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ISLANDQUARANTINE
willy make it

betty won’t

Background

St John’s Island, previously used as a 

quarantine centre for cholera stricken victims,

a holding place for political detainees and a 

rehabilitation centre for opium addicts.

Nowadays, is quite a nice place for cat sailors  

and their families to stage an overnight

adventure trip.

The idea brewed during the return trip from Raffles 

Marina after the Western Circuit in 2009. During a 

perilous journey in which not every cat made it, we were 

lunching on the lovely sandy beach of Lazarus when 

Clive uttered those famous words… “What a great place 

to camp!”. One year later, the logistics were in place, the 

chic Western Circuit Regatta festivities had come to an 

end and it was time to turn dreams into action.

Getting there… those that made it… 

Camping on Lazarus was not actually permitted at time 

of going to print. Instead, the Bunkhouse on St John’s 

Island was booked two months in advance. Raffles 

Marina saw 8 cats setting out early. The J24 Nova was 

stuffed way below her water line: Steaks, Caesar Salad, 

Chicken Wings, Black Olive Rice, Sausages, the whole 

lot precooked and ready prepared, and to wash it all 

down with… a keg of draught beer with all the gear to 

pull a proper pint. Kelvin and Clive had pulled out all the 

stops to make sure no one would go hungry or thirsty. 

The Lapasset trimaran was carrying extra supplies as 

well as the full Lapasset family.

The fastest crossing time was held by the seven 

youngest members of the sailing group - 30 mins by ferry. 

The treat was a whole afternoon with a sandy beach to

themselves, water deep enough to swim in but shallow 

enough to be safe for the kids and rocks to climb and 

jump off - all with a full view of the famous Singapore

skyline.
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The first cat to arrive was the Brauns with a time of 6 

hours 30 minutes followed by Joo-Kim Koh and 

Clarence; Nicolas Gillier and Bertrand Chupin; Kelvin 

and Tracey; and Nicolas Tourneur and Emmanuel Le 

Meur. Apart from lack of wind, the biggest danger for 

the cats was Reefs … everyone had experienced that 

scraping of hulls sound that makes every sailor 

shudder but luckily there was no serious damage.

Cats’ secrets…what’s really inside those hulls. Forget 

hi-tech carbon, billowing spinnakers and putting your 

crew on a diet… the real secret of those who made it 

first to the island is…. Half a kilo of gummibears (Uli 

+ Claudia), peanuts (Joo -Kim) or energy bars (Nico 

and Bertrand). Top marks to Kelvin and Tracey who 

produced two bottles of very nice red wine from their 

boat! Emmanuel hid some Chartreuse in a hip flask 

on Nicolas Tourneur’s boat.

… and those that didn’t… Mark Wright called in. He 

was stuck without wind and having not brought a 

paddle had found another solution, as had Alan 

Hodges … They were being towed by Stuart and 

Anne Birbeck who were heading directly to Mana 

Mana. Now, how does a cat tow another cat, let 

alone two others? Well, first you add a 12 kg 

modified Honda 2,3 hp 4-stroke engine which allows 

a top speed of 6 knots, which you had originally 

brought along to compensate the weight of the 

wheels and in case of lack of wind. Then you add an 

extra three hours onto your original journey until the 

engine gives up. Mark ended up on a fish farm 

owned by Joep Staaman who owns a Taipan. Alan 

Hodges ended up at RSYC and the cat was given an 

easier haul back to Changi on a truck.

… and those that did but got away… Joo-Kim’s 

sailing partner, Clarence, was in a big rush to get 

back in time for a family event with his future 

parents-in-law. His future marriage depended on it. 

The sail back from Raffles was in record time due to 

Joo-Kim’s sharp navigation skills. He only just 

missed the last ferry and water-taxis. It looked like 

we’d be one more for the night until we saw Joo-Kim 

on the rocks busy waving at a passing yacht. 

Seconds later, a zodiac buzzed across to see why so 

many cats were parked on the beach. Neil, skipper of 

Crystal Blue kindly offered to give Clarence a lift back 

to the mainland and we invited him to join the feast 

when and if Nova with the food supplies made it. 

Clive had called in with an ETA of 7 pm.

The 3 pm ferry delivered Deborah Barker and little 

Gabin Tourneur who had bravely come across by 

himself (with a sack of charcoal and lighters) but no 

Tania or Ellen (wives of two cat sailors). About 20 

minutes later, they suddenly appeared on the beach, 

fully equipped with a cooler full of drinks and lots of 

Pringles. They had just missed the ferry but had 

managed to negotiate a crossing on a water-taxi.

