Friday the 7th dawned bright and clear with no wind and by 7am we had slipped our mooring in the lake for the last time and headed south toward Swansea Bridge and the South Pacific. Unfortunately the camera was playing up as the humidity on the water was causing it to go into ‘Safeguard’ mode so I could capture very little of the drama that was about to unfold. 

With the bridge in sight we became confused as to which marker buoys to use as there were two sets. One set twice as large as the other. So, reason prevailed and we chose the larger and promptly ran aground. Luckily it was just a touch and we quickly backed off and headed for the smaller markers.

Reaching the bridge we found that we had just missed the 9 o’clock opening and would have to wait an hour for the next opening. We took this opportunity to call Swansea Coastguard and request an updated weather report and inform them of our intention to voyage south to Broken Bay.

The weather forecast was unchanged and dead on 10am we slipped through the bridge and headed for the Bar. At this time it was mandatory to don our life jackets so kitted out with bulky safety gear we ventured out to sea.

Off to port the rollers were breaking and we kept well clear as the boat rose and fell on a choppy confused swell. Finally we were level with the heads and setting the Auto pilot I went for’ard to guide the sails while Cliff hoisted them. We had on the medium Jib and had taken two reefs in the main as the wind seemed heavier than the predicted 10 knots.

Once the sails were up we cut the motor and silence fell on the boat. We started to relax but soon realized that the wind was not SSE but almost dead south, the very direction in which we needed to sail. It was obvious that we would have to stand well out to sea due east in order to have any chance of making a southerly heading. 

Just then a pod of Dolphins appeared off the starboard bow and I grabbed the camera. I had left it in the sun and it was working, Wow! I filmed the Dolphins as they dived under our keel, it was fantastic!

The seas were confusing, coming steeply from every angle and it required a considerable effort to hang on. At first I found this not to be much of a problem but as the day advanced I began to feel a weariness creeping over me. The sun was hot and liberal amounts of sunscreen coated our faces and arms. 

We made poor time. Even with the reefs shaken out and with a constant speed of 4 to 5 knots we were making very little headway south. Once past Bird Island we decided to re-start the motor and still being under sail we made much better time.

To the south a band of dark storm cloud was forming, curtains of rain hung from the leading edge. Time was running out and soon it would be dark and we were in unfamiliar waters.

Finally we sighted Lion Island, the northerly point of Broken Bay and the entrance to the calm waters of Pittwater Bay. But the daylight was almost gone and the wind began piping up until we were taking green water over the bow as the seas got heavier. With the motor running we were not perturbed by being close inshore although the wind seemed to be altering direction and coming from a more easterly direction. The very wind we had wished for all day was now pushing us onto a lee shore.

The darkness closed in, Cliff checked the GPS which was difficult to read as it had no illuminated screen and was black and white. According to the GPS the bay off the Starboard side was Broken Bay and we altered course to enter. The rain started falling heavier and heavier as lightning flashed and banged to the southwest. The boat lurched from one steep wave to another and Clifford began to doubt that the bay was in fact Broken Bay. Finally I fell below, put the cabin light on and peered at the GPS. Cliff was right! It was the wrong bay, just an indent with a shallow bottom. We quickly came about and punched back into the seas that were now breaking at the crests and roaring over us. By this time I was almost helpless from fatigue and the cold and could little but hang on as the rain soaked me and cut into my eyes.

Once more we turned south and rollers, looking like huge white railway trains appeared out of the darkness before slamming into our port bow and exploding over us. Just then a huge bolt of lightning struck the sea a hundred metres off our port side. In the flash we saw to our horror that Lion Island was dead ahead and less than a few hundred metres away.

 The darkness fell once more as Cliff put the helm hard over. At that moment there was a cracking sound and the jib flew free. The jib sheet had parted from the sail and the sail was now flapping uselessly off to starboard.  Seconds later the motor coughed and spluttered. The wild gyrations of the boat and the low level of the fuel in the tank had allowed air to enter the feed pipe. Within seconds the motor died and only the sound of the roaring sea and wind filled the air. We were in the middle of a full fledged gale.

By this time I was huddled in the cabin shaking and shivering almost uncontrollably with the start of Hyperthermia. I was of no use to Clifford now. He was on his own with an uncontrollable boat that refused to come about but bored inexorably onward toward the raging seas breaking over the rocks of Lion Island! 

I had wedged myself into the corner of the bunk but Clifford ducked his head into the cabin and shouted…”You pull yourself together Dad! I need you to pull your weight now! Get on that radio!”

 The thought went through my mind that he had no right to talk to his father that way but he was right and I was shocked out of my self pity and goaded into action I grabbed the mike.

“Sydney Coastguard, Sydney Coastguard, This is ‘True Colours’ True Colours’ We are north of Lion Island and have lost our Jib and engine and have limited steering. Over”

“True Colours’ do you require assistance? Over.’

Sydney Coastguard, we are lost and cannot find the entrance to Pittwater and I don’t feel well!’  (God knows why I added that last snippet of information!)

It was then that Clifford, through the driving rain and flying spume spotted the lighthouse on Barrenjoey Head. I had given the wrong position to the coastguard. We were not north but south of Lion Island and the rocks we could see in the lightning flashes were the rocks of the South headland.

