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freak accdent sank their sailboat, a couple’s idyllic cruise turned hellish,
2 survivor tells how she endured 14 days adrift and, in the end, alone
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By Janet Culver

| They mesthrough & newspaper personal ad
t Janet Culver wamed a handsome, bearded
58 captait fo fake her sailing sway, and
Nicholis Abbot Jr. seemed ke central casl-
g s answer fo her fantasy. A former com-
modlitfes broker who gave up Wall Strest in
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BIOLE T & covirier
F e Stared dag-
INew Jersey Jesal sec-
fvie wers preparing for
Ve Albar had contracied
eachon Anaulis from S George,

o Greenport, Long Jsiand & i
TN masles tat was scheduled o
elys. Ifeveryihing went accord-
e iy i e ended with 2
I ArR e,
fstead hings wemt horritdy awry, O the
Qorming of Fuly 30, a crew mermber aboard
BOETOnimo, a mariie-research siling
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essel, spoitted a rubber dingtyy bobbing in been married twice before and was hop- ——————

il swells of the Arlantic midway be- ing this time for something lasting. This Culver [above, in
twee New York and Berrmads, A slender was supposed to be thebigtest tosee if we  |ae haspitcl bed)
arm feebly waved an orange jife facket. The  were compatible at sea. I never imagined gomaly signed on
crev fonind Culver just in fime: She was ane- Just how big a test it would twrn out 1o be, ftobe Abbot's

| micand severely delivdrated, A bl how- something that wauld stretch us to the mate on the voy-
ever, was gone. Wiile recuperating at King  limit—and in Nick's case, heyond, age from Bermu-
Edward ViT Memarial Hospital near Harmil- Adter fueling up with diesel, we left 5. e to Mew York.

Tom, Barmuds, Culver told senior writer Rom
Artas the story of the nightmare Jourmey
that began as & test of love gnd ended as 4
slrugete for survival,

It was a posteard perfect day when we left
Bermuda on the A naulis—hine sky, nice
breeze and sun for a romantic departure.
I'was excited because this would be our
first ocean voyage together, a chance 1o
see if T could make such a rrip without
getting seasick. [ also had to sort out
whethet or not I wanted to marry Nick, a
divorced, S0-year-old “sailing bum™ who
wits mow asking me 1o share his new life
delivering boats and sailing. [ was 48, had

George, heading for open water. Thar

s on Wednesday, Tuly 12, Nick was
checking the charts, trying to spot chan-
ned buoys and avoid the reefs. Right from
the time we met [ really admired him,
wishing I could be more like him, He
knew 50 much and was such an indepen-
dent spirit, always doing what he set out
to do, whether it was biking 100 miles
in one day or sailing across the ocean.

The Araulis, a 3T-footer, really im-
pressed me—{ull of elecironic controls, &
refrigerator and cabinets stocked with
canned food, and a canopy over the rear
deck to protect you from the sun. Nick
apologized, however, for not repairing
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the toilel and the autopilot steeting
device. He said he couldn’t obtain the
parts, I iold him not toaorry, that we
wolld get by, As for the autopilot

not working, that's why [ was along—to
spell him at the wheel so he could sleep.
He todd me [ would do four- (o six-hour
wittches, He knew | was a novice, having
made only one deep-water top before.
But I ked sailing. I grew up on Long [s
land near the zea, and my father used to
take me oul in his little sailboat,

| Theperfect day didn't last for long. By
* the time we lost sight of land, the seas

started to pick up and I ot seasick. [ only

I vomited once, but | was queasy and nau-

4 certainly didn't get any better, T didn’t

¢ feel like doing anyihing. Mick did the

§ cooking, and the dishes piled up in the
sink because [ didn’t have the energy to

P wash them. That was supposed to be my
chore, but when [ wasn't standing wasch,

B I':lf&:J better. For three days it
alled it atropical depres-
wes were about 10 feet high,
Sley attached to a lifeline ar
we'd ge: hit ’n:.r the

= seous, and when the storm hit that night, |

Fwanted to do was crawl into the berth

spray as we plunged into the troughs,
then ride up to the top of the next wave,
Lip and dovam, day and night. Sometimes
a rogue wave would hit us from the side
and drench us,

I couldn't believe | was doing this. He
trusted me, thongh, calmly going off to
sleep as if [ could take care of things,
SManding watch was agony. T kept won-
dering if I'd holbd out. [ was weak and kepd
checking the tme, counting each half
hoaer, But [didn't let him down. [ was de-
termined not (o be a burden.

