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forty-one years of bareboat chartering in the Caribbean
On Christmas Day 1969, after we’d opened 

presents, with wrapping paper still strewn 

across the floor, my father made an 

announcement: “Our big present this year 

is a trip to the Virgin Islands.” I was ecstatic. 

For some reason this 13-year-old kid from the 

Windy City had fallen in love with the idea of 

sailing and snorkeling in the azure waters of 

the Caribbean.

 Our first trip was ambitious. My dad 

determined we would sail from Red Hook 

Bay on St. Thomas up to North Sound in 

Virgin Gorda and back, all in a week, on a 

Cal 34. The accommodations were Spartan. 

Our dinghy didn’t come with an outboard. 

Refrigeration came in the form of a huge 

block of ice. And air conditioning? Forget 

it! We opened our hatches and hoped the 

tropical breezes might keep the cramped 

space below passably cool. I loved it.

 This was the world as it ought to be! 

When that first trip was over, I realized my 

father had given me a great gift. Not only 

did I fly back to Chicago with a new skill, 

but our first adventure provided us with 

common ground that would prove essential 

during my tumultuous teen years. From 

then on, sailing was our thing, something 

we could be good at together, something 

we could talk about and reminisce over. 

Each Christmas, my present to him had 

something to do with sailing. The following 

year I joined the junior sailing club in 

Winnetka, Illinois. My skills grew sharper in 

the cool waters of Lake Michigan.

 From 1970 to 2011 we took just shy of 

20 trips together. My mom always came, and 

other family members joined us as well. Mom’s 

The great thing about sailing, especially as 

father and son, is that you’re not solving 

the problems of the world. You’re not talk-

ing shop. You’re just sailing. You’re wonder-

fully and simply engaged in the present.

 Forty-one years after that first trip, sail-

ing is still the common ground that binds 

us. And I’ve carried on the tradition with 

my kids: we often talk of distant harbors 

and wind and waves. Dad’s legacy lives on.

To read this entire article, visit: 

www.moorings.com/fatherandson

Bill under sail off the coast of Grenada 
in 1976.  The MacIlvaine family has been 
taking sailing vacations since 1970.

Rod MacIlvaine (left) and his father, Bill at Saba Rock in 2011.

Like Father, Like Son:

Rod in Spanish Town –1972

enormous capacity for 

hospitality made these trips 

extra enjoyable. She was the 

emotional glue that held us 

together when dehydration 

and too much sun made us 

all crabby. Dad’s gift was his 

genius for planning creative 

vacations, especially when it 

came to sailing trips.
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