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A week sailing around Antigua, February 2015                         Cynthia Robinson 

“Merde!” exclaimed Pierre as he slipped effortlessly from Nelson’s Dockyard into dark and fetid waters 

by the stone quay.  As the rain lashed down on this dark and dismal night, I could see nothing but 

blackness where Pierre had attempted to cross the void and step aboard our chartered yacht, Fil Eau 

Vent II. I dropped the bags of victuals I myself was carrying and rushed forward to offer assistance. I 

was dismayed that time seemed to have ground to a halt and that my first attempts at rescue were 

greeted only by a still and fearful blackness. As I reached towards the waters, I was startled when the 

first response I detected was the reappearance of four plastic bags full of groceries. Next appeared two 

hands – still gripping the bags with a fervour well beyond the call of duty. Thankfully, Pierre was 

unscathed from his total sudden and immersion.   

Until that point, we had been pleased with our plan to shop at the huge supermarket, Epicurean, after 

landing at Antigua’s international airport on Sunday afternoon. I had been surprised during an Internet 

search to find a shop open on a Sunday in such a staunchly Christian country, but decided to seize the 

opportunity. Additional pre-holiday research, based primarily on Chris Doyle’s pilot book The Cruising 

Guide to the Leeward Islands, had led me to conclude that provisioning the boat for the duration of the 

trip at the start would be a good move. Our taxi driver, Martin, chose to wait while we shopped, in 

order to benefit from the subsequent, higher fare to English Harbour on the south coast. This was 

helpful as we discovered that telephone numbers for taxi drivers are not listed in the yellow pages and 

that some of the taxis are somewhat idiosyncratic. Martin’s taxi was suffering badly from a slipping 

clutch and it seemed touch and go whether the vehicle would manage to climb a challenging hill in the 

south of the island. On another occasion, Donald’s taxi smelled so badly of burning brake fluid that we 

all disembarked and stood chatting by the roadside about the rising temperature of the wheel hub.   

“Please tell us what has been spoiled by the dunking” was the charter company’s request “and we shall 

replace it tomorrow morning”.  As I sifted through the dented cans and washed off every trace of filthy 

harbour water, I concluded that half a dozen cracked eggs and a packet of pasta were the only two 

items that it would be sensible to replenish. The next morning, these duly reappeared as soon as the 

small shop in the picturesque dockyard, Crab Hole Too, opened.  This shop is situated in the building 

reputed to have housed the pay office in Nelson’s time.  

As the sun shone down, I caught sight of the small Tricolour that was mysteriously flying from the 

yacht’s starboard signal halyard. My thoughts jumped to the activities at the end of the 18th century 

when hundreds of British seamen were stationed in Antigua to fight their French counterparts, but 

whose lives were cut short by the virulent diseases of the then hated posting. Nelson is reputed to 

have described Antigua as a “vile place” and a “dreadful hole”. Respectfully, I took down the Tricolour 

and hoisted the Antigua and Barbuda courtesy flag instead. At this very moment Pierre arrived, noting 

my actions and politely thanking me for correcting the charter company’s oversight.  

It was a disappointment that during the obligatory briefing on the first morning, we were told that 

many of the attractive anchorages recommended by Chris Doyle were “off limits”. We were informed 

that there could be no concessions and that the insurance would be invalid should damage occur in 

any of the ‘forbidden’ locations. Reluctantly, but no doubt sensibly, I decided to toe the line. However, 

it was with some amusement that I found a previous skipper had left on the chart all his calculations on 

how to anchor in the banned zone between Cades and Middle Reefs to the SW of the island. 

We enjoyed a spicy lunch of fresh fish at a dockyard bar and marvelled at the size of the superyachts 

(yes, those actually powered by sails) moored on the quay. As we left the harbour, we noted that the 



Antiguan circumnavigation 2015 Page 2 
 

size of the moored vessels increased, but nevertheless, there was more than adequate space to put 

our 41’ Oceanis  Sea Odyssey through her paces in order to check her close-quarters manoeuvring 

capabilities.  

 

At sea we checked the sails, reefing systems and performance under different points of sail and after 

enjoying some “ocean sailing” for a couple of hours we selected nearby Carlisle Bay as our first 

anchorage. Our approach to this sheltered, south-facing bay revealed that the sail-less  240 foot 

superyacht Siren had chosen an anchorage in the south and a further two small yachts had dropped 

their hooks on the western perimeter. In turn, we selected a sandy 5m patch near the eastern edge.  