AL first he didn' seem to mind my con-
dition. He joked about it, =aving even he
was vulnerable, "I've never been sea-
sick,” he said, “not until my ast trip. So
even [ can get sick.” He laughed about
that. 1 was surprised when he said that be-
cause he wasn't the kind to easily admit
his weaknesses or faults. But I was very
proud of him, watching him do so many
things—re=f the mainsail, haul up the jib,
check the lines, fix our position. It was all
preiy dazzling. With him in control, I
Was Never anxious, even though I was a
bit annoyed because he should have
known about the storm. But all he had
wiis a little radio for harbor use. [ don't
Enow why the boat didn"t heve = radio
with more range. If it had one, Mick
didn’t use it, Since it wasn't really his

ﬁmw.'l when ['m really trving to do my

boat, maybe he didn't want 1o spend
MOoney on repairing the boat or buying
expensive equipment. That's also why we
didn't have an emergency locator that
transmils to planes and ships when you're
in trouble, They cost a few hundred dol-
lars, and he thought we could make the
trip without it

"Why didn't vou rent one™ [ asked,

“Tdidn’t have time, ™he said, irftated.

"What about one of the portable water-
making kits? Why didn’t you get one™

"You've gol to order those from cata-
logs, and there just wasn't enough tme."

I didn't carry on, but [ was getting
pissed that he could forget these things.
Even I knew better and I'd only taken one
course in navigation and sailing. So I let
mysell be intimidated and | shut up,
thinking he must know what he was do-
ing. Another thing | noticed was his atten-
tion to his sextant, which he kept in a nice
vinyl box, I think it was his most trea-
sured possession, and he would use it
with a 3300 calculator to fix our position.

After three days the storm eased up,
and 20 did my seasickness. Saturday eve-
ning was beautiful, and 1 felt fine. You
could z2e the stars and the moon. [ asked
Mick to take down the canopy 5o I could
geta good look, He did, but about this
tirne he started to sct cold and irritable,
bitching about every little chore or prob-
lem, [ asked him what the matter was, and
hesaid, “The way vou move around the
bowat, you're always losing vour balance.”
I suid, *“¥eah, we're out in the middle of &
stormm, and I'm just a beginner,™

*“Well,” he said, “it takes you three
days to gel over a little seasickness, And
another thing—you don't react guickly to
orders: Your reaction time is (oo slow to
be a sailor.”

Aatd [ zaid, really angry because [
thought [ had done a good job, sick as1
wag, "That's only under pressure from
¥ou screaming at me to turn the boat or
grab this line or that line.” Maybe he
thought [ had used my seasickness as an

_ excuse not 1o help out. Or maybe he was

angry at himself becauss he honestly
didn’t think we'd have to go throwgh that
storme T don't know, but T hate to be eritl-

d 1o be sick. Later un, he
s mind and was very kind. He

hanging his mind—one min-
stic, the next, pessitmistic. Mone

ﬁ;ﬂmm;m:mﬂﬁ,

things just got worse.™




1"I'm ashamed of myself,” Abbet said dejectedly as they drifted oway from the Anouls. “ mode mistakes ond we lost the boat.”

of thiz helped the romance between us.

After that one beautiful day, it starfed
to cloud up again. It wes our fourth full
day out of Bermiuda, and [ was sorry it
wasn'l totally clear because [ had vizions
of sailing on beautiful, starlit nights. It
was also starting (o get cold, Abour 3,1
went below and climbed into my berth,
Then all of a sudden, around midnight, |
heard this iremendous racket on deck,

I scrambled up there and saw the main-
sail flapping from one side of the boat to
the other. “I'm trying to balance the boat,
trving to heave to and drift,”™ WNick said. [t
was windy, and he explained that some-
limes with certain seas it's unwise to try to
sail and it"s better to drift. The nokse came
from a metal bar that I think was banging
against the boom. The noise was scaring
e, but | said [ was ready to take my waich.
He'd gone up front, then something broke
and he started swearing. Maybe it was that
bar, I don’t know, [iook my place behind
the wheel to start my watch, and | could see
the moon peeking in and oul of black

clouds that seemed ready (o launch a rain-
slorm. suddsnly, Mick looked alarmed,
The long sheet, or ling, attached io the jib,
had slipped out of the grommet—the eyve-
hole, *What's the matter?” [ shouted, and
he said, *The worst thing that could hap-
pen. [ think the sheet's tangled in the pro-
peller.” “Sowhat's the big deal™" 1 said.
“This iz a sailboat. Let’s play it safe and not
turn on the engine.”

