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Are you preparing for your first ever sailing trip? Are you excited?  

 

You should be. Sailing is a wonderful experience, whether you're taking to the 

Mediterranean, the Caribbean, or any of the other wonderful territories this world has 

to offer. There are enough of them, after all.  

 

I recently had the good fortune of going on my first weeklong sailing trip in the Med, 

around Mallorca and Menorca, and it definitely won't be my last. And yet, as 

fascinating and fun as the experience was, I found myself confronted with situations 

that I hadn't anticipated. Situations beyond the expected motion sickness on a rough 

day, or getting sunburned on a sunny one; beyond even the inescapable irritations of 

eleven people crammed onto a 50-foot boat for seven days straight.  

 

No, there were other issues that cropped up that nothing and nobody had prepared 

me for. Some of them may have been situational and could turn out different for 

every team and trip. And they’re in no way deal breakers for me - I already booked 

the next sailing trip for early summer of this year - but I wished someone had pointed 

them out to me, so that I could have prepared differently for them. Which is why I'm 

telling you about them, and how to prepare for them, now. 
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1. Things Go Overboard And You Won't Get Them Back 

 

Of course everyone tells you to take clothes pegs to secure your towels and bathing 

suits or anything else you want to hang up to dry. Of course they tell you to make 

sure that your (sun-) glasses are secured by a cord around your neck, lest they slip 

off your nose and drop into the water. Of course you know that things may go 

overboard, and you hold on extra tight to your glasses, cameras and telephones.  

 

What surprised me was how nigh on impossible it is to retrieve something that has 

gone overboard, even if it has the propensity to float on top of the water for a long 

time, like bathing suits or towels. Those don't immediately sink like stones to the 

bottom of the ocean. And yet, once they've torn loose of their holds and landed in the 

water, you can basically write them off as a loss. At least while you're sailing at a 

good clip. Or even at a not so good clip.  

 

Unless the water is calm as a mirror, turning a boat that is flying over the water under 

full sails and returning to your point-of-overboard, takes longer than you would 

expect. And if the water is even just a little rough, you'll lose sight of your possession 

very quickly amongst the dancing waves. Finding it again becomes difficult. Not 

impossible, not improbable, but difficult enough that it's likely not worth the effort.  

 

My Tip: Take only things you're prepared to loose to Davy Jones’ Locker, and make 

doubly sure to secure everything else as well as possible.  

 

 

2. Days Can Be Longer Than Expected 

 

How does the saying go? "If you want to make God laugh, tell him your plans"? Well, 

this definitely goes for your sailing-plans of the day, too. We always started out with a 

harbor in mind to berth at in the evening, and a couple of stops for swimming or lunch 

on the way. In the end, we seldom ever ended up where we originally planned to go.  

 

There were many different reasons for this, like bad weather, wrong distance 
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estimations due to our skipper's inexperience, full harbors, and of course no wind 

(though we did have an engine, too). But on three of seven nights, we ended up 

landing in an unplanned harbor or inlet in full-on darkness and after the shops and 

even restaurants had closed. "One more hour" became the running gag answer to all 

the are-we-there-yet variations we could come up with, even if we had five more 

hours to go.  

 

My Tip: Plan shorter sails for the day rather than long ones, and don't get married to 

a specific destination. Weather and the sea are unpredictable, and a lot can happen 

to delay or detour your sail.  

 

 

3. Boredom 

 

The boredom-issue ties in with the above mentioned longer-than-planned days, and 

it was something I was definitely not expecting. After all, it was a dream come true: I 

was on a sailboat for the first time in my life, and I had this romantic notion of racing 

across the ocean, wind and sun in my face, waves beneath and full-blown sails 

above me (remember that Beck’s commercial from ‘96, anyone?), with oodles of time 

to read books and 

watch sunlight dance off 

wave tops... And we did 

indeed have days like 

that. Days on which our 

sails were full and the 

boat flew over clear-

blue water under a 

bright blue sky. Days on 

which I sat on deck, 

reading book after 

book, my hair flying in the wind.  

 

But there were also other days. Days of choppy seas. Days of rain and sleet, and 

waves breaking over the edges of our boat. Days of water seeping into my mattress 
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through a tiny hole in the side railing. Days of chewing gum for hours against the 

rolling feeling in my stomach, and putting down my book to not exacerbate the 

motion sickness. Days when nothing was possible except listening to music and 

holding on for dear life (more on that later). Days in which we chugged along, 

propelled by the engine and never once setting sail, meaning we didn't execute a 

single maneuver all day. Days like this, that lasted up to fourteen hours.  

 

Fourteen hours of doing nothing but holding on and trying to stay warm and dry. No 

maneuvers. No watching the waves. No sunbathing. No reading. No talking, either, 

except maybe a clipped "time to put on life vests" from the skipper. I found a whole 

new appreciation for the thoughts in my head because they became my only 

companions.  

 

My Tip: As before, plan for short rather than long trips, and for stops during the day. 

Bring audiobooks to listen to when nothing else is possible.  

 

 

4. You Will Experience A New Kind Of Fear 

 

If this is your first time sailing, you've probably also never been out at sea during a 

storm. Riding out a storm in a sailboat feels a lot like being on a roller-coaster ride 

without seatbelts. You have little or no control as you float on the wild water trapped 

in a nutshell.  

 

I've never been in actual fear for my life before. It's quite different from the fears we 

usually experience in the every day of working, eating, paying bills, and sleeping. We 

may fear an upcoming confrontation, not being able to cover said bills, quitting a job 

or starting a new one, breaking up or fessing up to something. The list goes on.  

 

So we are indeed familiar with fear, or at least nervous anticipation. But those kinds 

of fears are a dull ache of disquiet compared to the knife-edged blade of terror slicing 

through your chest in that moment when you comprehend that you - your body, your 

life, your dreams and plans - are at the mercy of nature and her whimsies.   
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Nobody went overboard, and our boat was nowhere near capsizing. But it was still 

scary. I feel like I finally truly understand what power nature holds over us. I 

understand a little better how refugees feel, crammed together on a leaky boat for 

days and nights. I understand how fragile our lives can be. It's humbling in so many 

ways, and that was an experience 

I hadn't been expecting.  

 

My Tip: Be sensible and stay as 

safe as possible, while embracing 

the storm and whatever emotions 

it raises. It's a powerful force that 

can open your eyes to new 

horizons, especially about 

yourself.  

 

 

 

Pia Newman is a novel- and copywriter, blogger and world-traveller. Visit her at 
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