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NORTHWEST PASSAGE

Northwest |
Passage

A home-built boat, with no sponsorship or fanfare, has
become the first British yacht to transit the infamous .
Northwest Passage from west to east. Jake Kavanagh
discovers that simplicity is the key to success

Fog and rflections in Larson Sound,
nrar Weld Harbour
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Northwest passage Into the ice

THE TEAM

W Rachard Woods (BD) (s a retired
GR, who has been saling for
many years, with the hatat of
"safial boatbuilding'. He has buill
thres boats with high Istitudes in
mind, and has taken par in o
round-Britain races

I 1990 he took part In &
Southem Dcein and Antanchc
woyage, which included
Pirlagonia and the Anlanctio

ﬂ.__—l-._w.._.m Mawy-Board Inlet nmear the
eastirn end of iha Northwast Passagn

Panirsula, ollowing In
Shacklgton’s wake frorm Elephant
Island 1o Soulh Georga. Ha lives
m |stay, Seotiend,

W Richard’s ean, Andrew Woody'
Woods (30) is a professional
musician, and graduated as
photegraphes His lather's love of
thé sea hies directly mtluencad
tikn, and he has bean crulsing
sinee 1968 on Morwegian S,
Ingging sorme 45,000 miles
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he Morthwest Passage is a hostile
stretch of water. It consists of 2
COMplex systemn of wabtrwavs acoss
the very top of the North Amerlcan
continent, linking the Pacific to the
Atlantic. Because of ity high latitude,
the route is totally frozen for most of the year, but
for a short time during the Arctic summer, the pack
ice retreats just enough o open a navigable
chanmel. But even then, there is no puarantes of
success, The ice can suddenly move back again,
entombing the unwary - or unlucky — until the
following summer. Chver the years, there have

been many attempts to navigate this route, and so
far only 20 vachis have ever comp
1an half have needed the assistance
ehreakar,

But one home-built yacht has defied the odds,
and made the trip in just one season, with basic
_u_..u_z._".:x and remarkable self-sufficiency,

That boat was Norwegian Blee, and PBO were
Invited aboard to meet her unassuming crew, and
hear how basic modifications and a simple litestyle
were the main factors in thelr success.

wNorwegian Blue was home-built by Richard Woods
over a period of four vears, specifically to challenge
the polar regions. She s made of steel to 4 design
by Hywel Priyce, but apart from a tougher bottom
af tmm steel plate, a petractable centreboard and
an aluminium doghouse, she is a fairly standard
cruising boat. There s a double cabin forward, a
matn saloon, & galley, a nav station and a shower
compirtment with heads. Power comes from a
30hp Perkins Prima diesel, and she is rgged as a
Bermudan cutter. The only unusual addition below
is a large diesel heater in the saloon

Norweglan Bl was the third boat hudlt by
Richard, all inspired by his fascination for polar
explosation, His son, Andrew {"Woody'), and
Andrew’s partner Zoi, haught the hoat as
accommodation when they starbed their own surd
school business in the Canaries.

But, after problems with their business partner,
they sold upand sailed to Spltzhergen in MNorway,
which gave them a kaste for the Arctic. From there,
they moved the boat to the Shetlands, where Zoe
worked as a postman and Andoew as a roofing
conitactorn {0 mise enough funds for a world cruise.
"It wasn't muech fun in the Scottish winter, but it
paid well, said Zoi.

I August 2001, they departed for the Southern
Hemisphere, From the Canaries, they crossed to the
Caribbean and then Venezuela, the Panama Canal,
Galapagos Islands, Easter and Pitcaim Istands
before spending three months in French Polynesia.
"We were moving quite fast,” Zog said. "We made 3

B Zos Birchenough (30} is
Aevdrew's partner, She was
brought up on salvage boats In
the Morth Ses, whers her father
wias a cliver, In 1998, sha
graduated a5 a biciogst, and
el Andrew alter answering
an advertisament for his
Cananes business
She now fas 35,000
milas of waorkd
CTESEG N her
loghboak
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O money elong the way by chartering the boal, a5
work ashiore wis almost non-existent.”

T keep costs lony, the pair lived as simply a5
possibie, "We had no freezer, no fridge, and no
water-makes,' Zoe said, “Apart froan the electronics,
there was notiing on board that we couldn't fix
olirselyves, All around ws, big-budget yachts were
Deing held wp waiting for spapes and expertioo, but
wr just cartied on,”

Fourteen months after leaving the UK, they
artivedd i MNew Zealand, where shore-based work
was available — Zof became a childminder and
Anddrew worked as a roadie fora pop group. With a
steady income, they could treak Norwegiam Bl
toa complete overhaul, including shot-blasting
her hull.

