Hurricane Strategies for Those Afloat

(by Don Street)
If your boat is properly secured ashore — with the mast(s) out and the hull either tied down with straps to “dead men”, secured in a special cradle, or well chocked with plenty of screw stands properly tied together — then the chance of your boat surviving a direct hit by a hurricane is good.

The Cone of Probability

If your boat remains afloat during hurricane season, I hope that you own and have carefully studied NOAA’s “Hurricane Book” (downloadable from hurricanes.noaa.gov/pdf/hurricanebook.pdf), which reveals that as hurricanes approach the Caribbean they rarely, if ever, alter course more than five degrees in any 24 hours. As they move west, they normally track slowly to the north. The only ones that have made a big jog to the south are the ones that have started in the low latitudes — 12 to 13 degrees north — and even these have never tracked south more than five degrees in 24 hours.

This general tracking trend is true until the hurricanes hit the Eastern Caribbean islands. Once they reach the island chain, they can do strange things. For example, in 1994 one made a right turn after hitting the southern islands and ran off northeast back into the Atlantic.

Since hurricanes approaching the Caribbean virtually never alter course more than five degrees in 24 hours, I have formulated “Street’s Law of Probability”, as follows:
In the Dark Ages before the arrival of electronic navigation, making landfall in fog or in periods of poor visibility, with no sun sights available, was difficult. We homed in on, or tried to fix our position with, radio DF bearings. A bearing was taken, and the experienced navigator knew he did not have an exact bearing but rather a cone of probability. The size of the cone varied according to electrical reception, sea conditions, equipment available and the abilities of the DF operator. The cone could be as little as three to five degrees or as much as ten or more degrees. When you were farther out at sea the cone could be quite large, but as you approached the DF station the width of the cone became smaller and smaller, and you became more and more sure of your position.

Hurricanes can be plotted in similar fashion. With the predicted track or the direction of movement in its center, draw a 10 degree cone extending from the position NOAA weather gives for the center of the hurricane. When the hurricane is 600 miles away, the cone is 105 miles wide; when it is 300 miles away, the width of the cone will be 35 miles wide, etcetera. This will allow you to predict the probable strike area, and the danger zone. 

Hurricanes vary in size and intensity. When hurricanes pass through the islands of the Eastern Caribbean they are usually relatively small in diameter: hurricane conditions prevail approximately 80 to 120 miles to the north of the center and 40 to 60 miles to the south of center.

With this information in mind, as the hurricane forms, start making your plans a full 72 hours before its approach. Make a game plan, execute it and stick to it.

Secure or Go to Sea?

Basically, there are very few hurricane holes in the Eastern Caribbean. They are all too crowded, with too many boats and most importantly too many “bareboat bombs”, especially catamarans. As each year goes by, the bareboat companies expand and as each year goes by they buy more and more catamarans. Many large bareboat bases have neither the staff nor the gear to properly moor all their boats to withstand hurricane conditions. If one drags into an uninsured cruising yacht, an insurance company pays the bareboat company for the lost bareboat bomb, but the cruiser whose boat has been destroyed gets nothing. What are the bareboat companies doing to minimize the bareboat bombs? 

If you are trying to survive a hurricane afloat, three days before the arrival of the hurricane find yourself a hurricane hole. Get right into the top of a mangrove creek, run the bow into the mangroves and secure it with multiple lines, and put all your anchors out astern.

Do not anchor out in a harbor; the load on your anchor gear if the hurricane goes over the top is astronomical. Will the winches, anchor windlasses and cleats stay attached to the boat? Very doubtful.

If you decide to shelter in a marina it is important that you secure the boat with a cat’s cradle of lines, not secured to the cleats on the dock (they come out under heavy load), but rather to the pilings that support the dock.

Alternately, three days before the hurricane approaches go to sea and head south, below the hurricane. This is a viable option if the hurricane is predicted to pass through the Leeward Islands in the Guadeloupe area or north, as there is enough sea room to get out from under the hurricane. But if the hurricane is passing south of Guadeloupe, it is a case of getting to sea 48 to 72 hours before the hurricane and heading directly to Puerto La Cruz or Carenero, Venezuela. These are two excellent sheltered harbors that have never been hit by a hurricane in known history.

Stay Aboard or Go Ashore?

Do you stay onboard the boat or go ashore to shelter in a house, marina building or hotel? Having heard or read about people who went ashore and had the roof lift off the house they were “sheltering” in, many seamen elect to stay on their boats. My old friend Dominique Aires of Martinique states categorically: “stay on the boat.” In the past 45 years Dominique has weathered 13 (yes, thirteen) hurricanes on board his various boats. He has lost none of them, but states that if he had not been on board at least half of them would have been lost. Others point out that there are cases where people who elected to stay on their boats in hurricanes have died. The choice depends on a host of individual circumstances (including, but not limited to, location, your boat’s condition, your condition, and the deployment of vessels around you) and ultimately is yours alone.

