You Can Cruise During Hurricane Season

(by Don Street)
In the Caribbean, the best sailing months of the year are May, June and July. The tradewinds are well settled in. Generally it blows 12 to 15 knots. If you check the British and American pilot books covering the Eastern Caribbean you will discover the highest average wind velocity of the year is July! This is because in July it blows a relatively constant 12 to 15 knots — seldom less, seldom more — while in the winter months the wind is all over the scale: it can blow 25 to 30 knots for a week or ten days, only to be followed by a period of light airs or calm. 

If you are planning to cruise the Eastern Caribbean during the summer, the first thing to do is to check your insurance policy. All policies will exclude damage caused by named storms within the hurricane box — usually 12°N to 32°N — during hurricane season. Some underwriters define hurricane season as being the period from June lst to November 1st, but practically all Lloyds underwriters give December 1st as the closing date to hurricane season.

Properly worded policies will exclude all damage due to named storms in the hurricane box, but they do not exclude damage incurred in the hurricane box if it is not due to a named storm. In other words, if you run aground, have a fire or lose a rig, if the damage is not as a result of a named storm, you are covered despite the fact you are in the hurricane box.

As long as you are cruising in the area from Martinique south, if you listen to the weather reports twice a day and plot (preferably on your Imray-Iolaire Atlantic Passage Chart 100) the position of hurricanes the minute they are reported, you can make sure you are well clear of the hurricane when it hits the Eastern Caribbean island chain.

This is possible, as until hurricanes hit the islands of the Eastern Caribbean they virtually never change direction more than five degrees in 24 hours. As soon as a hurricane is reported, draw a ten-degree cone extending from its position outward in the direction of its track. Needless to say, when the hurricane is just off the African coast the cone will cover a wide area of the island chain but as the cone approaches the Eastern Caribbean the area of the cone covering the islands will get smaller and smaller. 

Check your location and make plans to be at least 60 miles south of the south edge of the cone you have plotted. Unless there is no other alternative, do not even think of finding a hurricane hole and trying to secure. The islands have become so crowded that there is no such thing as a hurricane hole. You might secure your boat perfectly, but there will likely be dozens of other boats — including large commercial vessels — that are not so well secured and could drag down and damage your boat. 

You must plan to be south of the hurricane, as although a hurricane approaching the Caribbean almost never changes direction more than five degrees in 24 hours, once they hit the islands they can do anything. There have been a few hurricanes that have hit the Grenadines, then made a right-angle turn and headed north, passing over all the islands as far as Barbuda, before heading off across the Atlantic. 

If your plotting shows that the south coast of Grenada will be 60 miles south of the southern edge of the danger cone, then being well secured in the sheltered anchorages on the south coast should be fine. But, if the plot shows that Grenada is less than 60 miles from the south edge of the cone, head farther south.

If heading farther south and west from the Eastern Caribbean chain, there are basically three choices before you go so far west it’s difficult to get back: Chaguaramas (Trinidad), and the Golfo de Cariaco and Puerto La Cruz (Venezuela). Chaguaramas might be overcrowded — check before you go. 

If heading to Venezuela, do not go to Margarita as it is not that much farther south than Grenada. Also, the anchorages in Margarita are not very well sheltered. Rather, head directly west from Grenada along 12 degrees of latitude to keep you will off the Venezuelan coast and its pirates. Once past the western end of Margarita at the longitude of the entrance to the Golfo de Cariaco, turn directly south and then tuck back east inside the Gulf. Proceed to Gran Laguna de Obispo and find yourself a sheltered anchorage. Or continue due west until you reach the longitude of Puerto La Cruz then head due south and into the marinas at El Morro.

If you follow these directions you can have an enjoyable time actively cruising through the hurricane season, rather than sitting at anchor in one harbor and going “rock happy” or laying up your boat for the entire summer.

For more information on hurricane avoidance and, if worse comes to worst, survival strategies, visit www.street-iolaire.com.

