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I couldn’t pull myself aboard. I was clinging to the transom, too exhausted and too cold to muscle myself up and
over the boat’s diminutive freeboard. I had been in 63-degree water without a wetsuit for 25 minutes, trying to cut my
21-foot Mini Class raceboat free from the tall fish-trap buoys
my spinnaker had fouled. Only minutes before, at 0500, I
had gone below to make a log entry and eat something
while the autopilot drove. Things couldn’t have been finer,
and my first Bermuda One-Two was on.
I’d just finished writing when the boat crash-gybed. In the
cramped confines of the cabin it sounded like Armageddon
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was being unleashed topsides, and the boat
started flailing miserably in the 15-knot
west-northwest breeze. Moving by instinct, I scrambled on deck, cut the asymmetric spinnaker’s halyard and tack line,
and dropped the main.
Reeling in disbelief, I saw that the
jumper struts that support the mast’s top
section had torn free from their brackets during the gybe and the fish trap’s long line was
wrapped around the keel. Not good—especially because one of the buoys was
slamming against the Mini’s ultralight hull.
I raced below to check the hull’s integrity
and found, to my horror, that there was water in the stern of the cabin. Lots of water.
I frantically ripped everything out from under the cockpit—sails, emergency gear,
food. Then I found an empty water jug that
had been full prior to the gybe. I dipped
my finger in the sloshing water and tasted
it: Fresh—no salt. I wasn’t sinking. Yet.
The scene on deck was chaotic. The
mainsail was draped everywhere, and the
boat was pitching like an enraged rodeo beast.
L ight air in N ewport
H arbor s hortly after the
s tart. J os ephine is the
black boat, number 179
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I wrestled with the buoys for what seemed
like an eternity, all the while knowing that
this situation required the one thing that scared
me the most—going swimming. Leaving the
boat, 100 miles off the eastern seaboard, alone
in the murky predawn hours, was the last
thing I wanted to do. I tried to calm down,
but my mind kept conjuring scenes from
a certain 1970s shark movie.
Then I realized that in my haste I had
neglected to pack a snorkel mask and a
wetsuit, and I loudly berated myself for
my lack of good preparation. Each second
of hesitation put the boat in increasing danger of being damaged by the buoys, so, with
the Jaws theme playing in my head, I
stripped, donned both my climbing and
chest harnesses, and gingerly lowered
myself into the ocean, knife in hand.
The initial shock of the cold was balanced
by a surge of adrenaline, and I reassured myself that I could do this job. Then I opened
my eyes under water and both contact
lenses floated away, leaving me blindly groping for the line that had wrapped around the

keel. I knew that the only way to cut it was
to take a deep breath, swim along the bottom of the boat, then hack away at it until
I ran out of air. Because I couldn’t see, I was
only partially cutting the line at different places
on each dive, making no progress.
Several attempts left me exhausted
and shaking violently. I swore the next dive
would be my last, regardless of the outcome. This time my hand found the line
almost immediately, and my blade was swift.
Now unfettered, the boat immediately
stopped its bucking and began slowly
drifting downwind. Great—but I was being dragged along, 30 feet astern. I took
a deep breath and began reeling myself in,
hand-over-hand. By the time I reached the
boat I was too weak to pull myself into the
cockpit. My body dragged limply in the
water, and consciousness began to fade as
my core temperature plummeted. Summoning all of my will, I powered myself
over the transom and curled into a shivering ball, too tired to even feel relief.
I can’t remember how long I lay there.

