TRIP TO ECCO RENDEZVOUS AND CAROLINA LOOP, 18-28 MAY 2011

The boat:
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2000 Camano AREYTO, hull # 118
The Crew: 
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Mike and Carmen Nemeth
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                            Dan Ochsenschlager
                          Pete Nelson
Wednesday, May 18

I departed with Carmen towards Solomon Island on Wednesday, May 18th, on an overcast day and a forecast of scattered rain showers.  Since Carmen wanted to save her vacation time, the original plan was for me to travel solo to Portsmouth, VA, for the Camano rendezvous and for her to meet me there on Friday by car.  After the rondy I was to do the “Carolina loop” by myself before returning home. As in all plans, changes do happen.  In the weeks prior to the trip my friend Dan volunteered to accompany me on the Carolina loop and the trip return home, my friend Pete asked to come along only for the Carolina loop portion of the trip, and Carmen decided to accompany me to Portsmouth.  The extra crew – all experienced sailors – was welcome as they would help with operating the boat and help in spreading the cost of the trip.
The weather did materialize as forecasted with numerous gentle shower cells being encountered between Thilgman Island and Cove Point.  I used the radar for most of the trip as visibility was limited during the rain showers.  It was the first time me observing rain showers moving across the radar screen, and finding it very amusing I took a few pictures of the screen.  The overcast day, cool showers, and flat seas made for a very comfortable trip to Solomons, and riding down the bay with an ebbing tide made for good ground speeds.  Carmen spent a great part of the trip cutting sewing patters for later completion at home.  She also drove for a significant portion of the trip, allowing me to nap.
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                        Large rain cell on radar
       Carmen cutting sewing patterns
We anchored on Back Creek, within sight of the Calvert Marine Museum – something I’ve wanted to do for a long time.  After a dingy ride to the end of the creek we had grilled chicken breasts for dinner, using for the first time the gas grill we bought on sale a few months earlier.  I was a happy camper that evening.
Nautical Miles Traveled: 47.8
Time: 6.7 hours
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At anchor behind the Calvert Marine Museum, Solomons, MD
Thursday, May 19

On Thursday the 19th we departed after a breakfast of sausage and eggs – the same breakfast that I would have for nine of the next ten mornings; variety came in the manner of cooking.  We had excellent weather for the trip to Deltaville, where we planned to stop to visit our friends Tom and Cristina, and Cristina’s dog Consuelo.  Cristina is living her dream with Tom, having moved to a new Seville 37 she bought a few years ago and then moving it to Deltaville, where Tom is the marine yard manager for Zimmerman’s Marine.  We stayed at a free slip arranged by Tom.  Tom and Cristina drove us to town to get a few missing supplies – as is always the case when cruising – and to give us a tour of the local area.  We were amazed at the degree of destruction caused by an F3 tornado that struck the town a couple of weeks earlier.  We were also amazed at the great cruising grounds in the vicinity of Deltaville.  We must come back and spend a few days in this area.  That evening we had dinner at Tadhana, which is the name of Cristina’s boat.  Tom prepared us a feast, including grilled pork marinated in Philippine seasoning, which was really outstanding.  With much reluctance Tom gave us a packet of that seasoning, which we’ll save for a special occasion.  What a great stay at Deltaville!
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Tom, Cristina, and Consuelo by their boat and home, Tadhana, Deltaville, VA
Nautical Miles Traveled: 54.2
Time: 7.1 hours
Friday, May 20 to Sunday, May 22

