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CLYC Log – by Cynthia Robinson 

Orion in the Dodecanese, 14-25 October 2015 

We could not decide whether it was appropriate to spend a week sailing in the Aegean 
Dodecanese islands, within touching distance of Turkey, at what might prove to be the 
peak of the migrant flow in October 2015. I recalled my earlier, rather unsettling 
experience at anchor, watching small-scale people-smuggling from Croatia in the dead 
of night. This time I was concerned we would be drawn into harrowing humanitarian 
rescues. I leafed through the pages of Greek Island Hopping for some inspiration. Our 
itinerary would include the island Leros and the book’s pages threw more grist to the 
mill of my concern: “In 1958 the Community of Psychopaths was established at Leros, 
which is still here today…Greek tourists tend to avoid the island in droves”.     

 

Our mid-morning Aegean Airlines flight from Athens took an hour and we were soon 
driving around the sunny, attractive island of Leros with CLYC friends John and Lyn, 
whose yacht was moored at Leros Marina, in Lakki. Leros was the focus of ferocious 
fighting during WWII, to which the Commonwealth War Graves, submarine pens and a 
recently developed subterranean military history museum attest. Our visit to the 
imposing hill top Crusader fort revealed earlier conflicts when Christians in the twelfth 
century had summarily destroyed cherished Moslem artefacts and, no doubt, more. 
Uncomfortable parallels with today’s activities in the Middle East could not be 
overlooked.  
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View from the Crusader fort atop Leros 

We spent our first two nights ashore staying in the pleasant Castelo Beach Hotel at 
Panteli, which afforded fine views of the fort, the adjacent ridge adorned with 
windmills, the tiny harbour, small white beach and selection of local tavernas. Guided 
by John and Lyn, we spent a happy couple of days on Leros before taking the ferry to 
collect our charter yacht from Kos, 30 miles to the south.  

We stood in line at the ferry ticket office while a group of male migrants leafed 
through wads of notes to pay for their onward journeys. Their colleagues could be 
found chatting in the streets and sipping coffee at cafés in the sun while their 
womenfolk stayed with the children in in a police compound near the port of Lakki. By 
contrast, the migrant accommodation in Kos Town was a tented city, arranged in a 
neat row along the base of the ramparts of the Knights’ Castle. There, many migrants 
were busy tapping their smart phones or tablets in order to access the free Wi-Fi the 
Greek authorities had set up to enable them to keep in touch with distant friends and 
family. We were informed that groups of migrants arrived only at night and, if we 
spotted any, we were told not to make an approach but to report the situation by VHF 
to the Coastguard. We saw no activity whatsoever on the water, but on land the 
massive bins full of old lifejackets gave some indication of the numbers of people in 
transit.  

Our sailing contract was for a week aboard a Bavaria 41. Advised in writing to find the 
charter office, Philip set off to tour the sea front of the south-coast town, Kardemena, 
only to be told that the organisation operated “from a van”, which he then located 
easily. After our short-lived concern over this revelation, we soon found that the two 
staff could not have been more helpful. The virtually new yacht, Orion, sparkled in the 
sunset, and after receiving a quick briefing we rushed to the large supermarket two 
blocks to the north, for fear of its closing for the rest of the weekend. In the event, we 
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found it would be open until 10 pm, so we took a more leisurely approach to 
victualling. It was surprising that the total for two was under £100, as we ate well 
aboard during the week. 

As we prepared to stow the paserelle (a grand name for a builders’ plank), weigh 
anchor and cast off our stern lines from the stone harbour wall, the van duly appeared 
and the knowledgeable occupant recommended that we “give a wide berth to the 
shoal patch on the north side of the entrance as a number of yachts had grounded 
there”. A mental note was duly filed. 

As we departed, the wind was set in its habitual Meltemi (north-westerly) direction at 
its usual strength of F5-6. However, John and Lyn had warned us that the first 
autumnal wet and blustery south-easterlies had already struck and advised us to 
watch out for their return. In the lee of the island we checked out the sails and 
running rigging and established the direction of the prop walk for future, close-
quarters, reference. Advised to shun the narrow passages between Turkey and the 
Greek islands because of the increased wind speeds (due to the venturi effect), we 
routed to the west of Kos and then took the option of a fine reach in the light wind 
from the NNW to Astypalea, 35 miles distant. There were no other yachts in sight, the 
sailing conditions were magnificent (despite an increasing wind and lumpy sea) and 
the coastlines rugged and impressive. Always aiming to find quiet overnight 
anchorages, we plumped for the virtually enclosed inlet, Agrilithi, on the south coast. 
Two other yachts had arrived before Orion, but there was ample space to swing as the 
fluky gusts swept down the mountains to our north. There was not a taverna in sight, 
but we dined in a landscape of great, if brooding, beauty after a luxurious swim in a 
cooling sea. 
 
