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The MedRedRally March 2005

The Sailing World in Israel has experienced a change in the past 10 years. With the all year round sailing season and continuous coastline, one would have expected that sailing would be a part of the Israeli culture.

In fact this is not so. The coastline which is long and beautiful does not have any anchorages at all, being golden beaches with soft friendly sand and seas, but nowhere to anchor a yacht and do what “yachties” do.

So the “sailor-holics” found refuge in the southern Turkish coast, which is a cruisers paradise and which is only about 350 nautical miles from Tel Aviv and with no sailing hazards on the straight line sail to Kas, Finike, Kemer, Marmaris etc.

In addition, marinas were built up and down the coast of Israel.

Herzlia, Asheklon, Ashdod, were added to the existing Acco, Haifa, Tel Aviv and Jaffa. 

Acco and Jaffa have always had the thrill of being biblical ports and have the character of the region with the historical fishermen setting the tone to these wonderful ancient “ports”, now turned marinas, without displacing the fishermen from their position of dominance, a wonderful symbiotic relationship. (When I had my first yacht berthed at Jaffa many years ago, my son then aged about 6 and I would sleep on the boat on Friday evenings and at 6am the following morning we would wait for the returning fishing boats and buy a fresh fish which we would clean and eat together with fried eggs. If someone can beat that, you are on.)

With the political strife of the region, our neighbors, to both the north and south, while having sailing havens of their own, were simply out of bounds.

And then they dreamed up the idea of the MedRedRally.

Israel and Egypt have had a peace agreement for many years. Unfortunately on the ground this has been less effective than on paper. But sailing and sailors have different agendas to those of  the politicians. 

The idea was to sail from Tel Aviv to Eilat via the Suez Canal.

When I heard about the idea I immediately decided to “go for it”. My reasons were many. Firstly the idea was so exciting, traversing the Suez canal by yacht, WOW. Visiting new exciting cities on the way, Port Said, Ismaelia, Port Suez, Sharm El Sheik, and finally to arrive back in Israeli territory in Eilat, just got to me. 

I had heard so many times how difficult the seas were in the Gulf of Suez and also in the Gulf of Akaba and to try this on ones own, in a yacht, sounded too much to attempt. But this, with a group of 50 yachts and all formalities taken care of, was just what the doctor ordered.

I was the second person to register and only because the first one pushed in, in front of me.

The organization of the Rally was magnificent. The idea of the rally and the excellent choice of name, sparked the imagination of so many people that the organizers were left with the job of planning, without the necessity of marketing the program. The rally was limited to 50 yachts and the registration of all 50, was completed in a few short weeks.

The preparations for the sale were extensive.

First the belly of Dizzie Z, our lovely Oyster 435, had not been cleaned for some time, so out of the water she came. We were distressed to see we had acquired a very unwelcome visitor, osmosis, yuk. Fortunately it is in early stages so we could just “anti foul” and worry about the osmosis treatment next year.

Then the compressor on the fridge was replaced, generator serviced, air-conditioning and freezer gas topped up, storm jib purchased, batteries replaced, engine serviced and bingo, finally found the source of the diesel smell, a sneaky fuel feed had a hairline crack and leaked when no one was looking, but we got him this time. And I could go on and on. My wife Linda asked if this was an “around the world” trip or just an “around the bend” trip. She reminded me of the saying that the difference between men and boys is the price of the toys and mentioned casually that she needed a new car, so with all the spare funds flowing, maybe something could float in her direction, “if I got her drift”.

Charts were ordered, Pilot book purchased, GPS programmed and there in front of us were 600 miles of go-go-go excitement, challenge and new/old-worlds.

The rally was divided into 7 groups of 7 yachts with a leader for each group. The commodore Easy Swissa, one of the rally organizers and a professional sailor, was in front with his X type yacht and I felt in very good hands. 

Our group leader, an ex navy veteran, was in his yacht, co-incidentally called Linda. I thought that I would have a break from my wife Linda, but she was having nothing of it, I think she planned this behind my back.

My crew was great. Firstly my middle daughter Michal, (who did her skippers course with me years ago) and her husband Gilad our financial manager and strong arm man, Hanan, my sailing protégé and our first mate but more important our gourmet cook, Jacob a friend and lawyer who is a frustrated mechanic with fantastic hands, and Ofer our mechanic a frustrated lawyer. This was a great team, well balanced and we all knew each other, having sailed together in the past many times.

Finally, finally the day of departure arrived. All 50 boats had gathered at Tel Aviv Marina and we were parked double, triple and quadruple side, with everybody stepping on everybody’s boat in an attempt to get ready. 