Before departing on Friday the 20th, Tom and one of his technicians inspected my water heater, which started leaking shortly after I commissioned the boat for the season.  Being declared kaput, I ordered a new water heater with hopes of getting it installed on the return trip home.  Untying the boat from the long and narrow finger pier was unnerving, but the rest of the trip to Portsmouth was uneventful.  When passing Fort Monroe, we wondered about the current state of that lovely Army installation after the BRAC.  
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                      Areyto in Deltaville, VA
       Old Point Comfort Light in Ft. Monroe, VA
Once in the Elizabeth River we felt honored at seeing the USS New York at berth in Norfolk – the bow of that ship was built with steel from the Twin Towers.  We also observed the naval academy’s yard-patrol boats (YPs) at the Nauticus museum.  With the battleship USS Wisconsin as the background, it made for very nice pictures of the YPs.  As we found out after our return trip, our friends and neighbors Ray and Renie had one their midshipmen on board the YP in the picture.
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                     USS New York, Norfolk, VA
 USNA’s “YPs” with the Wisconsin as background
We would spend the next three days at Portsmouth’s Tidewater Yacht Marina at the 2011 Camano Rendezvous.  The marina is located on at mile-marker zero, a very convenient point for the upcoming Carolina loop.  We arrived too late to register and to attend the first “splash”, but shortly after arrival we walked into town in the hopes of finding prepared food to bring to the rondy’s pot-luck dinner.  Having found none, and not wanting to show up empty-handed, we decided to skip the pot-luck and cook on-board.  The rendezvous was highly successful – a record number of boats and owners participated in the rondy.  The events that we attended included:

· Camano maintenance, where I learned about upgrading to LCD lighting and how to maintain the window frames.
· History of the lower Chesapeake and greater Hampton Roads area, presented by the curator of the Nauticus museum.
· Man overboard and safety procedures with hands-on practice at the pool

· History of the Dismal Swam, presented by the Deep Creek Lock lockmaster.

· Demonstration of an AED/defibrillator
· Briefing by the Secretary, Marine Trawlers Owner Association 

· Briefing by Bob Warman, designer and original builder of the Camano

· Two dinner events

At the rondy’s final meeting Bernie Smith gave each Camano owner an embroidered (hand-made) model of the Camano…that was icing on the cake!  That was particularly special, as each model took Bernie about three days to make.  Carmen missed Sunday’s pool-side BBQ dinner because by then she was driving home in Dan’s car.  Dan arrived on or about noon and took Carmen’s place at the BBQ dinner later that evening.  During the BBQ dinner we were fortunate enough to have Bob Warman sit at our table, giving us at the table a great opportunity to talk boats with him at length.  Pete joined us as the BBQ dinner was winding down – he got lost driving to the marina and arrived later than expected.  Both Dan and Pete would spend their first night on the boat in preparation for the Carolina loop.
Nautical Miles Traveled: 50
Time: 6.6 hours
Monday, 23 May

Monday the 23rd would have us up at 0430 in order to be ready for a 0530 departure and start of the Carolina loop.  The plan was to join two other Camanos (Dough and Andrea Smith -leader of the pack, in Kochana; and Richard and Mary Apple, in Apple Corps) that were taking the Dismal Swamp route on the return trip to their homes in NC.  We departed 15 minutes late and barely made it on time for the 0630 opening of the Gilmerton Bridge.  However, we ended up waiting about 15 minutes for a train to pass on the adjoining railroad bridge before Gilmerton opened.  Had we missed this opening of the bridge, we would have had to wait for the 0930 opening and not be able to make it to Elizabeth City on one day.  
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Kochana and Apple Corps, Gilmerton Bridge, VA
         Richard and Mary Apple on Apple Corps
Since we arrived over an hour before the first opening of the Deep Creek Lock we anchored near the lock and signaled Richard and Mary to raft up with us.  Once the gate opened and we entered the lock, we three Camanos were the only boats in the lock.  Locking was a new experience for Dan and Pete; I had done the Great Bridge Lock when Carmen and I brought the boat home after buying it in Columbia, NC, in June 2004.  Locking at the Deep Creek, however, was a new experience for all of us.  I was surprised at the long distance the boats were lifted (about 9 feet) and at the white foam that entered the lock as it was filling up.  At the rondy we were briefed by the lockmaster about the white foam and about the good quality of the coca-cola looking waters.  The belief is that boats that stay in these waters long enough to stain their waterlines will become impervious to barnacles and other marine growth; we wont be able to prove or disprove this belief during this trip.  As we were going through the docking process I was wondering how the heck I would do this by myself, and I was quickly appreciative of Dan and Pete joining me for the trip.
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             Foam entering Deep Creek Lock
            Road bride past Deep Creek Lock