After enjoying a swim and the wonderful view, two less-pleasing events took place. Firstly, there was a 

commotion ashore and we spotted what we thought was a major fire. However, this was not a cloud of 

smoke, but a moving plume of chemicals being administered, by truck, to the local vegetation. We 

watched, amazed, as the truck, and its following plume, distributed its destructive load all over the NW 

part of the shore. Thankfully, we were upwind. Thereafter, we noticed a charter catamaran entering 

the bay. It headed for our spot and, to our surprise, dropped its anchor approximately three boat-

lengths directly upwind of our vessel.  We said nothing. In due course I gave the well-recognised signal 

of selecting a roving fender and walking purposefully towards the bow. My message was correctly 

interpreted and the skipper of the offending vessel asked if we thought him too close. We said we felt 

this to be the case. He therefore weighed anchor and very carefully moved further away. This time he 

selected a point four boat lengths dead upwind and re-anchored. Ah well, this time the clearance 

between our two vessels was acceptable, but odd, given the vast anchorage with only four vessels in 

sight.  As the wonderful sunset faded and the stars started to twinkle, the must-have LED underwater 

lighting system on Siren sprang into life and sparkled voluptuously around her hull as the vessel rocked 

gently under the clear skies. 

As the ocean swell was running in a westerly direction (with the wind neatly aligned on this occasion), 

we set sail the next morning under genoa alone. We passed between the coast and nearby Cades and 

Middle Reefs and rounded Pelican Island (immediately to the SW of Antigua) in shallow, turquoise 

waters so as to avoid the shoal patch a little further out. In addition to enjoying using traditional 

navigation methods (especially clearing bearings in these coral strewn waters), it was enormous fun to 

test the impressive touch screen GPS plotter, which performed surprisingly well at all times.  It was 

definitely a good piece of kit, and try as I might to catch it out, its overall performance was excellent. 

 

 

The Wow! 

factor in 

English 

Harbour 



Antiguan circumnavigation 2015 Page 3 
 

 

Fil Eau Vent welcomed the addition of the main as our course became more northerly, and forged 

ahead on a beam reach in a F3 in the lee of the main island. Five Islands, Jolly Harbour, a second 

Pelican Island and the intriguing Hawksbill Rock were sequentially left to starboard to complete our 

short (only 10 mile) trip. As we approached Deep Bay point we encountered a swell creeping around 

from the NE and crashing onto the rocks. The wreck of the sailing barque Andes (with its mast awash) 

can be found pretty much in the middle of the entrance to Deep Bay, but is easily avoided. The Andes 

sank in June 1905 when its cargo of asphalt caught fire, but all its crew was saved. We had planned to 

follow the recommendation to snorkel around the wreck, but as we sailed pass, it was obvious that the 

huge volume of sand thrown up in the area would make such an exercise a waste of time.  We 

anchored neatly between two other yachts, in 4m, and took the dinghy ashore in the calmest, most 

northerly, spot on the beach. We shared the impressive white sands with the large Grand Royal 

Antiguan Hotel, but scarcely saw a soul after the day trippers aboard the Wadadli catamaran had 

departed. A short, but occasionally steep, climb to Fort Barrington (on the northern point of the bay) 

revealed that the purpose of this bastion was to guard the southern flank of the channel into the 

capital, St John. The fort is tiny, but well-preserved, with its ammunition store rooms intact. The next 

morning, a swim ashore was rewarded by sightings of bright yellow warblers and bananaquits. Having 

brought Collins’s Birds of the West Indies from the UK, we spent a little time each day identifying the 

colourful local species. 

Keen to sail full and bye, we left Warrington Banks and the Sisters rocks to starboard, rather than close 

tacking in the lee of the land. Fully aware of the Boon Reef (which runs E-W to the N of Antigua), we 

tailored each fetch carefully, but found adequate sea room for a great morning’s sail. We elected to 

motor to windward for a short while, not only because the tacks would have been very short, but also 

because we wanted some lunch. As we left Prickly Pear Island to starboard, the genoa went back up 

and we felt our way down the dredged channel that runs towards Parham and Crabb Point. I found the 

description “buoyed channel” on the chart a little misleading – especially after Chris DoyIe’s 

diagrammatic reds and greens, finding only two rusty spherical buoys. The addition of copious 

quantities of bird lime to the rust gave the impression of “safe water” marks, but I doubt whether the 

two were that sophisticated. I can, at least, vouch that they were both pretty close to the dredged 5m 

channel that runs close to the W edge of Maiden Island. Our destination for the day was to be Great 
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Bird Island and I had plotted a route to avoid the shoal patches using back bearings on conspicuous 

features such as the satellite dish close to the end of the main airport’s runway and the house with the 

charted “red roof, conspic”. Despite the veritable proliferation of red roofs on upmarket Long Island 

since the chart was printed, we reached our destination safely and noted that the delightful sail had 

only clocked 20 miles (my goodness, this is a small island). Five other yachts had selected our chosen 

anchorage and although all the yachties we met were friendly and welcoming, they certainly tended to 

be quieter than mice. We encountered neither noise nor rowdy behaviour afloat during our vacation, 

although I contrast this with the tale from a young friend crewing a superyacht based in English 

Harbour. He found life just a little too dull and so he and his fellow crew members developed a 

challenge to see who could ride a bicycle the furthest underwater. 

