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The scene is reminiscent of a glossy 
sales brochure—but on this day, it is our 
reality. The boys are exploring a nearby 
reef, one of my best friends is walking the 
beach with his wife, and another has 
retreated to the shaded flybridge with a 
book. Tending the barbecue with chilled 
beverage at hand, I indulge in a moment 
of self-congratulation. During the busi-
est month of the year, in one of the 
world’s most popular cruising grounds, 
we’ve managed to find our own private 
piece of paradise. 

Were it not for charter boats, I might 
not be able to hold a job. Time on the 
water is vital to my well-being, but so is 
a steady paycheck, as the obligations of 
funding college and retirement loom. 
Otherwise, I’d probably be living the low-budget existence of a 
boat bum, where no horizon would be too distant, and I’d have 
all the time in the world to get there.

Fortunately, despite the time constraints of my profession, 
I’m able to supplement my local cruising activities with peri-
odic voyages in exotic and remote locations—thanks to bare-
boat-charter services. The charter option allows me to cruise 
destinations more remote than could be reached in the course 
of a vacation, and to pick and choose a cruising platform based 
on the itinerary and the crew.

I’ve been an avid fan of bareboat chartering for almost ten 
years now, and during that time, I’ve hired everything from 
compact sailboats to fast motoryachts, plus more than one 
trawler. Passenger lists have ranged from just-the-two-of-us to 
a horde of family and friends, with our venues spanning both 
hemispheres and a wide range of climes. 

There are still many unvisited desti-
nations on my wish list, but some places 
I’ve already cruised in are worth a repeat. 
While there is certainly a lot to be said 
for the thrill of exploration and discov-
ery, it’s also nice to revisit familiar plea-
sures and to share them with others.

In my logbook, the British Virgin 
Islands will always hold a place at the 
top of the “return” list. I was introduced 
to these waters as a teenager and have 
cruised them regularly ever since. So 
when a group of friends began to talk of 
a spring getaway to somewhere—any-
where—with palm trees, reefs, and blue 
water, I suggested a trip to Tortola and a 
boat-based holiday.

Ours was a diverse group that 
included my son—already a self-proclaimed old salt at age 
10—and a marine-industry friend who had spent half his life 
aboard boats. The remainder of the crew, however, had mini-
mal cruising experience. Our expectations for the trip ranged 
from the exploration of pirate caves to a search for the ulti-
mate rum drink, while some just wanted to nap in the sun 
and catch up on their reading.

The challenge would be creating an itinerary to satisfy these 
disparate desires. Moreover, I wanted the trip to go off with few 
or no glitches. By and large, my charter experiences have been 
very positive—but not without incidents. I have spent nights in 
airports due to late connections and made hasty shopping 
excursions for T-shirts and toiletries when baggage didn’t arrive. 
On board, holding tanks have not held and refrigerators have 
lost their cool. I’ve been jostled all night in some roiled anchor-
ages, and rock-and-rolled until 3 am by boisterous neighbors.

But not this time, I told myself. On this trip, I’d use every 
lesson learned over the years to create the best possible week 
afloat for my family and friends. 

Arriving in Style
Our trip to B.V.I. began with the inevitable connecting flight 
through San Juan. But this time there was no stress. A bit of 
preparatory web surfing had created the ideal inter-island itin-
erary: a layover long enough to offset potentially late arrivals 
from the States, combined with seats on one of the mid-after-
noon flights to our final destination—in this case Tortola’s 
Beef Island Airport. This way, even if flights were canceled or 
luggage was misplaced, there was a good chance that every-
thing would end up at our destination before nightfall.

The more I travel, the more I become a fan of packing 
light—and of limiting baggage to carry-ons whenever possible. 
I had advised our entire group to do the same, not only to speed 
up transfers and eliminate the chance of lost luggage, but also 
to encourage selective packing.

In general, travelers tend to over pack—especially when 
heading for recreation in the tropics. Since every cabin on our 
chartered powercat would be filled to capacity, storage space 
would be at a premium. Bringing only soft-sided carry-on bags 
ensured that our “cargo” wouldn’t overwhelm the vessel. It also 

got us out of the airport and into a cab a half-hour earlier than 
most other passengers.

Arriving the afternoon before the charter allowed us to get 
a feel for our surroundings and to catch the staff during work-
ing hours. I had arranged our charter through The Moorings 
Power, which operates from the largest and best-organized base 
in the region. They maintain an after-hours crew for late arriv-
als, but by checking in during the regular workday, we had full 
access to the entire staff. As a result, we were able to take care 
of a number of details first thing, instead of waiting until the 
following morning.

We could have stayed in the company’s on-site hotel, but 
instead we moved right aboard the night before our departure. 
The cost of the additional night was actually less than we 
would have paid for an equal number of hotel rooms, and it 
gave everyone a chance to unpack, become familiar with the 
boat, and round up last-minute sundries at the on-site market. 