Waiting for Nova… Clive called in…They had 

already used up all the petrol on board and were 

under sail… with no wind. No worries, they would get 

there before nightfall. With all the cats on the beach 

and hungry sailors and children to feed, we

did a quick check of supplies. Half a kilo of gummi-

bears, peanuts, a couple of tins of tuna and salmon, 

bread, lots of charcoal, lighters, matches and a 

report back that there were some kampong chickens 

running around in a village at the other end of the

island. The “desert island adventure” was really 

becoming one… People took it in turns to scan the 

horizon until the shout went up. Just before sunset, 

at base-camp we heard a very welcome sound … 

the squeak of the wheels of the little trolley carrying 
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the first load of supplies… Within minutes, the barbeque 

crew were in action, tables in place, beer set up and we 

were all sitting around a feast fit for a king. Thank you 

again to Neil, owner of Crystal Blue for use of his dingy to 

ferry supplies from ship to shore. Meanwhile, the 

youngest member of the group, little Lucia Chupin (aged 

2) had discovered the salt and vinegar chips…

Shortly afterwards, the Lapasset family arrived with their 

own story. Their motor had let them down and they had 

only left Changi at 4 pm and it was their wedding 

anniversary. Nicolas Tourneur’s football kept the 12 

children entertained all evening. Thank you to Henrik, 

Ricky and “big” Solène for looking after the smaller ones, 

especially “little” Solène.

Camp Ghost Stories … the mysterious shoe… Whilst 

sitting on the beach in the evening half-light with the glow 

of the Singapore Skyline a safe distance away, Joo-Kim 

told us the real story of St John’s Island… haunted by all 

sorts who didn’t make it through quarantine… That night, 

the beach party found a mysterious shoe, which didn’t 

belong to any of the sailors. The next morning, the shoe 

reappeared outside the dormitory. However, due to a long 

day of sailing and copious amounts of sailor’s courage, 

not many people lay awake worrying about those sorts of 

things. We even wondered if this was a ruse to keep St 

John’s a secret…

Getting away again…. And those that didn’t … Sunday 

started with a roaring breakfast put together by Kelvin 

and Clive. What a great way to start the day! Then came 

the job of dispatching sailors, family and kids in different 

directions to return to shore. The day promised wind and 

people left for Changi, Mana Mana or Marina South 

Pier…. Travelling by ferry, the children were treated to 

close up views of the boats leaving, as they cheered on 

respective parents and fought about whose Dad would 

make it back first. Nicolas Tourneur and Emmanuel’s cat 

overturned and as they tried to right it, a shroud broke, 



19

earning them another trip to St John’s the following 

weekend with the necessary spare parts.

The rest arrived safely at their various destinations 

with only one tow. This time, the cats beat the kids 

on the ferry as it returns via Kusu Island which takes 

over an hour, something which had been overlooked, 

so the only adult on board had a slight moment of 

panic when the boat headed out for the open seas. It 

would have been difficult to explain to Indonesian 

officials what 5 children not all belonging to said 

adult and without a passport between them were 

doing on that boat… 

International trip - We can truly say it was an 

international event as sailors (and families) came 

from far-flung and not so far origins – “Abra-ke-

Deborah” - Singaporean Deborah Barker, Joo-Kim 

Koh and Clarence. “Nova” - South African Van 

Onselen Family (3), “Red Rocket” - New Zealanders 

Kelvin and Tracey Holdt, “Aeols Harp” - German 

Braun Family (5); “Isdoo” - French/Irish Gillier Family 

(5); French/Italian Chupin Family (4), “???” French 

Tourneur Family (2), Emmanuel Le Meur. “Trimaran” - 

French Lapasset Family (5); English Birbeck Family 

(2);  Kiwi -Wright Family (2); Canada Alan and Ellen.

Conclusions from this journey without wind and last 

years with pretty good wind:  … Firstly, this is not a 

journey to be taken lightly. Cats need to be in good 

condition and spinnakers on board. Paddles are very 

useful things in the event of no wind. Secondly, as 

suggested by Stuart Birbeck, some Changi back-up 

in the form of a “yellow boat” waiting at a central 

location, ready to intervene in case of an emergency 

would be very much appreciated.


