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Cruising Crimea Just 
Got More Difficult
Russia’s sudden annexation of the Crimean peninsula 
from Ukraine in winter 2014 and the continuing coun-
trywide unrest are a devastating blow for the cruising 
community.

Before the recent turn of events, 
Ukraine welcomed visiting sailboats, 
and i feel fortunate to have cruised the 
area while crimea was still part of it. 

i’ll never forget the golden shimmer 
of the Ukrainian coast at dawn as we 
approached under sail aboard Snow 
Dragon II, a 49-foot aluminum cutter. 
the warm hue of the terrain seemed to 
set the tone of our visit before we even 
arrived. staff at the Odessa Marina and 
fellow sailors took our lines, welcom-
ing us with smiles and awe that we had 
sailed from alaska.

an official collected Frances Brann, 
Snow Dragon II’s captain and owner. as 
time passed, i wondered if i should be 
worried that my friend had been taken 
away by a man in camouflage. eventu-
ally Frances returned. Other than being 
proud of resisting the urge to take a nap 
in the waiting room, which was deco-
rated with Ukrainian army recruitment 
posters, she had no tales to tell. check-
in was really quite simple.

Odessa, on Ukraine’s coast, quickly 
became one of my favorite cities. From 
the marina it was an easy walk to the 
Potemkin stairs, the formal entrance 
to the city from the port. Just looking 
at the famous steps was enough to raise 

my heart rate, but i never got tired of 
climbing them. cafes, restaurants and 
intriguing shops lined the architectur-
ally rich art-nouveau streets. it was 
evident that fashion was important to 
both the men and women in Odessa, 
and i felt slightly inadequate not brav-
ing the cobbled streets in high heels as 
the local women do, with an elegance 
that seemed genetic. 

From Odessa we sailed overnight to 
chornomors’ke, a low-key coastal town, 
on the northwest corner of crimea. the 
men at the small boat harbor didn’t 
speak english but they were able to 
convey through hand gestures that we 
needed to avoid being eaten by the dogs 
that by all mimed accounts were very 
good at guarding the boats. One of the 
men also confirmed that he understood 
we were looking for an official by using 
his hand to brush his shoulder, convey-
ing military rank, and then aiming a 
“gun” at us with his fingers. We smiled 
and nodded to show he had understood 
us perfectly.

in crimea, both the Ukrainian and 
russian languages are used, so figuring 
out which language i should learn was 
a bit confusing. to be able to differenti-
ate between the two in written form, 

The author takes the dinghy ashore while 
Snow Dragon II is anchored off the south 

coast of the Crimea peninsula. 

Snow Dragon II shares the 
anchorage at Sevastopol with the 

Russian Navy’s Black Sea fleet. 
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i picked out frequently 
used words like coffee, 
but mostly relied on hand 
gestures and smiles.

at landfall in yevpatoriya 
we met a friendly group of 
Ukrainians who welcomed 
us with vodka and cold 
sausages before directing 
us to town. Walking back 
in the dark, Frances forgot 
there was a missing board 
on the dock and next thing 
i knew, she’d fallen halfway 
through. all i could do 
was laugh as she dangled 
over the water. eventu-
ally, i composed myself 
and pulled her out from 
between the planks.

We sailed on to sevasto-
pol, where we shared an an-
chorage with the Black sea 
Fleet. at the time, russia 
was leasing sevastopol from 
Ukraine while a port was 
constructed on russian soil. 
it was hard to imagine that 
10 years prior, the area had 
been closed to all nonmili-
tary personnel, but here we 

were, two american women 
on a private sailboat with a 
russian warship dropping 
anchor less than a quarter-
mile from us. 

the southern tip of 
crimea is mountainous 
and shoots out of the water 
abruptly. seeing it from 
the water made it easy to 
understand why crimea is 
a popular holiday destina-
tion for both Ukrainians 
and russians. since leaving 
Odessa we had seen only 
one other sailboat. it was 
surprising that the area at-
tracted few foreign tourists 
both on and off the water. 

While entering Ukraine 
and exploring the coast was 
fairly simple, leaving was 
another matter. at Balak-
lava, the marina staff told us 
that we could check out at 
sudak. 

We couldn’t find a port 
captain in sudak and ended 
up walking to the military 
installation. the guard who 
came to the gate made a few 
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calls, and every time we heard her 
“Wild Ones” ring tone, we hoped 
the voice on the other end would 
reassure us that we could check out 
in sudak. instead, an official told 
me over the phone that we must go 
to kerch. i explained this wasn’t 
possible because the strait of kerch 
was a disputed area and we would be 
denied access by russia. after more 
phone calls, we were finally told to 
take Snow Dragon II to the commer-
cial port of Feodosiya. 

it was dark by the time we reached 
Feodosiya. i called traffic control 
and explained that we needed to 
check out of Ukraine, and was given 
anchorage coordinates 2 miles out. 
after i explained that we were a 
small vessel and this was not pos-
sible, they gave us a new position 
1½ miles out. With 20 knots of east 
wind in the forecast, i explained that 
this wasn’t a safe place for a small 
boat to anchor and that we would 
not be able to get to shore in our 
dinghy to check out. 

Finally a voice from traffic control 
asked, “What are your intentions?”

“We would like to head for sinop, 
turkey,” i answered.

“Proceed.”
the Ukrainian coast guard wasn’t 

happy about our leaving without 

WayPOints

officially checking out in person, but to 
their credit, they never asked us to turn 
around. 

as the red and white lights of Feodosi-
ya faded behind us, i hoped that one day 
we would return to Ukraine, the blue and 
yellow courtesy flag once again fluttering 
on Snow Dragon II’s starboard spreader. 

A shopping center and cafe in Odessa 
(above) were but one of the landside 
attractions for the crew of Snow Dragon 
II as they sailed more than 575 nautical 
miles Romania to Turkey (see map).

i felt no sense of urgency at the time, 
thinking Ukraine and its special region 
of crimea would always be there, wel-
coming visiting boats, no visa required.

Follow the crew of Snow Dragon II at 
the boat’s website (www.snowdragon2
.com). 
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