Northwards Hﬁ.ﬂm-.-

‘It had been a great cruise — lats of swimmming,
surting. and parties, in company with 3 community
of somme 200 other yachis — but something was
missing," Wioody explained. "We nesded to push
soaree frontiers and get off the beaten track, It

may sound strange, but you can overdose on
Peantiful slands’

Iry & phone call home (o Richard, the toplc of an
attempt at the Northwest Passage was mentioned.
It was the 100th anniversary of the fist stccessful
attempt, by Boakd Amundsen in his 47-ton sloop
Gfoa. It had taken Amundsen three vears to
complete the |ourney,

‘Drad heard my idea; and promptiy said “don't be
ridicutous, ' Woody said Twenty-four hours later
he had ordered all the charts.”

The next episode wis remarkable. To have any
chance of making the brief weather windosr for the
Morthwest Passage, we had to beat the gvclone
seasont in the Southern Hemisphere,' said Woody,
‘Hasically, we had to set sall from MNew Zealand in
early May, and arrive In Alasks Uy July. That megnt
over G0 miles i two months,”

e e —————
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‘We took over
1,500 tins of
just about
everything,
except meat
and fish'

qu _H_ ﬁ_.a i m

W Apart from floed and
portable VHF radios,
Nonvegian Blue had a
single sideband radio, a
second=-hand Iridium
satellite phone, Pactor
modem for emalls, 8
eomputer for charting
faxes and Mavie, wnd a
406MHz EPIRB and

121 5MHz personal
locator beacon.

Norwegian Slue was stocked inorecord time. Zoi
had bought an ald car, and wsed it to ferry tons of
pronvistoms to the boat. Wi'n: both vegetarians, so
we don't eal anvthing that once had a mother' Lo
said. "W had lots of pasta and rice, and oser 1,500
timns of just about everything except nreat and fish.
Everything was budget stuff, We had no ooz — out
of economy, nat choice - and of course we don't
fish, We are good at satiorirg wilken bat fourd s fad

OM BOARD

Keeping warm

W Al the: crew hiad G dried them thay
gear, & mixure of new fad poor insulztion, The
and aecond-hand, irnmersion sulls danited
Hicrard and Woody by Eric Brossier whar
imvested in proper Arctic. both boats were stranded
boots, bat Fofk accepted.  inlhe ke, weta tha gor
a pae of boots from 8 mtued o Mot Sea il
welwisher They wersn't  workers, and wers highly
up to soraich, shesald,  effecive.

and ['m atlll sufferng e # single Rellax dosal

affocts of frostbilten toss. burner, which consurmed
Always Invest in prajper 0.18 litree B hour & itd:
e [of yout feat’ rmost econcmical salting,
Floacas, wooly hats heatied i boaat,
Bl soarves; furlined Temperatures rerely.
gloves tartdicial fur, of dipped balow .50,
courss] cormpletad The excepl i Blrong winds, so
gear, along with ski- the heater kel the bost
gogyles and datk gesses almost oo wanm, i
for thi giare. was rarily Lsed under
Woody had bought Wiy, 85 B Oowndratght
some chesn second-hand  from the &8s had an
immarsion sulte in ke atverse olfecton ihi-
Zealand, but wher the chimney's afficiency,

Practical Boat Owner 446 Febsuary 2004



Northwest Passage Into the ice

always beery able to top up from main o Fssage.
We knew that everything was going to be very
expensive in-Alaska, so we bought as much as we
costild |n Mew Zealand, The engine had a 400:11re
fuel tank, but anather 30 droms of 20 lires apiece
(o]l plastic beer keps) were stowed in the lazarette
and on deck, ‘A% digsel also fuelled our hearr, we

had to pre-empt being trapped in the ice all winter,

Wiondy said,

Loaded up, the couple ket Kerd Kerl in northern
M Fedlamd on 4 hay, to sail non-stop (o the
Aleutidn Islands, off Westeérn Alaska, They cutran
the cyclones, and simply kept going, week after
wooek, using the engloe o propel them through the
Doldrums. Pushing hard, their best 24-hour mn
wies around 165 miles.

