean and the passage routines as soon as possible. The last
few items on lists are never crossed off, but if the weather is right – go! We motored
away from Tofino on 1 August 2015.
Life on a passage makes you acutely aware of the sea and sky; especially if, as we do, you
‘stand watches’ on deck, in the cockpit. On board Sunstone we have no protection from
wind and spray in the cockpit so perhaps, more than many others, we are intimately
connected with the elements around us. We become ‘cloud connoisseurs’, bird watchers,
readers of the waves and swell. We feel the change in the temperature of the sea water,
the wind increasing on our faces. We consider the sail plan with the wind we have and
for the expected conditions. We watch the sun rise and set. We marvel at the orange
moon that becomes a silver globe or a crescent sliver in a blue-black sky.
The 24 hour cycle rolls round. Unlike life ashore, when it is possible to stop what
you are doing – to go somewhere else, to change your schedule, to seek help – that
is not possible when some hundreds or thousands of miles from land or other people.
You have to cope. ‘Scotty cannot beam you up’.
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Tom trimming the genoa, under the bimini
The sailing part of passage-making is about trimming, taking reefs, rolling up the
headsail, changing the headsail, setting up the pole, taking the main down in a blow.
For long periods we may sit in the cockpit contemplating the ocean, the waves, the
clouds and the sea birds, even reading a bit. Then there is a burst of physical activity.
With modern aids navigation does not take up much time, but we do record the GPS
A calm watch, and Vicky reads in cockpit. Photo Tom Jackson
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Pencil dots cross the Pacific chart from Vancouver Island, closing in on Hawaii
position and conditions on deck, and we make a pencil dot on the paper chart at every
change of watch. It is reassuring to see the lengthening line of dots creeping towards
our destination! Each day is set into watches and routines. We always use the same
watch system; each 24 hours has six watches of 3, 4 and 5 hours.
The 24 hour watch system on board Sunstone:
0800–1300
1300–1800
1800–2200
2200–0100
0100–0400
0400–0800

Vicky
Tom
Vicky
Tom
Vicky
Tom

Off-watch time has patterns too. Tom gets a weather GRIB at around 0820 every
morning, and we both look with interest to see what winds we may experience in
the next five days. We eat supper at 1720 after Vicky has cooked it. Tom washes up
at 1810. Vicky makes a cup of tea at 0025; Tom has a breakfast of coffee and biscuits
at 0330. We each have an on-watch exercise routine of around 45 minutes, in the
cockpit, in the middle of the night.
We get grimey. We have never rationed water for drinking, but we do ration it for
washing! We revert to an old-fashioned flannel wash and a head in a bucket for hair
washing – but not often. We have to conserve our 220 litres (58 US gallons) of water
and 200 litres of fuel, as well as all other consumables.
Passage making is about self-reliance. Whatever is forgotten cannot be bought.
The food has to last. The bolt, or piece of stainless-steel, will have to do. We do
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Vicky cooks in Sunstone’s
galley. Photo Tom Jackson
not report into a net, we
have no scheds. We get
weather from GRIB files
and we can send and receive
e-mails via Sailmail with
the SSB radio. So we are
not entirely ‘alone’, though
no one knows exactly where
we are. That is how we
like it. We have made our
choices and it is up to us
to live with them. We do
have an EPIRB, but we have
some doubts about calling
for rescue. We have decided
to be out in the ocean, for
our own experience and
pleasure, and we are not
sure that we should put
other lives at risk to come
and find us.
We had reaching conditions
most of the way to Hawaii.
The water temperature
climbed from 15°C/59°F
to an unseasonably warm
27°C/80°F near Honolulu. After about 750 miles the water became peppered with
plastic. This area is called the ‘North Pacific Gyre’, where floating plastic gathers and
stays. We saw it first in 2002, and it was much the same thirteen years later. For five
days plastic floated by; without trying hard we saw some bit every 200m, mostly fishing
debris – plastic fish floats, nets, bits of fish boxes, light bulbs, shoes, and polystyrene. On
12 August there was much less plastic to be seen. Instead nature took over – flying fish
skimmed the wavelets, squawking
Plastic floating by in the North Pacific Gyre
tropic birds flew over-head and
shooting stars lit the night sky.
Off watch, we usually fall into deep
sleep quickly. That is important. We
always build up a sleep deficit, with
naps of only 2 or 2½ hours, three
times a day. In the tropics, with a
water temperature of 30°C/86°F,
we can fall into our bunk quickly,
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with few clothes to remove, but the bunk is hot and sweaty even with a fan. When,
in Alaska, the water temperature drops to 4°C/39°F, there are some seven layers of
clothes to take off, leaving at least two on, before climbing into a big sleeping bag and
curling into a tight ball to try to get warm. Dressing takes 15 minutes or more, with
many thermal layers, mid-layer jacket and salopettes, oilskins, boots, hats and gloves
to put on before venturing on deck.
It was hot and sweaty tied up at the Waikiki Yacht Club in Honolulu after 17 days
from Tofino. Daily we looked at the weather with some concern. The strengthening
El Niño was upsetting normal weather patterns, and with higher water temperatures
tropical storms and hurricanes were regularly forming to the east and tracking towards
the Hawaiian Islands. We did not want to be in Ala Wai Boat Harbor during a hurricane,
nor did we want to sail south with any nearby. Tropical storm Kilos dumped 55mm (2¼
in) of rain over Honolulu, but passed somewhat to the west. We found what looked
like a gap, and departed on 25 August after a one week stay.
Seven days later we breathed a sigh of relief on reaching 10°N, normally considered
the southern limit for hurricanes. We now had a different weather issue to contend
with. We had heard that the ITCZ was very wide – and it was. For over 600 miles we
had very light winds, often from the west or southwest, with squally clouds and rain.
Progress was further slowed by an adverse current. The water temperature rose to
31°C/86°F. It was most uncomfortable below, especially as we had to use the engine
more to make progress. It was a slow week, covering only 752 miles. We crossed the
Equator at 2101 on 6 September. Earlier that evening we had agreed that we would
have to stop motor-sailing as we always keep some diesel reserves for charging and
emergencies. The next day the South East Tradewind wafted in and we delighted in
sailing again. The next week’s mileage tells a faster story – 1079 miles!
Two additional diesel cans for the light winds of the ITCZ
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Tropical rain clouds