After getting out of the lock and going under a bridge located a small distance from the lock (which is also operated by the lockmaster) we finally entered the Dismal Swam Canal.  My first impression was a good one…the narrow waterway with trees on both sides, the white foam left by the wakes, the history we just learned at the rondy…all made for a very pleasurable slow ride down this very quaint canal.  
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Dismal Swam Canal

During the long and straight sections of the canal I observed various optical illusions: the waterway appeared to either drop or go up on an incline, and the illusion of a waterfall at the end of the canal.  When I told Dan I was relieved to find out I wasn’t the only one seeing things.  I don’t think that Pete saw any of the illusions as he spent most of the trip reading or napping downstairs.  Another observation made by Dan was the lack of wildlife, to include birds; the fish-finder returned few echoes.
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At NC Welcome Center

Nearing lunch time, we stopped at the free dock in the NC visitor center while the other two Camanos continued on their trip home.  Unfortunately, the visitor center was closed and we could not tour their facilities.  On a future trip I’d like to spend an entire day here, exploring Lake Drummond and the many feeder canals, as recommended by the lockmaster at the rondy.
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Pedestrian bridge by NC Welcome Center opening for sailboat
We stayed put at the visitor center a few minutes longer than planned in order to allow for a passing rain cell I observed in weather.com (by use of my blackberry).  We departed the visitor center with sufficient time to arrive at the South Mills lock 5-10 minutes prior to its opening time.  For some unknown reason the lock opening was delayed over 30 minutes, which we spent hovering near the bridge prior to the lock.  In terms of distance lowered and overall size, the South Mills lock was similar to the Deep Creek lock.  Once past the lock we entered the Pasquotank River, which would take us to our destination for this day, Elizabeth City.
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                         Pete at South Mills Lock
      Pasquotank River, just south of the lock

Although the Dismal Swam canal was unique and quaint, I’d say that the upper sections of the Pasquotank were nicer cruising grounds.  The narrow and meandering river and the change in vegetation made for a very pleasurable down-river run.  The river got wider and the winds kicked-up quite a bit as we neared Elizabeth City.  As with the South Mills lock, we had a long wait time for the town’s bridge to open, necessitating another anchoring.  Because of the southerly winds, we opted for spending the night at Pelican Marina.  We had been advised at the rondy not to take a free town dock when the winds were from the south, as it would make for a bumpy night.  Apple Corps did the same – it was at a slip at Pelican’s when we got there.  
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Upper Pasquotank River, still pristine and undeveloped
Docking back-end first turned to be an experience in the high winds, but was able to make it on the first try and with help from land.  Unfortunately, I had to reposition the boat bow-in in order to have a more comfortable ride in the choppy waters.  Pelican marina is a no-thrills marina; it charges a flat fee of $35 including electricity, water, clean restrooms, and access to their wireless network.  I’m glad I brought my laptop on this trip, as I’ve been able to check for weather at each stop we’ve made.  At other times I’ve relied on my blackberry to get weather reports and to see the weather radar.
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          Areyto at Pelican Marina, Elizabeth City
                 Downtown Elizabeth City
After settling down we walked downtown during the early evening hours, where Dan and Pete hoped to find a nice bar and have a few drinks prior to dinner.  As it turned out, Elizabeth City was like a ghost town, with most businesses closed and hardly a person to be found on the sidewalks.  Pete or Dan did find a restaurant near the waterside were they finally had their drinks and were we had dinner – compliments of Pete.
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                     Part of City Dock, Elizabeth City
                 Downtown Elizabeth City
Sleeping arrangements since Pete and Dan joined me in Portsmouth have not changed: Dan and Pete slept in sleeping bags in the v-berth while I slept on the salon.  During the entire trip I don’t recall any snoring, which is amazing.  Breakfast and lunch was the same for me during the entire trip – sausage and eggs for breakfast (and coffee) first thing in the morning and ham sandwiches for lunch.  Dan and Pete ate breakfast (cereal) during odd hours of the morning, and canned stuff (chicken or tuna) for lunch.  Although we had plenty of food to cook onboard for the entire trip, we ate most of our dinners at restaurants.  We also got to shower every day at a marina instead of taking a cold shower on the boat.