Cliff reached into the cabin and grabbed the mike out of my hand to report our proper position and was told to keep the light on his right shoulder but the boat refused to come about! We realized later that the reason for this was because the dinghy we were towing was half full of water and dragging us back.

 Clifford turned his head to heaven and said something that I am not prepared to write into this journal and seconds later, with a crashing roar the boat Jibed and the boom flew violently out to Starboard. Clifford, still holding the mike in one hand pressed the button and said “Sydney Coastguard, God has just moved things up a notch.”

     “True Colours, True Colours, This is Sydney Coastguard. I have alerted the Water police patrol and they are sending a boat to your assistance. When you see their lights pop a flare! Over!”

Cliff threw the mike back into the cabin and yelled. “Dad, grab the flares and come on deck! I need you now!”

I was not prepared to argue with a six foot two black-bearded pirate who seemed to have the ear of God so I scurried up into the cockpit clutching the canister of flares.

Just then there was the sound of music. The theme from the Can-Can.. Da diddy diddy da da diddy!

I thought for a moment that God was having problems finding a suitable hymn for our imminent departure from the world but it was Clifford’s phone. Mum was on the line and it appears that on the television they were showing pictures of several giant storm cells over our position and she was worried. 

“Mum! Get off the phone; we have a lot to do! Cliff said and snapped his phone shut. He had almost ripped his pocket out of his shorts in his hurry to answer the phone thinking it was the coastguard.

I was having my own problems now because I could not for the life of me remember how to set off a flare. We had read the instructions before sailing but it was all a blur now.

“There! There! Behind us! The Coastguard boat! Fire a flare now!” Clifford clung to the tiller as lightning flashed again and again showing nothing but heaving white water and driving rain. Between the flashes the night was pitch black.

I fumbled around, located the cap on the bottom of the flare and unscrewed it. A little bit of string hung out and I realized that it was really just a giant party popper. 

Holding the flare high I pulled the string. There was a fizzing sound and something fell over the side. It was a dud!

Another flare! I fished around in the canister, grabbed another one and held it up while I pulled the string. There was a huge flash and a bang, the tube shot through my wet fingers and the departing flare burnt my hand. Up and up into the darkness flew the flare until the parachute popped and a bright red star blew away to the west and landed in someone’s garden.

Just then the grandmother of all lightning strikes hit the water next to us and in the flash we saw the huge seas breaking dead ahead. We were almost on the rocks.

“Another flare Dad! Fire another one NOW!”

Panic set in, I aimed the next one into the wind causing Clifford to fear for his sail and I fired. “Ouch! More burns but the flare was on its way and almost hit the Police boat that was coming alongside! 

There was a short conversation shouted above the roaring of the sea. The policeman opened the dialog with the comment, “What the F*#ck are you doing out here in this Sh*t?”

After the Jibe Cliff now had some measure of control over the boat and at last we followed the police launch into a safe anchorage.

The voyage was over. It was gone midnight and as we moored to a vacant buoy the wind dropped and the stars came out as the clouds moved northward. All things were at peace.

Saturday the 8th dawned bright and sunny. It was time to take stock and we found that the jib, although tattered was not too badly damaged from the severe flogging it had taken.  The cord running through the leach had wrapped itself tightly around the Port forward stay so tightly that even Clifford’s full weight could not force it to slide down.

That was the only damage sustained by the boat and after putting our last 4 litres of fuel into the tank we left our temporary mooring and motored to the jetty where we took on board $78.00 of fuel for the last leg of the journey.

From the jetty we motored down the Pittwater to a little secluded bay that Clifford had used on his honeymoon five years before. This day was the anniversary of his marriage to Carolina and we dropped anchor just as they had.

We spent the day tidying the boat and installing a pulley system for the topping lift. 

At last we could relax and Clifford baited a line with bread and tried his hand at fishing.

Next to us in the bay was a 32 ft wooden boat and the skipper hailed us and invited us aboard. He was a strange, lonely bloke around fifty and really liked the sound of his own voice. He did however get his laptop and get a weather update for us. He had some beer on board but never offered us a drop so we excused ourselves by saying that it was time to cook dinner. Actually, all we had eaten over the last three days was two arrowroot biscuits and a muesli bar.

Sunday the 9th. The forecast was for a fine day and Cliff and I looked at each other. It was 9am. We both had the same idea, “Let’s get going!”

No sooner the thought than the deed and seconds later the CQR was aboard, the mud sluiced off the deck and the bow pointed out through the Heads. In a light breeze we motored back out into the South Pacific for the last leg of our voyage to Botany Bay.

We had learned a valuable lesson. “Don’t muck about trying to sail into the wind.” Motor along until the destination is in sight before indulging in some sailing practice.

By 7 pm we found the new buoy in Botany Bay, unloaded the gear into the dinghy and rowed ashore where we spoke to some folk on a Marina and received permission to leave our dinghy in the secure area.

The voyage was over. All that was left was a taxi ride home where we were welcomed with a roast Chicken dinner that neither of us could eat.

                                             THE END
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