hMeanwhile; they continued to plan, Using the HF
ralic email svstem *sail-mail” they kept in touch
with Richard, who b flown our io the Aleatians
Lo meel them, and was busy making preparations.
Realising that they could become trapped o the
ice, he bullt a sled from drifteood amd Teflon
offcuts from a local fackory - [Ewould be thear only
fiorm of transport to safety if the boat hecome
trapped.,

Nerwegtan Bliee amived in Dutdh Harbour, Alaska,
47 davs after logving Mew Fealand, thoes weeks
ahead of schedule,

' a good job we had provisioned elsewhere
ZoE said. "We refuelled ot Afaskan prices,
surprisingly cheap at a dolfar a litee, tat | fournd
myself poyving §110 dollies far twa 20kg =acks of
fresh vegetables — onions and potatoes — and that
wis with 4 108 discount for cash!’

Into the ice

The Canadian Coastguands don’t enconrage vachts
to kransit the Morthivest Passage; and need
convincing that both the boatd and thelr crews are

Tha team borrowed immersion suits from the marooned French yachl, Vagabond

FOWER SUPPLY

B Supplementing the
engine allernalor was a
Clarke 4-stroke 1,000
Wall portable generator,
and an Air Marine 403
wind turbine. This fed
threa T00AR batberies.

Thick gloves, woolly scarves and ski-gogoles
supplamanied the standard foul weather gear

To Eeap the heal inside,  onto the back of tham,
a2 pair of ovarapging This afowed the
Dlamsats was lung over washooerds to ba
the companionway, and & farmevied, and made
agkyearcid Singer sawing  access to and from the
maching {£1.50 from a canin easy wihoa
carbont sale) wes Used allowing the heat
1o gaw acanvas lining o escape.
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Food and water
B The vegelaran diel was
simiple and quite easy ta
cater lor. The staples were
pasta Bnd rica, bowght in
biulk, o with 35xg of
flour. Potable water was
siored In thwee maln watsr
tanks, which hekd a tofal of
350 liras, These were
supplamantad by an
ernergancy supply of thres
2(Hire containers, g
EETY CRDOTUEnsy was
tahen (o cabch rain on
pessage The mainssd
could be resled 1o forma
gutter, which channallied
rarvwaler inkd Buckets, and
the scuppers could aiso be
ghapped to ohver run-off
straight imlo fhe tank-fillers.
The ataysail could be
manpulaied infGa
harmmock-style bath

Norwadgian Bl (s ugeally
a dry ship, bul Zos did
adrmit to shipping 20 liteg
of ‘poisonous’ JarmEcan
Awm &1 31 & bottke

fully prepared. ‘Sending lazge icebréakers o assist
strandad yachts b very expensive,” said Zoé. To help
them, they had a charting fax, which picks up
accurate weather and ice forecasts, This 'was to
prove indatuable en roule: They were also in radio
contact with seven other vachts attempling to
make the passage, Inchiding British advemnturer
David Scott-Cowperin his motorbost Ml Boumd.

By early July, the lce had retreated encugh for an
attermpt to be made, and they lefl Putch Harbaur
on the 7th for Point Barrow — 1,223 miles — which
took them three weeks, [bwas at this point that the
[iftimg keel came into 15 0w,

Bécause of her shallow draught, Norwegiane Blue
was able to hug the shoreline and keep out of the
worstof the foe, Progress was Initially promising,
but heavy lce was encountered from Point Barrow
to Weld Harbour, & distance of 1,635 miles.

‘It our path was blocked by pack jce, | would go
aloft in the bosun’s chalr to fnd a way through it”
said Woody. But it can be very disoHentating at
those latitudes. There §s no land to use as a
reference point, and the compass is spinning all the
time, Mote often than not, we found we had
recrossed our track and ended up back where we
started. It was very frustrating’

As conditions deteriorated, the crew began to
worry about the rest of the trip, and the very real
likelihood of being trapped in the lce for the Arctic
winter. They rationed use of the heater incase the
fuel was needed. Taking shelter in-Weld Harbour,
thaelr worst foars wese realised and they found
thermselves herimed in by the pack ice. Although
zafe anchorage; the situation was far from ideal.

