You’ve faced your fears and you’re ready to cast off the lines to head south! Congratulations, it will be better than you can possibly imagine. 

Every summer, I answer dozens of new and wannabe cruisers’ questions about this trip, especially those coming from the Great Lakes. Here, in under 1200 words, are some tips to make it easier for you.

Keep in mind, leaving the Great Lake, especially from Georgian Bay or the North Channel, you’ve already faced far more challenging circumstances than anywhere on the ICW. Once you get used to running and anchoring in tide and currents, neither of which are very difficult with some forethought, you’ll have it made. No more big lakes, canals or granite, just channels and soft sand…and the Chesapeake itself is no more difficult than the Great Lakes, but with blue crabs!

Anyone teling you the ICW is difficult is telling you more about themselves than the ICW. Like any passage, it requires you to be properly equipped and able to handle your boat with reasonable skill and intelligence. 

Prior to reaching the ICW: the Erie Canal is easy, don’t sweat it. The Hudson River is easy, and magnificent! In NYC, pay attention, there’s lots of traffic. Do the Jersey coast in two or three daysails if you need to, make sure you go up the Delaware with tide and wind behind you, don’t push yourself or the conditions and you’ll be fine.

On the ICW, use Kettlewell's chartbook with the accompanying guide; you’ll need nothing more than those two. Do not trust all of the recommended anchorages in the chartbook however; use your own judgment. Unless the latest edition has changed these recommendations, some are simply not safe. The big Richardson chartbooks are nice, but overkill and actually not as easy to use. Also pick up a copy of the Waterway Guide ICW edition (please note, I am a cruising editor for WW Guide; however, during my first trip south, singlehanding, I was not and found their Guide invaluable for marina and harbour information).

Before entering US waters, get your nautical version of CAA - Sea Tow or Boat US. At $149 it’s inexpensive peace of mind. You can get deals on all the above at any fall boat show.

In Annapolis, stop by Chick and Ruth’s Deli – it’s where cruisers meet for breakfast at 7:30. And, of course, check out Bacon’s and Fawcett’s for more ‘stuff’. Like you need more ‘stuff’.

It’s worth taking time to explore the Chesapeake – lots of great anchorages and places to visit. Consult your cruising guide and fellow cruisers.

By now, you’ll have met other cruisers, possibly cruising with some regularly. For newbies, buddy boating is a good way to go, but don’t assume the other guy knows it all – he may be as new as you! Trust your own judgment, you’ve already come this far.

Come November 1, it’s time to leave the Chesapeake. Norfolk can be intimidating, especially if a submarine or warship is passing through. Give them plenty of room – if you don’t, an armed Coast Guard vessel will warn you off – and yes, it’s ok to take photos.

From Norfolk, plan on 35 – 60 miles per day at the most. Although you could do more, why would you? The days are getting shorter and you’ll want to explore on land or get into your anchorage early – it’s very busy going south. At 50 miles per day, you’re only 22 days out of Miami anyway - enjoy the trip. You’re cruising, remember?

On the Ditch, sailors complain about wakes, but we’re actually 50% of the problem. Learn to slow down so powerboaters can easily pass you on the ICW - if they can't fall off plane to pass, you'll get waked. Slowing makes it easier for everyone. And when they DO slow down, thank them via VHF! 

If you're a powerboater reading this, please slow down for us blowboaters. If you know/learn the fast pass method of passing, bonus points for you - you get to scare the crap out of every sailor who's never seen it, then win their admiration for your skills and ability as you slide past wake-free! It's a double winner for you!

Once past Beaufort (Bo-fort) NC, cruisers begin to get tide and current for real. Keep to the magenta line and watch your depthsounder. Tidal inlets can shoal overnight and no chart will show these sudden changes. 

Talking about inlets, there are a number in South Carolina, such as Lockwood’s Folly, that have been a problem in recent years. Go through the questionable ones at half tide rising to be sure. For local knowledge, call Sea Tow or Boat US on channel 16 for current depths.

Your next challenge, particularly if underpowered, will be Snow’s Cut and the Cape Fear River. Check the tide – you’ll want it ebbing at Southport. Cape Fear River’s big ship markers are incredibly confusing first time. Plan your route before leaving and if wind is against tide, wait, because it will be a nasty passage. There’s a nice state marina to port at the southern end of Snow’s Cut if you need it. 

Southport has a small anchorage, several marinas and is the first truly southern town you’ll come to; take time here to rest and explore.

Georgetown is a friendly spot with a good anchorage and great downtown. Beaufort (Bew-fort) SC and Charleston await you and are truly memorable stops. Then there’s Georgia and although it’s tiresome to travel through, if it's your first time, go for it. It's really quite lovely, particularly the Waccamaw River segment.

Your remaining challenges are the various big sounds. Picture big and wide with lots of shoal patches, strong currents and open to the Atlantic, making them confusing to traverse – watch charts and markers closely. At least here you can sail or motorsail, since they’re so open! Plenty of good anchorages near each one too.

If you choose to go offshore to skip Georgia, leave from Beaufort or Charleston SC to Jacksonville FL - you could come in at St. Augustine, but it's a more challenging entrance, especially after 24 hours or more offshore. Heading offshore or not, when you leave Beaufort SC, leave on an ebbtide, timing your return for the flood at your chosen inlet.

Depending on how far south in FL you plan to go, offshore from Palm Beach is easier as from there, (most of) the powerboaters are functionally brain dead and it shows. And they say Floridians can't drive cars. On the negative side, you’ll miss some amazing real estate on this section by going offshore.

South of Miami, Biscayne Bay offers great sailing in its beautiful turqoise waters. Boca Chita Key, the former Honeywell winter estate, is a wonderful weekday stop, but from Friday evening to Sunday afternoon, it’s loud Cuban music and falling down drunk boaters. No Name Harbour and Hurricane Hole are better options for staging for your Gulf Stream Crossing.

Wally is a full time cruiser, sailing instructor and delivery skipper who, in the last two years, has made seven trips on the ICW, and three trips through the Erie and Welland canals. He is also the Cruising Editor for Waterway Guides for Georgian Bay and the North Channel and wrote their ICW inlets section.

There is much more information than room available in this issue of Ontario Sailor. Check our website, www.ontariosailor.com, for lots more of Wally’s ICW tips and hints, plus some suggestions on the Gulf Stream crossing, where to enter the Bahamas and what to bring – and not to bring!