For us, passage making is about two people, sailing and living close together,
relying on and supporting each other, but not seeing much of each other! It is about
full moons, big horizons, a starry sky, colourful sunsets, soft-hued sun rises, dolphins
playing in the bow wave, a wandering albatross soaring and swooping over the
wave tops. But it is also about
dark squally clouds, a tropical
downpour, frightening bolts of
lightning, a ship not changing
course. The pace of life is slow.
Time passes but is unimportant;
in many ways it hardly exists. Days
and nights go by. Slowly a small
yacht on a big ocean gets closer
to a destination. Occasionally not
even that happens. Heaving-to in

Royal albatross

A dolphin keeps
pace beside
Sunstone’s bow
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bad weather provides rest for the crew and the boat – hitting the ‘pause button’ for
some hours can be important. Time is not the issue, progress is.
After 21 days and 2731 miles we picked up a mooring off Neiafu in Tonga’s Vava’u
group – surrounded by 80 yachts! In 1999 there had been 20. It was cooler, as we had
hoped, and with the water temperature at 24°C/75°F we were much happier and more
comfortable. Our one week stay was pleasant – we found friends among the other
boats, and bought fresh fruit and veggies from the market though not much from the
poorly stocked shops. And there was the start of the Rugby World Cup! We managed
to watch a few of the early matches.
With El Niño stirring up more trouble we snapped up a weather window and set off
on 25 September for the final, shorter, leg of 1270 miles to Opua, New Zealand. The
first seven days gave pleasant, fast, two-sail reaching, but we could see that an NZ
welcome was waiting. The active front brought strong southwest winds and we beat
into 25–35 knots for the final two days. Closing the land requires special attention
after a long passage. You are tired, but important navigational decisions must be made
and crew need to be alert. Seeing land provides a feast for the eyes after so much water.
There is also a bouquet for the nose. Approaching tropical islands the first scent is of
damp, green, jungle vegetation; approaching a big city the ‘scent’ is of fast food. And
then the passage is complete. We arrive. The long awaited dreams take shape. We are
still, there is no rush to be on watch, we can eat fresh food and sit down for a meal at a
table, we can stand for minutes under a stream of warm water, liberally using the soap.
Nine weeks since departure from Vancouver Island, with two one week stops in
Honolulu and Neiafu, we arrived in Opua on 4 October 2015. We had covered 6400
miles in 47 sailing days. We were glad to be back in New Zealand.

Land ahoy – Tom clasps
a coffee as we approach
Opua, New Zealand
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Walking the coastal path from Opua to Paihia is a post-passage treat for us. We
experience new sensations, on a fine spring morning, along the woodland track. There
are bright colours, a tapestry of trees, land views and fresh bouquets. It is wonderful to
soak in the white, pink, yellow, red and blue colours of the spring flowers, the green
leaves and lush new growth, the patterns of ferns, the forest and estuary views, with
earth under our feet. Tom touches leaves as we walk past. Vicky bends down to smell
a flower. Our legs tell us they had had no real
exercise for months, but we love it.
Tom strides down the woodland track from
Opua to Paihia

After a long passage,
seeing other people and
doing normal things is
very different. We look
at people and think, ‘you
have no understanding
of what we have just
experienced; you
have not felt those
deprivations, those
fears, those wonderful
moonlit nights, those
wet days bouncing to
windward, those joyous
sights of dolphins
playing in the bow
wave’. For a time we
remain in a separated
world. We cannot walk
in a straight line ashore.
We are so tired and
our brains are used to
constant motion. They
feel disassociated from our bodies. Then our bodies give in and at last we
can lie down in our bunk, safe and secure. For a few seconds there is
a complete letting go, before a black, velvet sleep overwhelms us.
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