I’m never one to rush through a charter company’s familiar-
ization briefings, as every boat has its unique quirks, and 
assumptions usually lead to problems. I’ve also learned that the 
only dumb question is the one never asked, so we paid full 
attention during the staff’s lectures. 

We then ran through the entire boat, lifting every hatch to 
gain familiarity and testing each system to ensure that no 
gremlins were lurking. I knew that if we detected any prob-
lems, it would be easier to address them while still at The 
Moorings home base. Fortunately, the dock crew had done 
their job, and all was in readiness.

The Early-Bird Plan
In the charter business, Saturday and Sunday are the big days 
for arrivals and departures. Thanks to our head start of the pre-
vious evening, we were among the first to depart the base. It 
was still well before 10 am when we motored out of Road Town 
and into the balmy trades of Drake’s Passage. 

Following us from the harbor like ducks in a row were a 
half-dozen sailing catamarans, the vanguard of the week’s plea-
sure armada. One after another, they turned into the wind to 
hoist sail, and then fell off onto a beam reach.

Over the years, I’ve noted that most cruisers wend a fairly 
predictable path through the British Virgins, and their first 

The powercat’s speed allowed us to arrive early at choice locations such as the Pirate Caves on Normand Island (above). The 
galley’s central location (below) facilitated indoor and outdoor dining, while keeping the cook out of foot traffic.

The 47-footer's broad foredeck proved to be the ideal place 
for sunbathing and relaxation.

The Moorings base in Road Town, Tortola, is one of the finest 
bareboat charter bases in the world.
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A New Breed of Cat

The 474 Powercat—also known as the Leopard 47—was 
designed specifically for The Moorings Power by the 

naval architecture firm Morelli & Melvin of Huntington 
Beach, California, and built by the South African yard 
Robertson and Caine. 

The latter company also turns out a number of successful 
sailing catamarans, and the 474 benefits from this synergy, as 
many of the systems incorporated into this latest-generation 
powerboat are actually inspired by the company’s bluewater 
sailing models, where strength, simplicity, and long-term  
reliability are tantamount.

The 474 Powercat is now available for charter at Moorings 
Power bases in Tortola, the Bahamas, and La Paz, Mexico. 
The company has also developed an ownership program  
that provides guaranteed revenue and up to nine weeks of 
use per year.

To discuss charter options or ownership opportunities, call 
800-416-0224, or visit www.mooringspower.com

kept us within earshot of the extremely energetic band that 
rocked the Bight until way past midnight. 

Another time, we parked too close to the Willie T. and were 
treated to a nautical spectacle that one friend described as a cross 
between Caligula and Gilligan’s Island. This kind of thing is good 
fun when you are in the mood, with Bushwhacker in hand, but 
it’s less appealing when you’re in the bunk, hoping to be lulled to 
sleep by trade winds whispering through an open hatch.

With every boat in The Moorings fleet in service, even the 
Bight’s expansive mooring field was guaranteed to fill up by 
nightfall. So the key to our securing the ideal location at Nor-
man’s was an early arrival. Against conventional wisdom, we 
hooked a ball toward the outside of the field, away from the 
parties. This also reduced the amount of late-night tender traf-
fic that would stream past our transom and, as an added bonus, 
we were within easy dinghy range of the pirate caves.

Early departures and early arrivals would be a key factor in our 
cruise plan for the entire week. Rather than dallying in the morn-
ing, our crew planned for a comfortably early departure each day. 
By doing so, we would typically arrive at our midday stopovers in 
time to grab one of the prime Park Service buoys, and then move 
on to our evening anchorage just ahead of the crowds.

This plan was considerably easier to execute in a power 
cruiser than it would have been aboard a sailing vessel subject 
to the winds and tides. But, while conning a powerboat amid 
an invasion force of sailboats did give us a leg up on transits 
and arrivals, this trip wasn’t about speed.

An Ideal Vessel
Several years ago, I chartered one of The Mooring’s original 464 
powercats. It was a 46-foot, 19-knot planing vessel that whisked 
us between islands in short order. This time, however, we were 
aboard the company’s new flagship powercat, the 474. 

At full throttle, it’s capable of a top speed in the mid-teens 
(depending on load), but we just weren’t in that much of a 
rush. When throttled back to nine knots, the boat purred along 
with minimal engine noise and a very seakindly motion. 

In addition to the obvious enticements of cruising the islands, 
one of my personal incentives for this trip was the opportunity to 
revisit this particular vessel. We were booked aboard hull num-
ber one. I’d briefly sea-trialed this very same boat a year earlier, 
when it was fresh from the factory in South Africa. Now, I would 
have a chance to see how it had held up after a year’s worth of 
boat shows and regular charter service, and how it performed in 
the real world, with a full load of passengers aboard.