The looming threat of south-easterlies influenced the planning of our itinerary as the 
majority of harbours (featuring ample supplies of tavernas as well as good shelter 
from the Meltemi) were open to the SE. A weather watch would be essential, but it 
was sometimes difficult to understand the regular bulletins transmitted in fractured 
English on VHF Ch 67. Monday morning afforded a beam reach, under slightly cloudy 
skies and a light NW wind, to the sheltered village, 37 miles away, of Emborió in 
Kalymnos. Again, despite deserted seas, we found other yachts in the vicinity of our 
destination as we selected our preferred buoy for the night. The pilot book 
recommends that you choose the buoy laid by the taverna you plan to visit (and 
whose name will be painted on the mooring). After much review, we were unable to 
read the faded letters on ours. We swam, watched a man transport 3 sunbeds on a 50 
cc scooter, and then took the dinghy to the small quay where we purchased fruit from 
a visiting lorry. An evening stroll around the village revealed some holiday homes and 
tavernas, but the desired “shop” proved elusive until we discovered some lightly 
provisioned shelves at the back of an empty restaurant. Attracted to a group of tables 
arranged carefully on the small beach, we dined on fish and wondered why we were 
the only patrons in this idyllic setting. The island is popular with rock climbers, as well 
as with yotties, but the season for both was drawing to a close with the threat of 
changing weather. As always, we took the opportunity to avail ourselves of the free 
Wi-Fi and it was at this point that the south-easterlies first appeared in the forecast. 
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Orion on a mooring in Kalymnos 
 
Our plan had been to head 30 miles upwind in the Meltemi to the “delightful and 
monastery-topped” island of Patmos, where the biblical prophet John is reputed to 
have written the Book of Revelation. We had already decided there would not be 
enough time to visit Lipsi, where poor Odysseus was delayed for seven years en route 
from Ithaca to Troy in order to deliver tasks as a sex-slave. Turning my thoughts to 
more immediate matters: my review of potential anchorages found nothing that looked 
safe in Patmos in a south-easterly, so we opted to return to Astypalea.  
 
 

Leaving Emborió under cloudy skies 
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Slipping Emborió shortly before 9 am, we attempted to swing the compass in the 
sheltered bay, in order to effect an improvement in the 10° deviation. After a second, 
unsuccessful, attempt we set course 222° in a light south-easterly that had increased 
to a brisk F5-6 by the time we reached the NE headland of Astypalea. This time our 
chosen anchorage was Vathí, a virtually landlocked W-E inlet, whose approach was 
made from the north, essentially between the wings of this butterfly-shaped island. 
Once over the bar, the depths in the loch increased and, eschewing the taverna in the 
NW corner, we took the pilot book’s advice to anchor in the SE in 6m (near a deserted 
beach and barren valley grazed by goats) where the winds whistled down the 
mountains. Later, a number of other yachts appeared and had no difficulty in 
anchoring in deeper waters towards the middle of the inlet. It was an iconic place, the 
more so as the sun set blood red, while to the east electric storms threw their 
lightning bolts angrily across the skies. 
  
The distances we covered on the first three days averaged 37 miles, but as the return 
to the vicinity of Kos was to clock up over 40, we made a prompt start at 08.30h 
(especially as light airs were forecast). Setting a course from the headland of 090°, we 
found little wind (SW F1) and motor-sailed with the genoa set to reduce the roll 
without the annoyance of a thrashing boom. We started sailing at 11.00h as the wind 
increased to W F2-3. However, this improvement was short-lived and the motor went 
on again at noon. Frustratingly, by 13.00h we were headed by an E F2-3 as the seas 
became choppy and the skies darkened. The plan was to shelter from the expected 
strong south-easterly in the N facing harbour of Palon, on the island of Nissyros. My 
aim was to find a spot with enough water, stern-to on the S harbour wall, so the strain 
could go on well-positioned lines rather than a single anchor seeking a firm hold in an 
unknown harbour. Larger yachts favoured the N mole because of the greater depth, 
but I felt 3.5 m would serve us well with no fetch. By the time we entered the harbour 
(rounding the eastern end of the mole), we had donned our oilskins. There was a 
small ferry berth to our port but I spotted a vacant spot in my chosen area and made 
for this, attempting to position the bow to drop the anchor en route, in case of 
competition. However, with an astern prop walk to starboard, I concluded that I’d 
have to start the manoeuvre with the bow nearer the ferry berth and once positioned, 
the anchor was dropped at precisely the right point. Aware that all eyes would be on 
the newcomer, it was satisfying that the stern arrived exactly in the desired berth 
against the S wall.  
 