With fime running out, and temperitures around
freezing, it was imperative that they took the first
avallable opportunity to break out. Another vacht,
the much-publicised Vagalond skippered by French
explorer Eric Brossier was also trapped nearby,
[ty kept Liv contact over the mdio and made
excirsions over the ice o meet cach other. |
——

25



NORTHWEST PASSAGE

3 Brossier lent them some state-of-the-art (mumersion
suits; the camaraderie of the sea seems even
stronger when the waker is frozen., After four diys,
however, Viegabond punched through and joined
Nemwegiae Blue in the anchiorage,

‘Oine morning, we awoke to find that an offshome
wind had cleared the ice from the shoreling,”
Woady sic. “We had to move quickly.” Along with
Viagabond, they salled north, into the ice pack. The
wind picked up ta 50 knots, giving 4 chill facwor of
=40°C, and the crew had to navigate the boat
through a minefield of growlees - lodse chunks of
ice the size of cars, ‘It wasa nightmare - there was
o fetch, but we had to avald every plece of ice, If
we didn’t, they would hit the holl with a
resounding crash, and the notse was horrific,
Woody said. "The headiight on the polpit helped
us spot themn coming, and we avolded most of
them. It was a terdfving ride, but at least we wepe
fres 1o continue to Bellog Strair!

It ook anuther week to got to Lancaster Sound,
zpaln with the constant danger of entiagpmient,
arnd it wasn't untl reaching Bylot Inlet that they
finally becams free of the threat of pack e

Morwegian Biue haid become the fist British yachi
to transit the Morthivest Passage from west to east,
il the first o o s = i efther direction = in one
RS0,

Homeward bound

Un arriving at Pond Enlet, it was time to say an
emotionzl goodbve to Richard, who flew back to
the UK. Their next passige was to Greenland's
capital, Muuk, & Large port on the west coast, viaa
route which would take them through more
Ioebergs and growless, They stayed in Munk while
thie remnants of & storm pidsed, and on 27
septermber left for the UK. Vagabond was also
bound for Europe, &nd the two boats stayved in
tousch by tadio. It was a rollercoaster ride across
the Atlantic - driven by a steady 30-knot wind,
which gave them speeds of 6 knots under genoa
alone - but they artived at 8¢ Many's in the Tsles of
Scilly on @ October, after a [ourney of 1,774 miles.

Luck, it appegrs, fivours the bravel Thiring the
whole voynge from Mew Zealand to the UK, the
wieather had been Kind, although the joe reconded
during the summer of 2003 was the worst for
severdl years. Two other boats, which were only
hours behind them, were quickly trapped. They
were eventually released by a Canadlan joebreaker,
and are now wintering in Cambidgs Bay. The
rogh weathes ikd broken the lce Just Long
enciagh for Nerweglan Blise 10 miake her escape.

It was the maost stresshul fitme of my life,” 2ok
admits, ‘YWe had absolutely no ideéa & we would
ever each thie end of pur journey. We didn't want
to spend eight months i nedrtotal dickness and
subzern temperatures. But U'm glad I did it. Tt was
an awesonme adventire, Seeing polas bears in the
wild, and meering the native Inuit people, ane
experences it would be hard to bop*

Bath Zok and Woody are living aboard Nonwegian
Bl in Pénganee as they Iook for full-time jobs,
preferably i the marine industry. Meanwhile,
some very sophisticated bosts — including Scott-
Cowper's Palar Bosnid, will be spending the winter
trapped in theice thousands of miles away, @8

B Fing mare information aboul the Woods' adveniure
on their wehsite, wiww Homwegianblue.co.uk

Into the ice

EQUIPPING FOR THE |CE

The rope for the retractabile
centreplate rises to the deck

via a tube in the saloon. The
lube has & removable rubber The rops emerges ondo the deck, whers it
section for casy disassembly  is routed fo a pulley, and from there...

«.to one of tho gonoa winches,
allowing the plate to be ralsed
and lowered frem the cockpit

on the pulplt was invaluable for
spotting growlers In poor vis bty

The companionway is covered by an
aluminium doghouso. Noto tho two
hatchos aither side to vanl the steal
il in hol weather

Daskgnar Hywel Pryoe

Buiy: i

Hullz amm steel

Superstructure Amim sisal

E_n_. 12.89m [42ft din)

SR 9.4m ($18 2n) Lean on me. Norwegian Blus on 3

Draught plete un: 1o Hiin) beach near the Panama Canal, You
plate e 3.2m (78 3n) can sea hor myithchine hull I.E___ﬂi

Registered tonnage: 1781005 prosruding keel bax

aboul the passage, and specially formatted
& had to be done from Mew Tealand priar o departure.

By recelvad a very usaful multipla entry visa,
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