Nautical Miles Traveled: 43
Time: 9.6 hours
Tuesday, May 24

Since the trip to our next overnight stop was relatively short, we decided to sleep-in and leave Elizabeth City at noon. After breakfast Dan and I decided to walk into town and visit a large green building that could be seen from our marina.  That turned out to be the Museum of the Albemarle – a real fine museum, free of charge (donations only).  The rest of the town seemed almost as dead as the night before.
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Museum of the Albemarle, Elizabeth City, NC
We departed at noon and proceeded southwest on the Pasquotank.  The route took us abeam of the massive Coast Guard facilities, including a large blimp.  Pete did most of the driving and got to practice navigating using a GPS route.  As the previous day, the day was windy and the seas fairly flat.  It got bumpier as we entered the Albemarle Sound, aggravated by the constant course changes required to stay away from the many crab pots.   As we transitioned from the sound to the entrance of the North River (near Camden Point), we crossed paths with Ray and Bernie Smith on their Marine Trader Fire Dog IV.  They were en route to Columbia, NC, after spending a night in Coinjock – our next stop.  Pete could not get us reservations at the Coinjock Marina, so we ended up going across the river to the Midway Marina and Motel, were we took fuel and emptied the holding tank.  
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      Blimp by Coast Guard Station Elizabeth City
Ray & Bernie Smith on Fire Dog IV, North River, NC
Once well into the ICW’s North River things calmed down and the scenery changed for the better.  We finally noticed some birds along the way.  When being passed on this portion of the ICW captains are courteous and slow down considerably in order to minimize wakes.  That is certainly not the case in the Chesapeake or in the Elizabeth River…a welcome change.
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                  A gentle pass along the ICW
                     Tug traffic in the ICW
Coinjock Marina was completely full, with some boats rafted three abreast.  We noted two south-bound Camanos at their docks – Al and Sylvia Rossiter in Rathmacknee and Gene & Mary Ann Irene in AnJou. In comparison, there was only one sailboat when we arrived at Midway.  As it turns out, I’m glad we stopped at Midway – the staff was friendly and happy to have us there, facilities were clean and adequate, and the red-neck flavor gave this place a special quality.  As I was getting ready for the next day’s trip, Pete and Dan struck a conversation with the other boaters that arrived as the day progressed, and reported the shooting of a very large copperhead snake near them.  Earlier in the day a guy pulled up for fuel in a boat whose steering system had conked out; he got the boat back to the dock using a small boat tied to the side of the crippled boat.  It doesn’t get more authentic than that.  No restaurants that day (the other marina is known for its large steaks)…a sandwich for me and canned mystery meats for Pete and Dan.  Heavy rain fell during the night but all was clear for the morning departure.
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Midway Marina and Motel, Coinjock, NC
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      Boat with crippled steering returning to dock
      Sailboats arriving at Midway Marina
Nautical Miles Traveled: 34
Time: 4.7 hours
Wednesday, May 25
The morning departure time was timed to coincide with the opening of the multiple bridges prior to Great Bridge and the Great Bridge Lock. We took pictures of the different types of bridges encountered along the route.  We arrived about 45 minutes early for the opening of the lock, so tied up at an unknown marina shy of the bride.  Once again the lock opening was delayed – this time by a large tug and barge traveling south.  The turbulence left by the tug made it difficult to handle the boat in the lock – I would’ve had problems for sure if traveling alone.  Once tied up, negotiating the lock itself was simple as it only went up or down (couldn’t tell which) one foot.
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                 ICW’s North Landing Swing Bridge
                      N-S Railroad bascule bridge
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            Awaiting opening of Great Bridge
         Great Bridge opening for boat traffic
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Great Bridge Lock, VA