A quick trip ashore to the nearest taverna – with its essential Wi-Fi, confirmed there 
would be a very strong south-easterly the next day. Stavros, strutting his stuff in the 
manner of some handsome Greek god, was quick to convince us that we would not 
need ‘comprehensive’ insurance to rent his Yaris. We were happy to negotiate a rental 
fee of €15 for the day, and next morning we set off to explore the volcanic crater atop 
the island. Tradition states the island was formed when Poseidon took a lump of Kos 
and dropped it on the giant Porphyris, whose attempts to escape continue to this day 
to fuel a fascinating bubbling, sulphurous crater. The largest area, Stephanos, is 330 
metres across, while to the west there are six more craters, replete with fascinating 
bubbling mud pools, escaping steam, sulphurous stains and pastel coloured rocks.  
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A sulphur-encrusted fumarole 
in a crater on Nissyros  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
We picked up Russian hitch-hiker, Alexander, en route to the crater rim and during the 
short conversation the two men exchanged tales of their visits to the monasteries of 
Mt Athos. I concluded that Alexander’s visit had been a genuine pilgrimage. Later in 
the day Philip and I visited the Kastro, the site of an ancient acropolis with a 
commanding view from the NW of the island. The acropolis was enclosed by a massive 
black wall made of immense lava blocks and, like so many places on these islands, the 
venue stimulated thoughts of Greek mythology. The site was deserted, and we felt a 
strong sense of both isolation and history as we surveyed the grey sea whipped by the 
ferocious SE wind and flecked with white spume. As we gazed, we were conscious of 
the presence of one other visitor – Alexander.  
 
 

 
Philip and Alexander discuss the route from the acropolis on Nissyros 
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Before leaving Kos at the start of our voyage, I had asked the charter firm if I could 
have an alternative delivery port if the SE wind was too strong to return to 
Kardemena. “No” came the simple and emphatic answer, “you must bring it back to 
the home port as we have another charter immediately after yours. There is no 
alternative”. We weighed anchor, fortunately without fouling the chains of any 
neighbouring yachts, at 13.30h. The course was to be 350° in the southerly F5, 
powered by a small amount of jib but no main. We flew the 10 miles towards our 
destination and I repeatedly scoured the growing promenade in order to identify the 
port entry as early as possible. It was hard to see, so I ensured the engine was 
running sweetly and the sail was ready to fly as we rounded the outer wall. By this 
time the seas were grey and lumpy and the wind gusting to 30 kt. I chose an 
approach as close as possible to the southern boundary as the words “give a wide 
berth to the shoal patch on the north side of the entrance” were still ringing in my 
ears. Within seconds Orion was in relative shelter in the lee of the southern mole. 
Keeping her well to windward in the harbour and raising our voices against the 
cacophony from our rigging and numerous boats straining at their moorings, we 
stowed the pocket handkerchief headsail and prepared our lines.   
 
The welcome party near the ferry berths was keen to jump aboard and after Philip and 
I had secured the yacht, I was happy to let them take responsibility for a minor 
relocation within the harbour. I noticed that they eschewed the ubiquitous “stern-to” 
mooring while these strong winds were blowing, preferring instead to take an 
alongside berth (as I had done myself). This made life easier for us as we stepped 
ashore for a delightful meal at Theo’s. As our flight was two days hence, we found a 
hotel, swam from the beach, watched the Rugby World Cup semi-finals and took a taxi 
to the large and impressive fourteenth century Antimahia Castle. Keen to walk back 
down to town, we found a paved path (courtesy of the EU ‘Millennium Fund’) which 
delivered us home swiftly and as if by magic. Kardemena is described in the guide 
book as a “down-market package tour resort filled with beer-and-chips type Brits and 
Germans”, and as being somewhat smaller and less wild than the infamous Faliraki on 
Rhodes. Fortunately, in October, Kardemena was virtually deserted, with empty white 
beaches and closed hotels.  
 
No one sails in the Greek islands without expecting brisk winds, and we were not 
disappointed. There are islands aplenty to explore, terrific anchorages, wonderful 
sailing and swimming and an abundance of tavernas in pretty harbours. It’s true that 
south-easterlies are not the best, and thus grab the attention of all seafarers in these 
Meltemi oriented harbours. While I was fully focused on securing a safe approach to 
our final destination, it appears that others found the arrival to be of interest too. I 
have to admit I was surprised, however, that a local ferry skipper at Kardemena made 
the effort to stroll over to Orion to comment that I’d approached the port “like a 
professional”. I didn’t have the heart to tell him I’d been a (part-time) professional 
sailor for the last 35 years. I guess in my bedraggled state I just didn’t look like one at 
that point.  
 
Cynthia Robinson 
December 2015 