 

Over the years, our technique for ensuring good holding in coral sand anchorages has become routine. 

It is always advisable to arrive when the sun is still high (and preferably astern) as this enables the 

bowman to see clearly the best and most extensive areas of sand. Occasionally, there are patches of 

“grass” to be avoided, and it is vital that the anchorages selected are free of coral heads. As always, the 

chain should be laid straight. Past experience reveals that once the yacht has settled, gradually 

increasing the revs (in reverse gear) to 2000 rpm will ensure that the anchor either digs in firmly or 

drags or trips. In all cases in Antigua, the anchor dug well into the sand, as was verified by a brief sortie 

with mask, snorkel and fins to check the situation before leaving the boat or turning in.   

At the CLYC AGM in December, Past Commodore Roger Burroughs had asked me whether I was 

worried about the recent arrival of Chikungunya Fever in the Caribbean. Lacking knowledge of this 

illness, I consulted the World Health Organisation website to discover that it is carried by mosquitos 

that bite during the day. The nasty surprise was that it causes fever and joint pains that do not react to 

painkillers and can last for six months. I felt a little less fearful when I saw that Chikungunya can be 

found in many parts of the USA too, although on further investigation I discovered that this is where 

the suffering holidaymakers actually live. My concern about Chikungunya was added to the mental file 

currently labelled Dengue. After all, it was only a year ago that on the first day of our charter in 
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Grenada we were warned that there had been recent cases of Dengue Fever (also carried by day-biting 

mosquitos). This year I took the precaution to buy all four types of anti-mosquito preparation cited by 

the WHO as effective. However, as usual, none had much effect on me and I was bitten at least 20 

times, although thankfully not by a mosquito carrying either Dengue or Chikungunya. 

Our late afternoon arrival ashore on Great Bird Island was just after a swim, so I was reluctant to 

venture into mosquito territory to start exploring. I sat on the hot white rocks at the water’s edge 

taking in the stunning beauty of the scene, while Philip went on a recce. We then both quizzed Adessa, 

who was selling T shirts and snacks by the small beach, as to whether she could buy some fish to 

barbecue for us for lunch the following day. When we arrived the next morning, she said she only had 

her usual chicken or hot dogs. We opted for chicken. She explained she would prepare the chicken on 

demand, but when we named the time, Adessa effused that the meal was “on the barbecue and ready 

to eat”. My concern was heightened when I observed that she had made no attempt actually to light 

the barbecue. Adessa had already told us she had been running her small business for 15 years and 

that it was on the regular tourist ‘day trip’ trail. I concluded that she probably did not wish to let 

salmonella and campylobacter into her portfolio so gingerly I nibbled at a lukewarm chicken wing, 

which was indeed delicious.  

 

We enjoyed good snorkelling from the dinghy on the reef about a cable from the south-facing beach of 

Great Bird Island and, on another occasion, on the reef to the south of the similarly named Bird Island 

in Nonsuch Bay. The fish population of Antigua is colourful and varied, although it is not present in 

profusion. Memorable sightings included an emerald green Moray Eel, a large barracuda and a timid 

squid.  

As we walked along the N-S spine of 100’ high Great Bird Island, we watched dainty white Red-billed 

Tropicbirds with their trailing tail feathers, Magnificent Frigatebirds (who tried to steal the prey of the 

Tropicbirds) and Caribbean Martins slope soaring along the cliffs. We occasionally looked down to 

ensure a good foothold, as well as to look for the endangered, harmless Antiguan Racing Snake 

(Alsophis antiguae). Without warning, a Tropicbird tumbled at our feet, as though it had been 

wounded or stunned. After a flurry of fluttering and shuffling, it disappeared down a crevice in the 

rocks. Once it had regained its composure and adopted a normal posture, it walked across its small 

cave towards its nest and young. Being privy to this extraordinary arrival seemed an amazing privilege, 
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despite the landing being one of the least aerodynamic I have ever witnessed. Our birdwatching plans 

had originally included a sail to the island of Barbuda, situated 30 miles to the north. However, this 

would have swallowed three days from our precious seven, so we opted for a day return on the fast cat 

the following week, when we were rewarded with a fantastic visit (with National Park guide and 

boatman George Jeffrey) to the world-renowned nesting site of up to 20,000 Frigatebirds. Returning to 

Antigua, I sighted a Humpback whale whose white tail flukes reflected the rays of the setting sun as it 

commenced its dive. 

