
O ur windlass has broken. There are certain things 
on your boat that it’s relatively easy to do without 
and there are others that, when they suddenly stop 
working, can stall your plans, your mind and 
ultimately your spirit.

Sometimes you tackle a whole bunch of 
boat problems in one go. We had just one 
such period when we first bought our yacht 
as part of getting her fully bluewater 
ready to set off from the U K . But 
nothing lasts forever and we found 
ourselves frequently needing to 
explain to family and friends that, just 
because you spend a lot of time and money 
on mending things, it doesn’t mean that your 
boat suddenly becomes infallible.

A boat is really like a house combined with your car 
and put into an environment which is constantly attacking 
it. Saltwater and sun eat away at whatever they can with no 
concept of mercy. In fact, much like home ownership, having a 
boat means constantly maintaining it as things will always, without 
doubt, break. There are some items that you can have back-up systems 
for, like a GP S, or a generator, or a second ground tackle set-up of anchor 
and chain. But there is a limit to what we can all carry and there are few 
boats that can boast a second dinghy, a back-up stove or a spare mast. P lus all 
boats become more and more bespoke as time goes on. O ur 2 4 -year-old F rench 
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Jessica Lloyd-Mostyn
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All systems “ G O ”  
sailing to C uba
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windlass on a British boat built in South 
Africa with a Japanese engine, that is 
currently in Mexico, illustrates quite well 
how complex a collage of additions and 
modifications you can be dealing with.

We’ve found that the real trick is all 
connected to attitude and how well you 
are able to adapt to a mind-set of just 
plain rolling with the punches. Things 
break, and no amount of money or 
diligence will make this fact avoidable 
if you want to actually use your boat 
and go sailing. But if you can lessen the 
emotional toll that each breakage takes on 
your outlook, then it becomes an awful 
lot easier to deal with what the seas want 
to throw at you. Consider each one to be a 

lesson in disguise.
This is particularly useful when 

planning for an ocean crossing. You walk 
around and go through the boat both above 
and below decks and ask yourself, “What 
happens if this breaks?” Some of these 
running repairs and damages you can 
prepare for and others will be tests of your 
engineering ingenuity. It’s amazing how 
much you can do with duct tape…

But there are some failures which, 
due to either limited finances, geographic 
remoteness or sheer lethargy, you simply 
learn to live with for a time. You see, there 
is a happy accident that is born out of 
things breaking: you learn. It seems that 
a large part of determining how essential 
each individual piece of kit on board truly 

is would be to have it break and see how well you can 
manage without it. Also, by taking apart the carnage 
and studying the remains of the latest item to stop 
functioning, you really do manage to discover a whole 
lot more about your boat.

We were without refrigeration for a good eight 
months of our journey so far. We’d had a chest fridge 
that was working when we left England, but it was 
behaving funny by Gibraltar. When we were crossing 
the Atlantic we shut it off altogether, fearing that we 
were losing battery power when the issue was really a 
faulty voltmeter. By the time we were mid-Caribbean 
the compressor totally conked out, so we just decided 

Above: Jessica at the helm in Antigua. Below: James on winch - St Kitts. At the 
bottom you see their boat being hauled on a travelift for out-of-water repairs. 
You can find haul-out facilities all over the world.
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to do without. It proved much easier 
than you might imagine, particularly as refrigeration 
is the main power drain on most boats. As we were 
island-hopping we were always close to land so we 
simply bought ice to fill up the now defunct chest-
housing and used it as a cooler. N o problem.

Similarly, our autopilot stopped working. O n our 
last ocean crossing we were sailing with 
two friends on board, so we were content 
to hand-steer as there were always enough 
hands willing. O nce we were back down 
to only the two of us on board, it seemed 
natural to continue to hand-steer. We both 
think that we became better sailors as 
a result of this loss. N o autopilot meant 
that we played with our sail-trim more 
so that we could balance the boat better, 
especially when sailing upwind. We had 
several passages where we didn’t need to 
touch the helm at all.

O ur automatic bilge pump had never 
worked which wasn’t much of an issue until 
the first ti e that we p anned to ea e the 
boat for a long period, which was during 
hurricane season. H ad we not had the 
deadline of the impending downpours and 
storms, it would probably still be on the list. 
And having to use just the manual pump 

before then gave us a better understanding of how much 
saltwater we took in through the stern gland, and how 
much fresh water came aboard from rain.

I imagine that there are many of us who are 
content to have a dinghy that needs a top up pumping 
each time it’s used. A chartplotter that’s acting up can 
easily be replaced by an i P hone with the right app and 

L ife is maintenance, and m aintaining your winches and other gear can add 
years of life to them. O n the right, haui ng out in N ew Z ealand.

Autopilot out? T hey added a wind-steering system to handle the helm 
so they could enj oy the trip until the autopilot could be repaired.
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charts, and the second burner on our stove that isn’t 
working too well can simply wait until we encounter 
problems with the other one.

So it was with our windlass. P repared for the 
seemingly inevitable circumstance of it breaking, we 
had learned how to let down and pull up the anchor by 
hand. That’s not a straightforward operation when you’re 
talking about 6 0 m etres /  2 0 0 f eet of chain attached to 
a 3 0 k ilo /  66 l b. anchor. But we had learned from past 
experience that it would be a sensible skill to master and, 
as a result, felt far more comfortable doing it that way. 

When the windlass did kick the bucket it was no big 
deal. U ntil we started talking seriously about the South 

acific  that is  he ar greater anchoring depths that we d 
be encountering coupled with the added challenge of 
sailing with a baby made us bite the incredibly expensive 
bullet and bring a new and shining windlass back to 

acific e ico when we isited ng and or hrist as

A little mast maintenance - much easier to do with your 
feet on the ground than dangling from a bosun’ s chair.

W ant to k now how important it is to maintain your 
windlass? J ust let it go out and you will k now full well.
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We are now facing the realities of buying any new 
equipment for our lovely sailboat. The new thing has 
different dimensions and specifications from the old 
one ( as the original manufacturer no longer exists) , so 
fitting it requires significant adaptations to be made 
to the anchor locker.

Ah, sigh, you never do lose the hope that each 
new repair will somehow be simpler, be dealt with 
faster, be solved with a ‘ plug-and-play’ ease and that 
this one element of your boat will now be f lawless 
and fail-safe. But, in the event that it’s not, at least we 
can all keep learning.

O n the left, ab ove and on the right you see the importace 
of the windlass maintenance. T hey added a new one! !

Below, al l things work ing again, t hey head to sea waiting 
to see what break s nex t. H opefully, not hing!
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