Once all the boats left the lock all hell broke loose.  Large yachts that had been very considerate when passing you on the ICW were now racing past you in order to get to Gilmerton Bridge before its last opening prior to the extended rush hour closing.  Wakes were of considerable heights.  I had to speed it up myself in order to make the bridge opening on time.  Once past the lock the landscape returned to a heavy industrial setting.  
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         Railroad bridge before Gilmerton Bridge
               Submarine near Portsmouth


After arriving back at Tidewater Yacht Marina we were greeted by Paul Martin, the current ECCO vice president.  He informed us of the terrible weather and the micro-burst they experienced at the marina the evening before, which caused minor damages in Portsmouth and ripped off the Bimini top from one of the Camanos still at the marina.   We were lucky to only have rain while in Coinjock.  
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         Paddle-wheel ferry, Portsmouth-Norfolk
                        Norfolk’s skyline

While fueling up again (less than 9 gallons) Pete gathered his stuff and departed for home in the car he left parked at the marina.  After cleaning up, later that day Dan and me took the paddle-wheel ferry to Norfolk for dinner at Hooters.  Nice young ladies there, I must say.  The boneless chicken wings were the main attraction though (that’s my story and I’m sticking to it).  The Norfolk waterfront is similar to Baltimore’s, but noticeably absent were the lack of people and the lack of open stores…reminded me for a moment of Elizabeth City!  Although the Norfolk night lights look impressive when seen from Portsmouth, it is in no better shape than Portsmouth.  It seems like the bad economy has taken its toll on this city.
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                           Norfolk’s night skyline
         Navy ship at Norfolk dry-dock
Nautical Miles Traveled: 42.4
Time: 7.8 hours
Thursday, May 26

We departed Portsmouth with two plans: if we got the nod from Tom at Deltaville, we would go there to have his folks install the water heater; if not, we would go to Tangier Island.  The timing didn’t work for the heater, so we went to Tangier.  In my opinion, it was the best stop of the entire trip in spite of me visiting the island about a half-dozen times before.  This was Dan’s first visit to the island and I hoped he would enjoy the visit.
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Approaching Tangier from the South, Bay side
          Dan by Areyto at Parks Marina, Tangier, VA
The southerly winds were strong once again and the waves had built up to the forecasted three footers, making for a very different ride as compared to the previous three days.  We drove from downstairs, which provided more comfort in the following seas.  I got to experiment with different speeds, and it seems that in following seas the Camano is more comfortable in the 7-8 knot speed range.  Entertainment during the long crossing consisted of fly-swatting.  When leaving the Elizabeth City we seemed to have picked up a large amount of flies.  Dan drove for good part of the route and got initiated to navigating with the GPS.  This old sailor still relies on paper charts.  His driving allowed me to take a long nap, which was a great relief in the heavier than normal seas.
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                 One of Tangiers many canals
                           Milton Parks
Upon arrival at Tangier I decided to dock bow-in.  The winds were too strong and too many folks were watching for me to attempt a stern-in approach.  Shortly after arriving we were met by Milton Parks, the marina owner.  He recognized me and asked about my wife and noted that Dan was a newcomer – not bad for one who’s about to turn 80.  Milton insisted on taking us on a tour of the island on his golf cart, which we gladly accepted.  I rode on the trunk, as Dan and Milton took up all of the space up front.  Milton took us to every nook and cranny of the island – and he also talked our ears off.  He stopped every so often to greet folks – he calls “George” all men he forgets or doesn’t know their name and “Love” the women.  As he was explaining in detail a medical procedure he recently underwent I tried to shorten the conversation by explaining to Milton that Dan was a retired doctor.  What a mistake!  That led to yet another lengthy conversation which details cannot be put to print.  Regardless, we had a great time with Milton and we were both very appreciative of the time he spent with us.  Milton is a true character…he makes the trip there worthwhile.
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                Parks Marina, Tangier Island, VA 
                Dan and Milton chatting away
Being that it was late and the lone open restaurant nearing closing time, we decided to cook onboard.  I introduced Dan to rice and canned corned beef with potatoes and eggs, cooked Puerto Rican style.  Pretty good stuff.
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Mom-mom (left) with Milton’s great-grandchildren

