
  



 

 

 

Their plan crystallized in January.  

A brutal Iowa winter fueled their enthusiasm, but they’d been 

discussing it since high school. Like a lot of ideas spawned by teenagers, 

this one dimmed with time and responsibility, until tundra winds howling 

across the prairie coaxed its smoldering embers into flame. As snow piled 

high, these three friends plotted their revenge on Sioux City. “Let’s just do 

it,” they agreed one Monday night, during halftime. “Drive to California, 

buy a boat, and sail around South America.” 

The wives were skeptical. “Sure,” they said. “So long as we can all 

meet at the timeshare in Tampa.” Their husbands took this as kerosene on 

their zeal. So they sent for guidebooks and read magazines. They pored 

over maps, watched videos. A dentist, a tax attorney and a landscaper, 

they had the resources to do things right. It’ll be easy, they promised each 

other. Piece of cake. 

Late that Spring, after the thaw, they made good on short-term 

commitments, postponed appointments and delegated authority. Then the 

friends piled into a minivan and struck out for the coast. They paid cash 

for a boat they had found on line.  

It was a beautiful craft, a 40’ catamaran built for inshore sailing. The 

plan was to start with a 3-day open water course and then hug the coast 

along Baja, roll down Mexico and skirt South America. Moor at the 

Galapagos, take on supplies and review progress. Aim for the Horn and 

don’t look back. Beautiful. Easy.  

The boat’s ample cabin had ample cabinets and cupboards for stowing 

navigational equipment, waterproof flashlights, maritime radio, portable 

CD players and sacks of foil-wrapped granola bars. In the marina, other 

sailors offered advice; more gear got bought, wrapped and stuffed into 

nooks and crannies. Finally they cleared the San Diego harbor and turned 

south into smooth water, schools of tuna, perfect sunsets.  

A week later, the seas picked up.  

But this was sailing; they had expected wind. And so long as it wasn’t 

serious—like the Santa Anas, for instance—they’d be fine. Right? Their 

books had said the Santa Anas, seasonal winds that famously troubled 

these waters, were gone by Spring, so they chopped along unworried. But 

they hadn’t read much at all about the North American Monsoon effect. 



I blinked at this. As a guy who’d spent most of his life in the northeast 

quadrant of the States, I didn’t have much experience with the ocean. 

That, and pastoring churches had occupied most of my energy. The notion 

of putting to sea on an open boat gave me nothing but nausea. 

Roy, who was telling the story, paused to explain. The North 

American Monsoon, he told me, was a matter of close study by certain 

meteorologists whose views tended to be discounted. “It don’t get much 

coverage,” he said. “But can sure make for fierce summer weather.” 

Big monsoon winds slammed the dentist, lawyer and landscaper 

before sunrise one morning, and their catamaran capsized. “That’s a good 

thing, Gray,” Roy declared. He saw my quizzical expression and went on. 

“Multi-hulls carry a lot of sail, and if they go over in bad weather, usually 

it’s that they pitch pole.” Since I still looked puzzled, he continued. 

“Capsize is side to side,” he said, motioning with his hands. “Pitch pole is 

end over end.” Roy grinned as my jaw dropped. “Pitch pole’s harder to 

fix.” 

They managed to right the cat, and soldiered on, keeping the sunrise 

to their left. But after another day or two of pounding seas, they started 

thinking about maybe abbreviating the trip. The Panama Canal would be 

cool, they told each other. Soggy food and poor sleep intensified their 

yearning for flat water. 

They radioed ahead to reserve passage, just in case. They also reefed 

in their jib, offering a smaller target for the merciless squalls. Eventually, 

the skies began to clear, and their moods improved. They were getting the 

hang of sailing. Cape Horn? For sure, no problem. 

But then the worst storm yet bore down on them and snapped the jib’s 

mast. The rains that pounded in behind the wind lashed whoever was on 

deck. The Panama Canal was back to looking really good.  

Except now they were lost. They’d beat out to sea away from the 

coast, a standard tactic in bad weather, but a full day later, the storm 

hadn’t let up. They were still heading west, briskly, in blue water. 

After another twenty hours, the clouds parted and the rain stopped. 

While straightening out and mopping up, they took stock, and realized that 

their maps were missing. Brought on deck to track progress, they had 

never been pinned down; the storm had swept those finely detailed 

laminated sheets overboard, to join other garbage floating fitfully to Fiji. 

