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Knowing What You Know

T

here is something about
sailing that defies all but
the freshest egos. This
feeling people have that
they ought to be able to
step on a boat and know
how to sail it must be primal, so
that when it comes to explicit in-

18

After years of crewing and messing about
on boats, she finally decided to go to
sailing school…in the Canary Islands

by Heather Richie

struction, it naturally offends us to
have to learn. People must feel the
same about memorizing scripture
or cooking. Maybe gardening or
hockey. Any of it can kill you.
Equally dangerous is the sailor
who doesn’t know what she doesn’t
know. So accustomed is she to hav-

ing the line picked up just as her
hand braved to reach it, so familiar
is she with watching the application of phrases like “Give me some
vang,” without ever reaching out
to do it herself, this popsicle inside
all of us is a real threat to livelihood. Sailing requires a moderate
confidence that is hard to test so
directly in other walks of life. Chat
with British people and you’ll hear
it, one comment out of reason will
yield a “steady now” jest meant to
damper the inflated confidence
just encouraged. For the rest of us,
there is sailing school.
I have been messing about on
boats for 10 years, and it has in that
time for me to go from the person
who does not know what she does
not know to the person who does
BLUE WATER SAILING

not know what she knows, to what
a late sailor friend, a guy named
Walter, affectionately called “bourbon and crew”. He called me that
early on, so maybe he could see it
in me before I could.
When I bought a boat too big
for a first boat and let a self-serving
broker of a boyfriend sell it, Walter
apologized for the boyfriend, not
the boat, as my first sailing experience. I’d double-handed with that
guy from Charleston to the Abacos
in the Bahamas, and later I would
make similar passages and sail
countess harbor beer can regattas. I
have crewed, or stowed away, over
a thousand nautical miles, but that
alone does not make me a sailor.
CANARY ISLE SAILING SCHOOL

When I decided to commit to
really learning how to sail, I made
the decision to attend a school certified by England’s Royal Yachting
Association, which are considered
to be incredibly thorough, rigorous
and offering certification that is
honored around the world.
I wound up at a place called
Endeavour Sailing School on the
island of Lanzarote in the Canary
Islands. There are something like
February 2019

six sailing schools in the islands;
half are British (RYA). I was not
limited to the Canaries in shopping
RYA schools, and Endeavour Sailing School came to be my choice
by absolute coincidence. It was a
lucky and good choice. In part,
that is because of the absolute
navigability of Puerto Calero and
surrounding Lanzarote coastline.
It is simple enough to get your
bearings. The school is in an undeveloped part of Lanzarote with
few distractions, or restaurants,
bars or tourist attractions nearby.
If you want to get out and about
after school you will need to take
a good walk or find a taxi. It is this
seclusion that makes the weeklong classroom theory courses
and one-day modules particularly
rewarding for anyone looking to
find a quiet learning environment.
The landscape of Lanzarote is
an active volcano. The tidal range
of the southeastern side where
the school is located is minimal,
and there are no currents. There
is a periodic swell that I and my
stomach don’t like. Luckily, in the
Canary Islands you can buy the
best motion sickness drug, Cinnarizine, which is not available

for some reason in the U.S. They
say the art of the sailor is to leave
nothing to chance. I would add
that we must relinquish to forces
beyond our control, and never sail
to windward when a rude swell is
running.
I took three one-week courses
at Endeavor. The experience and
personalities of the instructors
within the school naturally vary
from course to course and the crew
mix varies (different levels on any
given week), so that even with the
repetition of courses I experienced
variety. There was the competent
crew party girl down from Ireland;
the Yachtmaster Fast Tracker,
who was headed for an entry level
superyacht job; or, the wobbling
retiree who was really unsure not
of his sailing plans—those would
be fine—but his life plan.
In another week, I had a very
capable crew member translating
everything from his native Italian; and, of course, there was that
guy, the guy who already knew
everything. That week he was in
contrast to my instructor, a man
about whom it has been said that
what he does not know about boats
and sailing is not worth knowing.
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He does not wear that kind of
flattery but, instead, Gordon Allen, a retired British Army colonel,
brings along a stuffed dog called
Sea Pup. Sea Pup has a personality
of his own, and is a big hit with
the young children coming to sail
a week with their parents. The
grown-up kids are a fan of Sea Pup,
too, and of Allen’s sober confidence
at sea. He ran a British university’s
sailing program for a decade, is a
combat veteran, and does not take
people too seriously because, as far
as I can tell, he takes life seriously.
Most all of the instructors at
Endeavour give off the vibe that
they are people-you-want-to-sail
with. Allen is sure personalities
are not just the froth of a good sailing experience, but the ”make or
break" factor. That’s what I mean.
It is hard to talk about what sailing feels like when we can favor
instead what it is, but it feels like
close quarters, a natural elemental
fear, athleticism. In moments, it
feels like electricity, like flying, like
disappearing or dancing. Funda-
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mentally we all grasp it, but what
does it take to be really good at it?
I think I know how to sail
now, and I think I know because I
brought myself to an RYA school
and worked on Day Skipper level
practical skills for three weeks, on
and off over the fall, after a week
of Day Skipper Theory in a classroom. I took a Power Boat Level II
course, and all four of the modules
RYA requires for Commercial Endorsement.
I didn't even know the RYA
was a thing six months ago. When
I learned it was part of an international common standard for
commercial work, I knew it was for
me. I do not want to crew on super
yachts, or drive a water taxi. I want
to do more than the common refrain
of many in the Day Skipper course,
which is to “independently sail in
charge of their family and friends.”
I bought progressively smaller
boats until I found myself with,
of all things, a J/24 but what I’ve
learned is how little of what I
want from sailing has changed.