Nautical Miles Traveled: 64.6
Time: 9.2 hours
Friday, May 27

Went down to Hilda Crockett’s for breakfast.  All you can eat scrambled eggs, bacon, ham, potatoes, and more for $9.  You share the table with others – that’s their tradition.  We met a couple doing the Great Loop, and two other couples visiting – one from NY and one from VA.

After breakfast we went on a dinghy ride through the crab shanties lining the east side of the island and then through a canal to the white-sanded beaches on the south side of the island.  We both commented on the large amount of birds in the area to include brown pelicans, and how almost none were observed while traveling through NC.
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                  Typical Tangier Crabber’s Shanty
   Overlooking Beach Creek, southern part of Tangier

We departed Tangier after returning from the dinghy ride.  Dan seemed to enjoy his time on the island and he talked about returning by ferry with Barb.  The ride to Solomon Island was the roughest experienced in the entire trip.  The forecast called for strong southerly winds again, and up to three footers.  We experienced 3-4 footers with occasional bigger ones.  After settling down to a comfortable speed, entertainment this time consisted on seeing who got the fastest speed while surfing the waves.  I won with 12.6 knots (average cruise was about 7 knots).  The seas calmed considerably once in the lee of Cedar Point, in the Patuxent River.  As during the previous day, Dan did a significant portion of the driving while I had lunch and took my beloved nap.
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                                Tangier sunset
      Yesterday’s Dream doing the Great Loop
In Solomons we stayed at Solomons Yachting Center, the location of the 2009 rendezvous.  Quintin Root still works there but his beard is now very long and all white.  SYC has very nice facilities but it is a bit pricy – next time I’ll go to Summer Cove Marina, where the fuel is a few cents cheaper.  That evening we went into town for dinner at Stoney’s Kingfishers.  I had the best cream of crab soup I recall ever having and a pretty good hamburger, compliments of Dan, again.  I paid for the $1.50 soft-serve ice cream cone on the boardwalk.
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                Areyto at Solomons Yachting Center
     Morning departure from SYC, Solomons, MD
Nautical Miles Traveled: 39.5
Time: 5.2 hours
Saturday, May 28th
The final stretch home.  Although the forecast was for yet more stiff southerly winds and 3 footers, we actually encountered almost flat seas.  Although Dan has been to Solomons before, it was his first time traveling through the Poplar Island Narrows.  The rest of the trip home was uneventful.  We were met by Pete when we arrived at the dock and he helped Dan remove his belongings.  
I was very glad to have made the trip for multiple reasons – for personal reasons we had been absent from the two previous rendezvous and it was nice to be re-acquainted with a bunch of really nice people; for the same reasons we also have been unable to do much cruising in the past two years; sharing the experience with two friends certainly was more fun that going solo, and much safer; we got to visit friends which we had not seen for a few years; got to cross off my bucket list the cruising down the Dismal Swamp Canal; got lots of experience handling the boat in weather conditions I would normally avoid; continued to be wondered by what mother nature has to offer; and many other reasons.  The best cruising since buying the boat seven years ago!
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                                  Cove Point Lighthouse
        Sharps Island Light
Nautical Miles Traveled: 47.2
Time: 6.4 hours
Totals for the trip:
Miles: 422.5 nautical miles (485.9 statute)
Engine Hours: 63.3

Gallons of Diesel: 147
11
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