But he was worried about not being
able to run the bilge pomp off the motor,
50 1 told him o biry running the engine in
neutral, | oould tell he didn't want my
opinion, but he did put it in nevtral. Then
he discovered two holes about an inch in
diameter on the ingide of the hull. He said
the rope around the propeller probably
miade the holes, It dida't make any sense
to'me, and it still doesn't, How could a
rope make a hole? But he had no time to

.explain, nor did he ever explain.

He patched the holes with putty,
though by now water was rising above the
feorboards. But we weren't worried be-

cauze we had the bilge pump, A while lat-~

er he turned off the engine because he

thought it would overheat, Then the e s

e At

strangest thing happened, When we stari-
ed the engine again, it wasn't in neutral-
it was in pear. Then he quickly turned it
off, thinking hed put it back in neutral,
and he started 1t up again, Unforiunately
it waz in gear. Somehow the propeller
shaft seemed (o have come lpose, leaving
a hole about two feel in diameter in the
stern hull, That was t—water immediate-
Iy came pouring in with a loud whoosh,

For the next 10 minutes we scrambled
Trantically. The boat’s batteries were gef-
ting soaked and Mick said, "Let’s not
hang around here because the way the
water is rising, a chemical reaction from
the battery acid could hurt us. 5o don't
dillydally. I'll get the dinghy.” ;

Istanted rushing around collecting 1
thimgs. The water was already up to the |
top of the kitchen counters. He kepd say- .-'?
ing, “Hurry, hurry,” and we could hear (8
the dinghy pounding up against the hull
He was afraid the chafing would cut a
hode in the raft, I kepd screaming, “Water,
witer, find the water!” -

He was worried about food, so he got

. the stufl that was in the fridge and a half &

gallom of water in & plastic jug but fnmﬂtl.-'



the canned focd in the cabinet. He stuffed
fishing gear and his sextant box in a duffel
bag. [ got into the raft, and in the rush
forgot the bag with the fares. We also
took the little radio, but itonly hed & bat-
tery lasting less than two hours, Once we
were in the raft, we pushed away in the
dark. The waves weren't (oo high, 50 we
could gee the beat lights for a long time,
walching the outline slowly recede,
Meither of us could believe the boat
had sunk, that all this was happening 1o
us. And we couldn't beliove we were in
the raft. It only happens in storybooks, (o
other people. "This is the worst luck any-
body could have,” Mick said. He was

stunned. | was shocked, too, but he took 1t

much harder. He knew a lot about the
technical sde of saling, and now here he
was, in o rubber dinghy, maybe thinking [
wonldn't be mgch help surviving.

The rest of the night we wers very cold,
cxposed tothe wind and salt spray, our
teeth chattering, Mick was worried our
chills would lead to hypothermia. To
make things worse, there were pinholes
it the bottom of the rafl, causing enough
seepage (o keep us sitting permanently in
two or three inches of seawater no matter
how mnch we bailed. We huddled under

one of those lightweight Space Blankets
to keep each other warm,

If Mick hed been a novice, we would
have died that first might. He knew just
what to do. Baut [ did think it was iron-
ic that he knew so much and vet we lost

raft, ana recious helf-finished bor-

|‘|'|'1'hmnhugnwmcq:=|zndﬂwﬂn
the of Coka out of reach.

the boat, T'm niod a hysterical,
panicky type of person. |
Jjust figured, accidents
happen and you go on
from there, | wasn’t
really afraid—more fike
comcerned,
At dawn of the first day
adrift, in was raining, with
lightning in the distance. It
Ipoked like it would rain for-
ever., | sugpested we collect
some for later since we only
had half a gallon of drinking wa-
ter and a couple botiles of zoft
drinks. But Mick kept putting mie off, say-
ing we didn't have anything to collect the
witer in. | said we could use the sextant
box, which was about a foot square and
four inches deep, We could have caught
zomething in it, but he wasn't aboul (o
ruin his precious, foam-lined box. |
should have insisted, bul he intimidated
me inie silence about it. He used to do
that a lot, I'd suggest something, he'd dis-
agree, and I'd let it go. D wouldn't stand
my ground, even when | was sure | was
right. S0 | share the blame about not us-
ing the box, [ shoukdn’t have backed
COWTL

That first day we talked a ot T=aid I
wanted to iy to have a child before [ got
any older. He said, “MNo problem, we can
have achild.” | asked him why he was so
cooperative—he never wanted one with
me before, and he already had two grown
zons, " This experience has changed my
lifie,” he said. “I want you to stay with me,
and if that’s what makes you happy, that"s
what [ want."