Blue water sailing as Bourbon and
Crew. As a skipper, when I ask
for vang (what my British friends
would call the kicker), I am going
to look at the widest-eyed girl on
the boat, and tell her to look first
as the sail, watch the boom, and
then look at the sail again. I am
going to say it as if she does not
know anything and then ask if she
has any questions. Maybe I’ll steal
Gordon Allen’s line, and simply
ask, “Happy?” With their mental
wheels turning, I think he must
have realized that a person on a
sailboat really has to think twice
about why not to be.
WHY CHOOSE A SCHOOL
IN THE CANARY ISLANDS?

The British and Irish have
made a playground of the Canaries and flights from Dublin and
London often average $30. Airlines
(namely Norwegian) now fly direct from Providence, RI to Dublin
or New York to London for under
$400 round trip. Try to book NYC
direct to Lanzarote, or even Gran
Canaria, and you’ll pay closer
to $900. Even if you have
flexible dates, what look like
bargain flights are often 12hour or more itineraries and
to get those deals, you might
have to have an itinerary that
runs something other than
weekend-to-weekend, which
is exactly what you need to
sail at Endeavor for a week in
the Canaries.
You can get a week of
instruction for $1,000 inclusive of flights, breakfast,
lunch and two dinners, accommodation on board one
of the boats (alternatively,
there are nearby all-inclusive
hotels and villas), and sailing
instruction at one of Endeavour Sailing School’s “Drills
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and Skills” weeks. You can also
book Advanced Drills and Skills,
or a Royal Yachting Association
Day Skipper Practical course
week if you have completed RYA
Day Skipper Theory, which has an
online option. To save even more,
go from November 1 through the
spring, when Endeavour tuition
rates drop about 10 percent.
This is to sail on one of the
school’s three Bavaria yachts, with
life jackets and foul weather gear
included. After a half-day safety
briefing on Monday, your week
will include a night sail, a day
sail and overnight stay to Marina
Rubicon at Playa Blanca and back
to Puerto Calero, and numerous
tutorials from RYA sailing instructors who themselves are popping
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down from England for the week.
A true maritime cultural exchange, Endeavour’s strength is its
instructors. Keith Charlton, who
founded the school along with wife
Stephanie, is a favorite instructor.
The Charltons often steward the
Yachtmaster candidates alongside
other weekday courses, completing the range of RYA training at
the school. Endeavour offers all
four RYA commercial endorsement modules, so it’s possible to
complete training right through
to the Cruising Instructor level at
the school.
If “Drills and Skills” doesn’t
sound challenging enough, Endeavour offers an “Around the
Island” itinerary as well. However, if you’re looking to gauge

your knowledge, you’ll find your
fit quickly by taking one of the
school’s RYA training scheme
courses. Governed by the MCA
(the British coast guard) RYA qualifications are the world standard for
commercial seafarers. You might
show up sure you’re at Day Skipper level, only to learn after a great
week of fun that you scrape by as
Competent Crew. Then again, you
might know more than you think.
The joy of it is to test yourself in
the controlled learning environment of sailing school. There’s few
better ways to stretch your sailing
skills and your imagination than
leaving the U.S. behind for a week
and learn to know what you don’t
know with an international group
of instructors and crew. BWS
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