And then the food arrived. When they had filled the galley, the saloon and began spilling into the inner sanctum (my after cabin), I gently asked if maybe we had over catered a bit. I was told, that the crew did not interfere with my preparations of the boat and this was not my function as skipper as I had clearly delegated it to far more capable people on the subject. I quietly ate another banana, thinking how our distant relatives, who also love this fruit, must feel when they have been defeated.

But the seas came to my rescue. Choppy waters, 25knots of Northwesterly winds and 2 plus meter waves, began to take priority. I was back at the helm once again. 

And then there was this cannon shot, set off by the mayor of Tel Aviv and the Rally was finally on its way. The exit from Tel Aviv Marina to the sea, is not friendly in this kind of weather and one needed full engine power to break away from the break water. The waves at this point were breaking and aggressive, but when our turn came to leave we did it in style and it was fantastic to be at sea and under sail (albeit reefed)

My eldest daughter Yael, who is not a sailor, phoned me, from her vantage point on the roof of the marina building and sounded so concerned, telling me that Dizzie looked like a leaf on a cauldron of bubbling water. Little did we know that this was nothing in comparison to what was coming.

We were on the way and sailing in the direction of Port Said, the entry point to the Suez Canal. The seas were rough but not dangerous and the sailing was good. As the day progressed the winds abated and full sails appeared and eventually we found ourselves under motor as the wind disappeared completely. There was constant contact with our team leader over the radio and we gave our position every 4 hours. This was very comforting as with the unknown in front of and particularly with the political implications of this trip uncertain, this close inter-boat contact was very good.

The next day we arrived, on target, at Port Said. Not a pretty sight and with a lot of vessels in the area. We were met by a canal pilot who was aware of the Rally and asked if we would give him our MedRedRally hats. We agreed with alacrity and added some boxes of chocolates to the pile. Great plan except that the pilot in his enthusiasm to collect this bounty, did not look at our boat, but rather at the new target of gifts and swiped us, bending two stanchions and hitting our outboard motor in the bargain.

We berthed at Port Said, 50 yachts together, on anchor tied stern to and found a wonderful reception committee. The authorities could not have been more helpful and the paperwork was completed in record time and there we were, before we could say “Salam”, in the city, wondering through the market place. 

This was a real surprise for all of us. The people could not have been friendlier and were amazed to hear that we had come in from Israel, by yacht. We bought falafel, hand made in a huge vat of boiling oil, served in freshly baked pita bread, baked on the premises and all for a pittance. The market was full of fresh vegetables and fishes and somewhat surprisingly a chicken grill but with the difference that you chose your live chicken from the shed next door to the barbeque and it was immediately dispatched and placed on the fire. We could not bring ourselves to partake of this delicacy.

But we did visit a café. We wanted to go “native” so found a little place in the centre of the market and ordered coffee and a nargila. For those of you who do not know, this is a smoking pipe through which the tobacco is sucked after first passing through a vessel of water to cool the tobacco. It is passed from one to the other so the hygiene test of M&S would have failed miserably, but fun was had by all, particularly the café owner who burst out laughing when we tried to smoke the pipe, but he had not yet placed the coals on top of the tobacco!! 

The next day we were scheduled to motor via the canal to Ismailia. We were set to leave at 9, then 10, then 12, then 2pm and then the next day. Something went wrong with somebody’s paperwork and that was the day gone. We did not really care, as we immediately set out to the city for a further day of exploring and revisiting our newly found friends. Had a great meal and returned to the boat for drinks and fun all round.

The next day we got a slot for sailing at 7 am. The rules of the canal do not allow sailing at night so in order to pass through the canal in one day you must travel at 10 knots at least. This is too much for a standard yacht so a stop over at Ismailia was essential. 

However the authorities were fantastic. They realized that we had lost a day so they closed the canal to other traffic and allowed us to continue directly to Port Suez including sailing at night and we arrived at Suez at about midnight. 

I was told that we entered the Guinness Book of Records for the largest number of yachts to pass through the canal at one time.

The next day almost 300 of us left by bus to Cairo and visited the Pyramids, Sphinx, Cairo Museum with the Tutankhamen exhibition on display. An amazing one day trip, not to be missed for anything.

And finally early the next morning we were on our way through the Gulf of Suez. 

This is a tricky trip. There are defined sailing lanes for up and down passages, with beacons directing the entry to Port Suez. But the main problem is that there is so much activity going on in this narrow gulf that a sharp look out is needed. There are oil rigs and oil fields and shore lights and huge tankers and container vessels as well as tugs and oil service vehicles all moving about.

Add to this, the fact that if you stray off your path you could very easily go aground on the multiple coral reefs on both sides of this gulf. 