 

The charter company had insisted that we may not visit the “gorgeous anchorages to the south of 

Great Bird Island”, nor travel further east via the Bird Island Channel (due N of Great Bird Island). This 

option is described in the pilot book as “a narrow winding channel … best left to people with local 

knowledge”. We therefore had no choice but to retrace our steps. We left Great Bird Island the 

following the morning, with the sun behind the yacht once more so the shoal patches were easy to 

spot. Under genoa we cruised slowly along the western flank of Maiden Island then hoisted the main 

for the swift downwind passage westwards along the Boon Channel. This time we left Prickly Pear 

Island to the north, with a good 2m under the keel.  Following the coast, we turned onto a beam reach 

in the lee of Antigua and sped along in calm waters inside the Sisters rocks and the offshore fuel jetty 

in St John’s Roads, with never less than 1m under the keel.  Spilling a little wind from the main afforded 

us sufficient time to prepare and consume lunch before reaching Pelican Island to the SW of the island.  

We were headed before reaching the island but found no more than a pleasant F4 easterly to the 

south.  

After clearing Cades and Middle Reefs (leaving both to starboard) we enjoyed some deep water 

windward work as a slight swell rolled in from the east. But the skies started to darken, with a 

menacing look, so we tacked towards English Harbour, in case it proved advisable to find some shelter. 

The rain was heavy – but fortunately it fell to the south of us, so we tacked again and followed the 

coastline to the small fissure in the cliffs that marked the entrance to Indian Creek, described in the 

pilot book as a “perfectly charming little hideaway”. Perhaps this is why Eric Clapton has a house 
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there? Rounding the final bend (2.5m), we were a little disappointed to see another yacht had taken 

the best spot. I was slightly concerned by the rocky eastern edge and the muddy shoal waters to 

leeward and, unusually, re-anchored twice before concluding the anchor was secure. On the first two 

occasions, the anchor failed to dig into the slippery surface of the mud. I did note that the charter firm 

described the holding here as ‘poor’, but felt that inexperienced charterers may not realise that the 

bottom did not present the clean, welcoming sand of other venues. 

Under strict order to return the yacht by 11 am on Sunday, I felt we could spend our final night in 

Antigua’s eastern harbour of Nonsuch Bay and still have time to run back the 9 miles to English 

Harbour the following morning. The pilot book intimated that we would have the opportunity to 

choose from several small sheltered bays (such as Tenpound and Rickett Harbour), Brown Bay with its 

prized Harmony Hall restaurant or a ringside seat at the spot where transatlantic waves crash on to the 

eastern reef. We opted for the latter theatre and took the last front row mooring (4m) by the reef to 

the N of Green Island and SE of Bird Island. This proved to be a wonderful spot for swimming in 

turquoise calm, snorkelling to the teeming reef, sitting watching the deep blue ocean or marvelling at 

the antics of the kiteboarders in the bay. Despite there being around 40 moorings, only half were 

occupied and no-one showed any interest in exacting a fee.  On our last night we noted that we were a 

mere 5 miles short of a circumnavigation of Antigua and had enjoyed a week of excellent sailing and 

delightful anchorages. We were lucky to have experienced a constant easterly F4-5 instead of the 

stronger winds of the subsequent week and the heavy rains of the previous week. We chose 

anchorages that would be free from potential swell, and observed that these were all locations 

virtually free of shops or restaurants (although we could have reprovisioned in Falmouth, Jolly or 

Parham harbours).  

 

What a different style of sailing to the Leeward Isles, where a previous trip from Grenada to Bequia 

and back had been marked by large quantities of clamouring “boat boys” in small craft eagerly greeting 

yachties with offers of moorings, freshly-caught fish, colourful T shirts or barbecues on the beach. In 

contrast, Antiguans are laid back and have little interest in exploiting visiting sailors, but they could not 

be more approachable, helpful and proud of the way that the country has developed. They are keen to 
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point out that Antigua’s acceptance of capital investment from locations as far apart as Canada and 

China have helped to deliver development and attract international visitors and megayachts.  With an 

hour or two of spare time between the conclusion of our charter and travelling to our second week’s 

beach chalet, we took a taxi ride to Shirley Heights where the sleepy afternoon was just beginning to 

awaken in readiness for the weekly influx of people keen to hear steel bands, enjoy a barbecue and 

gaze at English Harbour. I walked over to a man who was sitting under a shady palapa and making hats 

from coconut tree leaves. I said: “Excuse me, but I remember seeing these hats being made at this very 

spot when I when I first sailed in Antigua about 20 years ago. Was it you making them then?” “Yes 

ma’am” said the engaging Mansfield “I’ve made these hats every Sunday for all those years” and then 

quickly added “and I well remember the day you first dropped by”. 

 
 

 

 

 

  

  