We also made plans about living
abroad, buying cur own boat, sailing the
Greek islands, for example, then sellimg
the boat and moving on. When we need-
ed money, I could work as a secretarial
temp, and he could defiver boats or work
of them., We talked about moving to
Long Island becauss [ have a house there
paid for by my father, and that’s where
we could build our dream boat or open a
restaurant, since we both liked to cook.

Later the first day, when the huge
waves started up, we stopped dreaming
and got serious about survival. Some

rollers were about 16 feet high and came | '
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“We rationed water," says Culver. "We  ©
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watched aach other like hawlks, te
make sure the other didn't cheat.”




in seds of two or three. We hung on, keep-
ing the dinghy balanced, confident e
wiuldn't capsize. We ate cold cuts, drank
7 Up, and Nick started on the saltine
crackers and peanuts, [ didn't touch
them, because [ thought the salt would
just make me more thirsty,

Every time a big wave would hit us and
we had to bail, we would reward ouwr-
selves with asip of 7 Up, and after that

ram oud, Coke, The big storm lasted three
days, then the sun broke through. Even
though we were rubbed raw from the salt-
witer and chafing against the rubber bat-
tom and sides, we felt playful. Then a
rogue wave knocked the raft mght over,
capsized s, | dove underneath, and we
somehow righted it and climbed back in.
We lost everyvthing that wasn't tied to the
sides—nothing that vital, except a half-
filled Coke bottle. The swim was refresh
ing. We thought we were in the Gulf
stream sinoe the water was so warm. [n
the coming days before our sirength
wenl, we stnipped and skinny-dipped a
fe'w more times.

From the start, Mick blamed himself
for getting us into this predicament. At
one point he said, “Maybe [ can use the
oars o pow us west into a shipping lane,”

und he was senious, He thought a lane was
about $0 miles west of us. Those first
days, he also went on about how the
Coast Guard would soon start a search
operation. “Ome way or another,” he
said, "we'll be found.™ T told him those
weere [alse, unrealistic hopes, that

we shouldn't count on anything b
ourselves,

As the hot, sunny days drfted pasi,
Mick started complaiming about his sores.
Up until themn it was mostly sunburn we
worried about—mainly our faces and
erms. It could have been worse, but we
had those cloudy days, which must have
cut down the burn. However, Mick's

Abbot stri Ii'mnhu]:r everboard,
Eﬂ}ﬂﬁ% " know if I'm coming
back.” Minutes later, his body sank,
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sores from sitling constantly in saltwater
were pretty awful. With all that salbwater
and our feet and rear ends always wet,
healing was impossible. Just touching
anything was painful. | hated petting near
thit sextant bgx because it had sharp
edges, and in that litle space it was 5o
easy to bump against it, In more ways
than one, the box was a sore point
between us. | remember we were always
moving arcund, day and night, trying to
find 4 comfortable position, "We're
trapped,” he said, " That's the hornble
part. There’s no comfortable spat,™
I did my share of complaining, =8
but not like Mick, The relation= 388
ship was shifting. “Om the baaks
you were always intimid
me,” I told him, “But hio' §
more., This is a life-unds®
death matter—and I'n
not letting you do that
to me. | didn't want
you to start the modae
and vou did. T wanted™
bo collect water in the |
zextant box, and you
falked me out of it
“Maybe | should have 8

listened to you,” he sald. 7578
“Looks like your in- gLr
sfincts are better than
mine,”

I could see Nick was changing " %

his attitude. *1 always wondered what =

| it would be like stuck in a raft with anotlh="

er person,” he said. “Well, if I had 1o
choose someone to be here with, I'd pick
you. You're really a strong woman.”

[ think he learned o respect me. On the
boat [ was a wimp, but in the raft I was
this strong woman. Eventually he even
said, *Tanet, you'd make a great sailor.”

We ran low on food, but there were
fish all around us, including sharks, dol-
phins and a whale who swam near us for a
couple of days. Mick made a spear gun.
Using a heavy nylon line, he fastened a
straightened fishing hook to half an oar,
The tirst time he tried it he got us a fish
aboul the size of a flounder, Thiat was the
first food I°d eaten in five or six days.,
Then he tried making a harpoon, but that
didn’t work o well. He stuck a dorado,
but it got away.

After maore failed attempts at spearing
fish, Nick grew weaker and disillesioned
with his efforts, He was deteriorating fast,
His hands were bloody from the harpoon,
and we couldn’t even sit next to each oth-
et becauss we were so tender and sore.
We cut the Space Blanket in lalf to cover
ourselves at night. [ felt sormy for Nick,

tried to cheer him up and nunture him
without touching.