And if all this is not enough we had the storm of the year. Winds were gusting up to 50 knots, fortunately behind us, but with 4 to 5 meter, very short waves, sometimes as short as 2 boat lengths. We were surfing the waves and I saw 12.3 knots speed over water. 

Initially we were sailing at a fantastic nick, goose winged, until the winds really picked up. 

Unfortunately at this point I made a novices error, in that I did not reef our sails in time and found myself struggling with the roller jib, in the total darkness of a new moon. I managed to roll in the jib but it was not a smooth flat fold and after a few hours of the storm and 50knots of wind an air pocket appeared at the top of the jib and it began to cause the sail to open partially.

I tried in vain to re-roll the jib but with no success. I found that the sheet, which rolls in the jib, had somehow wrapped itself around the stay, outside the housing of the roller devise. I was less concerned about the sail as I was about the rigging which was being battered by this violent movement of the forward stay. I was correct in my fear, as suddenly one of the stays of the main mast vibrated itself loose and began to swing violently in the wind. There was a real fear of losing the mast so I used all the free halyards to anchor the mast and then was able to tie a rope to the free stay and via the main winch anchored this stay as well. The mast was now safe.

And so we sailed via Ras Mohammed till Sharm el Sheik, where we arrived safely but exhausted by this 30 hour ordeal. This was invigorating sailing and exactly one of the reasons for attempting the trip in convoy.

At Sharm we cut the sail away from the roller furling. At this point the sail had opened extensively and was hopeless ripped to pieces. We were the talk of the Rally something that I would have happily skipped.

We then spent the next day snorkeling and diving at Sharks Bay. The coral here is the best in the world, so they say and since this was my first experience at this I can only agree with the assessment. The abundance of fish and the beauty of the coral are simply fantastic and I have now decided that the time has come to do that long delayed diving course.

And then the fun began.

The next morning we left early for the 100 mile trip up the Gulf of Akaba to Eilat. 85% of the time there is a strong northerly wind accompanied by short choppy waves. Normally as you pass the very narrow straits of Tiran, the sailing becomes easier in that there is almost no traffic in this gulf and you can easily tack your way up the gulf.

We were all well rested and ready for anything that the sea could offer us. And then we passed the Straits. We were met with huge waves and 40 knots of wind on the nose causing the boats to rise on the short waves and crash violently into the immediate short wave coming up to meet us.

Dizzie was fantastic and handled the waves with assertiveness and without showing any signs of weakness. Our autopilot which had functioned well in the difficult leg with heavy aft seas suddenly decided that the crew needed a drenching and stopped working (Murphy was busy that day). The spray of the sea stung our eyes and my newly purchased foul weather suit was worth every penny that I paid for it.

Suddenly we saw a red distress flare about 300 meters to our right. We simultaneously heard the mayday distress call and saw a further distress flare burning on the stern of the boat in trouble. There were about 4 or 5 boats in the immediate vicinity. The commodore took charge of the rescue operation. We thought that the vessel had gone aground after striking a coral reef and we were very cautious in our approach.  

Linda our lead boat, a 52 ft steel hulled vessel was sent in to rescue the crew, which had already evacuated to the life raft. This was something to witness at first hand. Both the escaping crew and the rescue team acted with professionalism and cool heads and the whole operation was over in 20 minutes including the sinking of the 45ft wooden yacht “Dragon Lance”. It appears that Dragon Lance a home built wooden boat could not take the pounding of these seas and split apart in one of the violent down thrusts. 

Exactly at this time a second boat Smadar reported water entering the yacht in great quantities. It turned out that the bow thruster had dislodged in the heavy seas punching a 3 inch hole in the hull. Here again assistance was immediately forthcoming and a heavy duty bilge pump kept her afloat until with the use of a plastic cup they were able to staunch the water flow. Unfortunately for Smadar her motor suddenly gave up and she had to be towed back to Sharm. No one was injured and the support of the group performed exactly as needed.

The seas continued to pound us so 25 yachts decided to seek refuge at Dahab for the night. We anchored safely and the next morning with the seas much calmer we finally made our way to Eilat.

The reception was outstanding and in a flash the whole sailing saga was forgotten and the tale of the sail began.

And that is where I will end off. We will be returning to Eilat in two weeks time for the return trip. This time we will be ending in Ashkelon on the 14th of April.

I am return with a fresh crew who are hoping for as exciting trip as we had on the way out. Me as a veteran of these waters is secretively hoping for a quieter passage, but sailing we all know is about the unpredictable. I am ready for what is on offer.

Len Sackstein

Skipper of Dizzie Z,
http://www.med-red-rally.com
contact; info@med-red-rally.com