Undaunted, the three devised a solution: just steer into the morning sun. 

We can do this, they told each other. Right? The unfamiliar coast growing 



on their horizon turned into a game board. They took turns guessing which 

part of Central America they were seeing.  

They had plenty of food and undimmed spirits, but low, dark sky kept 

following them. A night or two in a safe harbor, some new maps—as they 

discussed things, both sounded pretty good. They switched on the radio 

again. 

Nothing.  An anxious moment, until the landscaper discovered that 

the storm had jostled a wire loose. When he figured where it belonged, the 

speaker crackled with static. Dialing through the frequencies, they finally 

found English speakers who, at first, seemed to find their situation 

amusing. Then another voice came on the speaker.  

“Me,” Roy said.  

The two of us were sitting on the outdoor patio of Snowy’s bar, 

overlooking a beach halfway between Mexico and Colombia, enjoying the 

sun. Roy tipped his head back to drain the can he held. The hair on his 

Popeye arms was bleached as bright as the wisps flying out beneath a 

frayed Miami Heat cap. Barefoot, wearing a faded tank top and cut offs, 

Roy looked like the classic beach bum. Only the Rolex around his thick 

wrist suggested otherwise. In fact, Roy was a respected boat captain in a 

region replete with seamen. He also had a reputation for rescue operations.  

“Their GPS still worked, so I figured out their position according to 

the readout they gave us. Knew they could make the hotel marina south of 

here in a couple hours. Told them to look for traffic and follow the jetty in. 

Then I called a buddy down there and asked him to keep an eye open for 

this crew. 

“By late afternoon, they hadn’t showed up. We tried to raise the cat 

on the radio, but no dice, so I got some guys to go out looking.” He 

squinted into the glare off the calm ocean below. You never know with 

amateurs.” 

“We found them where I thought they might be, down past that string 

of small islands southwest of us. A gust caught the boat and they’d 

flipped. When we came up, they were sitting on a pontoon, tangled in 

rigging. Sails shredded for fair. We motored in close, introduced 

ourselves.” 

White lines spoked from the deep creases next to his mouth and eyes. 

“For a minute or two, they stared at us, real quiet. I asked if they wanted to 

spend the night there, and that sorta broke the spell. They started 

yammering, and then jumped in to swim over. We fished them out; one 

guy’s life vest was stuffed full of granola bars. Then me and a mate dove 



in with a line for the cat. Set her up on both amas, tied on and got a tug 

back in.” 

Roy pointed over the bar’s splintered railing with a French fry. 

“That’s her, at the end of the dock. Yellow hulls.”  

I looked past the slips occupied by regulars and spotted the 

catamaran. “Pretty good boat,” Roy said, “Though she needs some new 

gear. We got to talking, worked a deal so’s they’ll pay me to take her to 

Florida. Decent money.” 

“Huh?” I said. 

“Yep. Those guys over there.” Now Roy motioned to a far corner of 

the patio. “They want me to sail the cat to Tampa. Said they’d fly up 

instead, meet me there.”  

A trio that I’d so far ignored now held my attention. Seated under a 

striped umbrella, they seemed relaxed, cheerful, animated. No cloud of 

worry hung over them; their faces bore no memory of disaster. One was 

scrawling on a napkin while the other two watched with riveted interest. 

Were they crafting a story to tell their wives? Trying to calculate the cost 

of this fiasco?  

The writer stopped and his companions blurted in unison: “Iditarod?” 

To which the napkin guy replied, “Yeah. We’re from Iowa, right? We can 

do snow.”  

Roy’s plastic chair scraped the rough wood deck as he pushed away 

from the table. “This trip to Florida,” he began. “I should go before the 

hurricanes start up and I need some crew besides Adele. You interested? 

It’ll be easy,” he said, popping the top of another can. “Piece a cake.” 

 

 

 

###  



“Oblivious Sailors” features characters introduced in Playa Perdida, a 

full-length novel that follows expatriates trying to do church in a Central 

American beach community. The book’s available as a paperback or e-

book from Amazon and Smashwords. And to follow the progress of 

Playa’s sequel, check Dan Schmidt’s blog at www.toucanic.net and the 

Facebook page. 

 

 

 

http://www.amazon.com/Playa-Perdida-Dan-Schmidt/dp/1453641866/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1305995018&sr=1-1
http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/27278
http://www.toucanic.net/
http://www.facebook.com/pages/Playa-Perdida/141793275839630

