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Introduction

The turquoise arc of the Lesser Antilles stretches along the eastern edge of the
Caribbean Sea, inviting curious mariners with the promise of exhilarating passages,
secluded anchorages, and a vibrant tapestry of cultures. For centuries, the steady
trade winds, warm crystalline waters, and intricate island geography have attracted
bluewater sailors to these legendary isles. Today, the Lesser Antilles remain one of the
world’s most captivating sailing destinations—a paradise that blends old-world
seafaring romance with the practical joys and demands of modern coastal navigation.

This book, Sail the Lesser Antilles: Practical Routes and Coastal Navigation, is crafted
as both a resource and an inspiration for small-boat cruisers seeking adventure or
serenity among these islands. We combine detailed day-by-day route planning,
weather guidance, safe anchorages, and seasoned mariner tips, all oriented to the
realities of bluewater and coastal passage-making. Our approach is pragmatic and
hands-on: whether charting a week-long escape or mapping out an extended, multi-
island cruise, this guide aims to empower you to plan wisely, adapt confidently, and
explore safely.

Navigating the Lesser Antilles presents a unique set of opportunities and challenges.
Steady trade winds provide reliable passages for much of the year, but the region’s
climate also dictates careful attention to seasonal weather windows and the annual
rhythms of hurricane season. Every island brings its own blend of topography, harbors,
and customs procedures, requiring advance preparation and a solid grounding in both
paper and electronic navigation tools. In addition, local nuances—from buoyage
systems to provisioning options—mean that up-to-date information and situational
awareness are essential.

This manual is more than a catalog of distances and destinations. Here, you will find
real-world case studies, sample itineraries for every stretch of the Antilles, safety
checklists tailored to offshore and inter-island sailing, and deep dives into anchorages
renowned for their beauty, security, and character. We explore how to cross borders
efficiently, select ideal marinas and restock provisions, interpret the region’s
distinctive weather patterns, and make the most of your sailing experience through
practical, time-tested techniques.

Our goal is simple: to help you make your dream of sailing the Lesser Antilles both
attainable and rewarding. Whether you are new to Caribbean cruising or an
experienced sailor returning for yet another adventure, this book strives to answer
your essential questions, spark your curiosity, and guide your passage from the first
planning stages to your final landfall. The islands await—Ilet’s chart your course and
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set sail.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Geography and Climate of the
Lesser Antilles

The allure of the Lesser Antilles, for any sailor worth their salt, begins with their very
geography. Picture an emerald necklace, flung across the cerulean canvas of the
eastern Caribbean Sea, forming a natural boundary between the vast Atlantic Ocean
and the calmer Caribbean Basin. This captivating arc of islands, a volcanic and coral
masterpiece, stretches roughly from Anguilla in the north down to Grenada in the
south. These aren't just arbitrary dots on a map; they are distinct landmasses, each
with its own character, yet intrinsically linked by the currents and winds that define
this glorious cruising ground.

Broadly speaking, this chain of islands is neatly categorized into two main groups: the
Leeward Islands and the Windward Islands. To the north, you have the Leeward chain,
generally extending from Anguilla, past St. Martin, St. Barth's, Saba, St. Eustatius, St.
Kitts, Nevis, and Antigua, before concluding around Dominica. These islands are aptly
named, historically speaking, as they were "leeward" or downwind for ships sailing
from the bustling European trade routes to the primary Spanish settlements in the
Greater Antilles. For the modern sailor, this often translates to slightly less intense
exposure to the direct force of the trade winds, though certainly not a complete
absence of them.

As you sail further south, you encounter the Windward Islands, which stretch from
Martinique, through St. Lucia, St. Vincent and the Grenadines, and finally to Grenada.
These islands earned their "windward" designation because they were the first
landfalls encountered by sailing vessels making the transatlantic journey, directly
facing the prevailing easterly trade winds. This positioning has a direct impact on the
sailing experience, often meaning more consistent and robust winds, particularly on
their eastern, or windward, coasts. Understanding this fundamental division is not
merely an academic exercise; it's a crucial element in planning your routes,
anticipating sea conditions, and finding those coveted calm anchorages.