Having previously made note of the 474’s exemplary inte-
rior volume, I wasn’t surprised to discover that even with the 
boat filled to capacity, our crew never felt cramped. The full-
bodied hulls accommodate semi-island berths, allowing cou-
ples to bed down without crawling over one another. In addi-
tion the four equally sized heads and their separate shower 
stalls provided ample elbowroom for the large adults on board.

One of the more noteworthy features of the 474’s floor plan 
was the placement of the galley against the aft cabin bulkhead. 
There it’s tucked away from passenger traffic but lies within 
easy serving distance of both the saloon dinette and the cock-
pit. The combination of a large, shaded flying bridge and an 
equally spacious and sheltered cockpit lounge creates two addi-
tional living areas—and more opportunities for crewmembers 
to find private space. 

Underway, the hulls provided sufficient buoyancy forward 
to prevent the hobbyhorse motion common to some breeds of 
cat, but they also presented a sufficiently fine entry to mini-
mize pounding in head seas. The only significantly rough water 
we encountered was in the narrows between Tortola and St. 
Johns, where the wind and swell funneling down Drake’s Pas-
sage are compressed into short, steep seas. 

Even with the occasional sheet of green water coming over the 
bows, we were still riding comfortably at a prudent speed of eight 
knots. By comparison, a vintage trawler running a parallel course 
was wallowing and pounding with a visibly difficult motion. 

What may be the boat’s finest performance attribute wasn’t 
revealed until the end of our charter. After a full week of island 
hopping—and a few hours of generator time—just 47 gallons 
of diesel topped off the tanks! 

The Near-Perfect Itinerary
As our cruising adventure unfolded, we found ourselves “luck-
ing out” more often than not. Much of this was not good for-
tune, of course, but good planning. I knew, for example, that 
the beach at the world-famous Baths would be filled with 
excursion groups by mid-morning and that the Park Service’s 
daytime moorings there would fill quickly.

So, we spent the previous evening in quiet relaxation at 
nearby Cooper Island, then departed even earlier than usual 

for the Baths. This effort was rewarded with the closest, calm-
est mooring buoy in the anchorage, and a couple of blissfully 
quiet hours on the beach.

At North Sound, after confirming that there was no loud 
entertainment booked at the Bitter End or at Saba Rock, we 
moored as far upwind as possible—a strategy that gave us an 
unobstructed but reef-protected view of the eastern ocean and 
kept us well away from the steady water taxi traffic. Another 
early departure the following morning netted us the only moor-
ing at Great Dog—the site of the idyllic scenario described at 
the beginning of this story. 

It took a bit of patience—plus closing the hatches and turn-
ing on the 474’s air-conditioning—to weather the antics of the 
four boatloads of college folk that surrounded us in Trellis Bay. 
We admitted, however, that it was our own fault for venturing 
into one of the more popular mainstream ports during spring 
break. On the bright side, it was interesting to learn that drink-
ing games haven’t changed all that much in the years since my 
own matriculation.

Rowdy (and hungover) scholars were soon left in our wake, 
and we went on to enjoy a quiet morning in Cane Garden Bay. 
Had the ocean liner Queen Mary still been anchored in Road 
Town, the tale would have been different, as the same beach 
would have swarmed with shore parties. Again, a bit of prior 
knowledge and planning had paid off.

One final element of the trip didn’t go quite according to 
plan. A foray to Jost Van Dyke was mandatory, as all of our 
first-timers were determined to make the pilgrimage to Foxy’s 
Bar—if only for the obligatory T-shirt. The anchorage at Great 
Harbor was packed when we arrived, however, and after drag-
ging the hook in several marginal corners of the bay, we capitu-
lated and went around the point to White Sound. 

In retrospect, this turned out to be a most pleasant detour, 
as we arrived just in time for the Thursday evening barbecue at 
Ivan’s Stress Free Bar. Later that night, with the stars in full 
array and a painkiller close at hand, my only regret was that the 
week was about to end all too soon.	 (Continued on next page.)

SPECIFICATIONS:
LOA: 47' 3"
Beam: 24' 10"
Draft: 3' 1"
Displacement: 33,150 lbs.
Power: Twin 150-hp Cummins common-rail diesels
Fuel capacity: 317 gals.
Freshwater capacity: 206 gals.

stop is usually Norman Island. On its western side, within an 
easy afternoon’s sail of Tortola, is the Bight, one of the largest 
and calmest mooring fields in the B.V.I. This harbor is home to 
the infamous floating tavern known as the Willie Thornton, as 
well to the Pirates Bight beach club and the actual sea caves 
where Blackbeard once stashed his treasure. 

