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Background to Story
    The Tanimbar Islands are situated in the Arafura Sea roughly 300 km to the north of Darwin in northern Australia. It's topography is similar to northern Australia with low lying features in the southern parts, and gives a first impression of being barren.
    The Dutch were the first Europeans who knew about this place in 1629, but never settled there. Even today, the area remains largely untouched by western influences. Life goes on pretty much as it has always done except that some of the older customs such as head-hunting no longer exists.
    Chart: Area Location
    SV Lowana's crew set off from Darwin after surmounting problems which threatened to dash the expedition before it even started. After some hard pushing up through the Van Dieman Gulf they have entered the open waters of the Arafura Sea into progressively boisterous seas.
    Chart: The Route
    This extract begins in the early hours of the last day of the sea crossing between the Australia and Indonesia, and closes after having stepped ashore at the capital of Saumlaki in the Tanimbar Island group.
    Photo: The Ship


<Extract begins>
    In the pre-dawn hours next day our position is 155 miles north of Cape Don, and about 45 miles from our GPS waypoint situated near the entrance to Egron Strait. This is at the bottom of Yamdena Island, being the biggest and main island in the Tanimbar group. 
    It is pitch black outside so we can’t see the waves, but we can certainly hear them coming. The seas have become even lumpier. Some are quite sharp faced and hit the side of the boat with solid thumps. Successive waves come from different places making Lowana pitch and yaw hard, and there is water coming aboard and going out the scuppers.  
    A loud roaring noise signals a particularly big wave coming. It catches us abeam and we lurch straight into a hard roll as it passes underneath. The mast lies almost flat in the water one side, then immediately comes up before dipping into the ocean again on the other side. 
  
It’s not hard to lose ones bearings whilst occupied in furiously grabbing hold of something. As the boat settles back upright I am disoriented for a second or two, but that’s all it takes. Even as I am checking the wind-vane, the wind got behind the mainsail and it gybes. The boom comes thundering across and the whipping mainsheet catches and knocks over the barbeque with a loud bang. The boat and rigging shudders violently as the boom slams against the restraint of the mainsheet. 

Lowana is at risk of being rolled as she lays over exposing her belly to other large curlers coming through. The boom must be brought back quickly to get us back under control, but since I can’t see anything it will need good timing. 

With heart in throat and a certain anxiety about any damage already in the mast, the gybe is managed fairly smoothly and the boat brought back on course. By now everybody is out of bed having been rudely awakened with a dose of adrenalin.  No one wants to go back to bed. It seems they don’t feel tired any more. 

Luckily we sustained no damage and the barbeque had been tied to the rail in its own bag, so we didn’t lose it over the side. Not wanting to push our luck it was decided to take the mainsail down and run under the small #2 jib only, at least until daylight. Our course is altered northwest to bring the waves in more from the starboard aft quarter. The tiller is a little stiffer and the boat is still yawing heavily, but not as hard as before and we are running at a more comfortable speed of 3.5 to 4 knots. 

By mid-morning our waypoint is only 26 miles away. The wind has moderated so the mainsail is put back up with the second reef in place. This gives us an acceptable 4 to 5 knots in a breeze that comes in bursts of 10 to 15 minutes before a lull. Large sets of waves are still coming through causing Lowana to pitch and yaw fairly heavily, giving the person on the helm some work keeping her on track. 
    There is a bet going among the crew as we get closer to the coast. Capt’n Russy, a title dubbed upon me by the ladies, eventually wins a double coke for the first sighting of land low on the horizon in a smoky haze. After lunch Ann and I raise the Indonesian flag and Quarantine signal flag to the mast crosstrees.
    Photo: Flags Up

By mid-afternoon we entered Egron Strait into calmer water, and though there are some small craft around but they are no real navigational problem. We watch them with interest as a light spit of rain gives us a mild but pleasant sun-shower.
    Photo: Harbour Run        Photo: Fish Trap 

A little over an hour later sees us off the township of Saumlaki. The motor is turned on and the anchorage is carefully depth-sounded, taking note of the wide fringing coral reef and how steep the face of it is. We are going to need a lot of anchor-rode but we are prepared and have plenty of rope and chain ready for the job.  The anchor is finally dropped and set in with a little reverse thrust. 

With the motor turned off, the first noticeable thing was the complete silence. Even under sail there is always a certain noise level. Strangely, I am feeling a vague sense of anti-climax.
    Photo: Anchored Saumlaki 

But there are things yet to be done. We have to square the boat away, changing it from a sailboat to a floating habitat at least for the next few days. Sails, halyards and other sailing items are secured or stowed away. The women crewies present the men crewies with a gold tinfoil medallion on a pretty ribbon, and we settle down for a couple of celebratory drinks to enjoy the atmosphere. 

Once it got dark the ladies put on a lovely dinner, after which the mattresses came up on deck ready for bed and the shade canopy put up. It was not long before another rain shower came through. There was just enough rain in it to dampen the mattresses, but not our spirits.  More deck covers were put up and out came the shore clothing ready for the morning, while we played some jolly music and looked with anticipation at the twinkling lights of the township. 

Everyone had a great sleep though Martin is the last to stir in the morning. The girls made a delicious brekkie of freshly cooked damper and jam with a nice big cup of coffee. We relaxed on deck watching the activity of local fishermen and listening to the faint sounds of life ashore. Another light shower came over, but it didn’t last long. 

As we talked about having a quick swim, there was debate about a black object in the water drifting out towards us. A dead pussycat unerringly passed right alongside casual as you please. This was the first local to welcome us to Saumlaki.  Suddenly, the water no longer looked inviting.
    Photo: Hello Pussycat! 
    By midday I went ashore in company with Martin and sought out the Harbour Master’s Office. After the formalities of clearing into the country, Martin and I had a quick look around the local streets, soon finding the markets and the Harapan Indah hotel where we were going to stay. 
    Martin stayed ashore while I went back out to the boat with a couple of bottles of cold ‘Bintang’ beer for the ladies. There was a short delay while they tippled the beer and went through the necessary agonies of what to take. 

Back at the hotel we assembled on the back verandah. This is an excellent feature that allows visiting sailor’s access directly from their boat.  From here one can quite easily keep watch on their pride and joy out in the harbour.
    Photo: Boat Deck 

The first order of business was to get set up in our respective rooms, then have a wash. There were no hot showers, or any showers at all at least for the first day. Naturally the hotel staff had not known we were coming and hot water had not been prepared. We would have to be satisfied with the traditional Indonesian ‘mandi’ where you scoop cold water over yourself out of a tub. At least it was fresh water and it was heaven after the initial cold shock.
    Photo: Inside Hotel 
<Extract Ends>