While geographically grouped, it's important to remember that the Lesser Antilles are
a patchwork of independent nations and overseas territories, each with its own distinct
flag, government, and, yes, customs procedures. This might seem like a bureaucratic
hurdle, but it's also what makes sailing here so richly rewarding. One day you might
be enjoying the French flair of Martinique, and the next, immersing yourself in the
British-influenced charm of St. Lucia. This political fragmentation means that every
passage between islands often involves "checking in" and "checking out," a process
that becomes second nature after a few tries and is often handled with a relaxed
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Caribbean pace.

Beyond the political boundaries, the underlying geological story of the Lesser Antilles
is one of dramatic volcanic activity, particularly in the central and southern islands,
and the slow, magnificent work of coral builders in the north. This geological heritage
manifests in stunning landscapes: the soaring, verdant peaks of St. Lucia's Pitons, the
lush rainforests and waterfalls of Dominica, or the flatter, coral-fringed cays of the
Grenadines. This diversity offers not just visual spectacle but also dictates the
available anchorages and the character of the coastal waters you'll navigate. Deep
volcanic islands often mean deep water close to shore, while coral islands are usually
surrounded by extensive, shallower reef systems.

The climate of the Lesser Antilles is, in a word, tropical. This means consistently warm
temperatures throughout the year, both for the air and the sparkling clear waters that
beckon swimmers and snorkelers. Expect air temperatures to hover comfortably
around 30-35°C (86-95°F) and water temperatures to be a delightful 25-28°C
(77-82°F). This year-round warmth is one of the primary draws for sailors escaping
colder climes, allowing for continuous enjoyment of the outdoor life and endless
opportunities for a refreshing dip.

However, the most significant climatic factor for sailors in the Lesser Antilles is,
without a doubt, the trade winds. These prevailing easterly winds are the engine of
Caribbean sailing, offering a generally consistent and reliable force that makes for
superb downwind passages when heading south, and exhilarating upwind beats when
pushing north. Typically, these winds blow from the northeast, east, or southeast, with
a steady strength of 15-25 knots. This consistency is a blessing, providing the
propulsion you need for efficient passages and keeping the ambient temperatures
feeling comfortable by dissipating the tropical humidity.

While the trade winds are generally dependable, a good sailor always understands
that "generally" doesn't mean "always." There can be variations. Occasionally, periods
of calm may settle in, leaving sails slatting and engines humming. Conversely, you
might encounter stronger gusts, sometimes referred to as "Christmas winds" if they
arrive in late December or early January, which can bring sustained winds well above
the typical range. When sailing in the lee of an island, the wind can also become quite
shifty and even disappear entirely at dawn and dusk, requiring careful attention to
your sails or a willingness to motor for a short spell.

Beyond the daily rhythm of the trade winds, the Lesser Antilles, like any tropical
region, experiences its share of squally weather. These are typically localized rain
showers accompanied by a temporary increase in wind strength, often associated with
tropical waves moving across the Atlantic. While they can appear suddenly and bring a
brief deluge and blustery conditions, they usually pass quickly, leaving behind
refreshed air and often a vibrant rainbow. Being prepared to reef quickly and manage
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your sheets is a good practice when squalls are on the horizon.

The interaction of these consistent trade winds with the rugged topography of many of
the islands creates localized wind effects that are crucial to understand for efficient
and comfortable sailing. When sailing on the leeward (western) side of an island, you'll
often find calmer seas and reduced wind, as the island itself provides a shield from the
full force of the trades. This is why many of the most popular anchorages are found on
the western coasts. Conversely, the windward (eastern) side of the islands will
experience the full brunt of the Atlantic, leading to choppier conditions and stronger
winds. This distinction is vital for planning comfortable passages and selecting suitable
anchorages based on the prevailing conditions.

Navigating the channels between islands also presents its own unique set of wind and
current dynamics. As the trade winds are funneled through these passages, they often
accelerate, creating what is known as a "venturi effect." This can mean significantly
stronger winds and rougher seas in the open channels compared to the relatively
calmer waters closer to the island shores. Similarly, ocean currents, driven by the
broader Atlantic circulation, can be moderate to strong in these inter-island passages,
requiring careful attention to your course and speed over ground.

In essence, the geography and climate of the Lesser Antilles are a sailor's dream,
offering a magnificent playground sculpted by volcanic forces and swept by reliable
winds. But it's a dream that requires respect and understanding. By appreciating the
distinction between Leeward and Windward, the influence of the trade winds, and the
localized effects of island topography, you lay the groundwork for a safe, enjoyable,
and unforgettable journey through this Caribbean paradise.
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