After about cight or nine days on the
raft, we pan out of water and were
forced to drink our own urine. It sounds
awiul now, bal in those circumstances
you do what's necessary (o stay alive,
The one thing we didn't do was drink
seawater because [ had read somewhere

B

“He was gone,””
Culver says, “and [
wes all alone,”

5
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that was worse for the body than urine,
On the 10th day, Nick started acting pe-
culiar. All day he looked presccupied,
kept putting his head in the water, looking
at the fsh under the rafi. Ha told me to
try it, to ke=p my eyes open. He was very
enthustastic, and | was glad to see he was
happy aboul something, Then he com-
plained about his sores and about how no
one was going (o pick us up. We'd already
seet a few faraway tankers and one sail-
boat, and nothing had happened. So 1
scolded him a few times, telling him to
stick it out. We talked about suicide, and [
didn't dismiss it as a possibility, even for
miyself, But I thought I'd have to be more
desperate to do that. He looked delirious,
maybe even slightly deranged. [ wasn't
much betier, though | still had my senses.
“I'm just going to let the elements take

a
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my life,” he said. “I"'m going to fall
aslesp and just die in n peaceful sleep,™

[ told him to be more aggressive, to en-
dure the suffering a while longer. But he
st have known he was going to take his
life because we did a housecleaning in the
allernoon, throwing into the water most-
ly useless things like ruined batteries and
the radio that didn’ work. When he

ntandWwristwatch over-
board, | knew he was really discouraged,
Then about &, Mick took off all his
clothes, a5 if he were going for a night-
time swim. “Life isn't worth living like
this,” he said. “T'm so sore and thirsty that
[ can't go on. There's no point.” Then he
Just slipped over the side and swam
around the raft. | thought of giving him
the same old logic about fighting on, but
I'd sand it all before. He swam far away,
and I heard him choke a few times. Then
he slumped over, and I saw his shoulders
and the back of his head. After a while [
couldn’t 2ee him anymore,

1 didn't feel anything then, and | don’t
feel anything now. | remember at the be-
ginning when we first got into the raft, [
told him, “Please, I don't want you to
leave me alone. Stay with me, always tie
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| After oll she had been thraugh, when the crew of Geronime plucked her from the sea, Culver's first request was for an orange.

yoursell to the raft with a lifeline." But as
the days went by, 1t just didn’t matter as
much anymore, [ guess [ was just con-
cernied with my own survival, even
though we took care of each other till the
end, I'm sure when | get back to a normal
life, when [ 2ee his things in my apart-
ment, I'll start crying plenty. Pl miss him.
[ know I'll mizs him.

1 think he lost his resolve, almost as if he
didn’t wani to face the responsibility of
losing the baat, though [ never blamed
Tiim fior that. s all 50 sad. I loved him on
and off. It wasn't easy, becavse [ don't
think e returned my love as much as |
would have liked. Love is a two-way
street, and with us love just wasn'l mulu-
al. T todd him this, and he said he wasn't ca-
pable of giving any more. Maybe he tried,
but it really wasn't working. At least he

taueht me to not be mamidated when |
think I'm right and o trust my instincts.

That evernng a tanker passed dose o
me, but T had no way of signaling in the
dark. | waited cut the night and the next
day, thinking it might rain, which it did
on the second day without Mick. Before
the shower passed over, [ collected rain-
water in the Space Blanket and funneled
it imro the jug I drank a lot and saved the
rest. My sores were really getting bad, all
open and swollen and very painful. Tused
te be strong, 357 and 130-some pounds.
Mow [ was this puny, bony creature
slumped at one end of the raft, wishing a
fish would jurmp in,

Amazingly, on the fourth day by my-
self, a fish did jump in. I grabbed it,
picked up the knife and cut off the dorsal
fin and tail. T was so involved scraping the
scales off that | almost missed seeing a big
sdilboatl passing by aboul a quarter of a
mile away. I stuck the fish in my pocket,

then started waving the orangze life jacket
above my head. They saw me and headed
straight for the raft,

Here in the hospital, where my skin has
falten off in big paiches and where I've
had skin grafts on my feet and buttocks,
I've relived those days in the dinghy
many tmes. I've often thought of some-
thing Mick and [ talked sbout before he
died. We weren't religious, but we did
discuss near-death expericnces. Some
people who've gone through this say
they've been bathed in a warm, white
light, like a spirit world. | told Mick,
“Maybe we should make a bargain with
the warsm, white light—that if we were -
saved, if we ever come back from the oil-
er side, we would devote part of our life
on this carth to helping others.” Well, I
think I've returned from something near
the other side, and a5 soon as ['m well T'll
iry i keep that bargain. [T Mick Abbot
were alive, he would have done it oo, ©