Had the choice been mine, I would have gone elsewhere on 
day one and come back to Norman’s midweek, when boat traf-
fic is typically a bit lighter. But there was my crew to take into 
consideration. In addition to a pair of grade-school adventurers 
intent on searching for pirate’s treasure in the dinghy, our 
adults were intent on libation and demanded shore leave.

So Norman it was—but with a plan. On previous trips, I 
had made the mistake of grabbing a mooring very close to 
shore, which made for a short dinghy ride to the beach but also 

The 474’s cockpit features a transom seat that lowers to 
become a convenient boarding and swim platform.

The Pirate’s Bite Bar is laid back by day but comes alive at 
night. Here and at other anchorages in the B.V.I, the price of 
solitude is a longer dinghy ride to shore.
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Many places around the world offer boats for hire, but none 
can match the Virgin Islands—both British and U.S.—for 

the size and diversity of the available fleet. Few regions can 
provide a similar diversity of destinations within an equally 
compact cruising area. 

Moreover, these waters, which provided the genesis for what 
is now the worldwide phenomenon of bareboat charter, are still 
the industry’s most popular destination. 

With brisk easterly trade winds much of the year, and a multi-
tude of picturesque islands surrounded by largely shoal-free 
waters, the Virgins provide an ideal recipe for sailing adventure.

But not all cruising vacations are about spending your days 
heeled over. Sometimes, you just want to relax and keep things 
on an even keel.

This became a lot easier to do once catamarans came on the 
scene. Offering stability, generous deck space, and a good turn of 
speed, sailing multihulls quickly gained popularity through the 
1990s, and today, they dominate the charter docks in the Virgins.

Even more recently, another breed of cat has come of age. 
Powered catamarans have received a tremendous amount of 
attention from the marine press and the boat-buying public in 
recent years—for many of the same reasons as their sailing 
counterparts did before them. 

To date, this interest hasn’t lead to equally impressive sales 
figures in the United States, as fewer than 100 large powercats 
are sold here each year. The one area in the eastern hemisphere 
where engine-driven multihulls are gaining not just acceptance 
but an increasing majority is in the warm-water charter trade.

Buyers looking for a one-couple cruising boat may find a 
traditional monohull better suited to their physical needs, as 
more of the interior can be devoted to a single stateroom. For 
some, this factor will overshadow any potential advantages in 
efficiency and stability a cat might afford.

But the game changes when you bring more guests aboard. 
At around the 35-foot mark and beyond, cats can provide 
unmatched cabin capacity, providing individuals or couples with 
private accommodations in the “corners” of each hull, along 
with spacious central common space. 

Some builders have enhanced the single-couple appeal of 
their cats by moving the master stateroom onto the bridge deck, 
but by and large, mid-sized powercats are well suited to egali-
tarian floor plans that can accommodate several couples. In 
other words, they make ideal charter boats.

Almost every major warm-water bareboat operator has one 
or more multihulls in its powerboat fleet, representing all of the 
major builders.

Powercat Charter Comes of Age

The Options and Opportunities  
Continue to Expand

Chartering 
Choices

On a hunt for a great vaca-
tion, longtime cruiser Darren Cooke 
stumbled onto something extraordinary.

“I didn’t know how to go about finding a 
bareboat power charter,” says Cooke, whose Toronto, Canada-
based career is corporate finance. “I figured that I would be 
chartering a fully crewed private vessel and that I’d get enough 
people together to split the cost. Still, it would be expensive—
a once-in-a-lifetime event.”

Well, once-in-a-lifetime was six years ago, and there’s no 
turning back for Darren, his family, and his friends. All of them 
enjoyed the splendors of the British Virgin Islands, thanks to a 
little web surfing that landed Darren on the home page of the 
Virgin Traders charter company, on the island of Tortola. 

Undeniably the prime chartering destination for both power 
and sail in the Caribbean region, if not the world, the B.V.I. 
particularly appealed to Darren, a loyal power boater. “I’ve  
always known there were sailing options, but I’d never hoisted a 

sail. The fact that these guys were bareboat and 
power really caught my eye. 

“After I had gone down there and met them 
and chartered,” Darren says, “I thought, ‘This is 

too good to be true.’ A cruiser who spends the bulk of the short 
northern summer season on the waters of Georgian Bay, he 
adds: “There are serious power boaters in Canada who don’t 
even know this opportunity exists.”

To reverse all such gaps, the editors of Power Cruising, 
now in its fourth year, continue to work hard at promoting 
awareness of the thriving—and still growing—power char-
ter industry. The result is our second annual address book, a 
comprehensive guide to charter companies and charter-
vacation brokers. 

With this tool, you can locate a wide range of operations 
that serve both in domestically and internationally renowned 
cruising grounds, and some of these operations are marking 20 
to 30 years in the business.

By Elaine Lembo,  
with Kathy Gregory

Power-charter veteran Darren
Cooke put together a flotilla of
friends for a cruise in the B.V.I.
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