This is the saga of the autopilot, and, with any luck it is coming to an end. 

Over the years the autopilot (Autohelm 4000) has caused Raymond John much grief and aggravation. With keeping belts up to it, suppressing near mutinies from indolent crew members who preferred to loll about in luxury in the saloon instead of keeping watch, searching for chicken shit little gears which chose to wear out off Cape Flattery in the middle of the night when it was pouring rain and blowing ¼ gale, and arguing with agents who propose that it is perfectly reasonable that they modify it (Because it had chicken shit little plastic gears that used to wear out all the time.), and no longer keep parts for the old one. He also thought that, in any case RJR had had a good run with it and was being unreasonable to complain about the $1,200 it was going to cost to replace it with another piece of plastic which was also full of chicken shit little gears. He also thought that RJR’s observation that he could purchase a fair chunk of a new Hyundi auto for what they charged for their piece of crap was an invidious comparison.

Anyway the outcome was that RJR decided to dig his heals in and not purchase a new one. The immediate problem, single handing without an autopilot, was solved by pulling the insides out of a battery screw driver, modifying it and bolting it onto the back end of the assembly which drives the wheel. This has served fairly well and sufficed to voyage from Cairns to Mackay with a number of minor cruises in between. The first attachment is an image of this measure. The rusty thing with the black cap on the end is the motor, the white thing the motor is attached to is the screw driver gear box and the black thing on the wheel the remains of the Wheel Pilot Drive. It was much higher geared than the original gear box and a bugger of a thing to get adjusted properly. It was pretty good down wind as it responded much quicker but stalled fairly easily and the boat would then reach like mad whilst it beeped it’s little heart out.

Whilst in Perth on business RJR went in search for another gear box but was not satisfied with what was available for various reasons. Finally he decided that seeing the little Chinese gearbox out of the screw driver was doing such sterling service he would buy a couple more drills, ravage them for their gear boxes and build a housing to encase them. The result can be seen in the second attachment which shows the motor/gear box assembly on it’s bracket bolted onto the steering pedestal. 

Now the old autopilot had a 7mm wide belt to drive the wheel. Totally bloody inadequate! This thing would always fail when placed under stress, usually in the middle of the night whilst RJR was napping. Picture if you will, RJR crouched in the cockpit, one hand grasping the vice grip he was using to steer the vessel, torch in mouth, struggling to breath through a runny nose, whilst, with the other hand he disassembled the Wheelpilot to change the belt. It is incredible the blasphemy and profanity which can be squeezed between stretched lips and a torch case when the circumstances are extreme. There would not be any 7mm wide belts on the new model and they would not be high tech German belts which had to be ordered through Bearing Services or a chandlery. The new belts were going to be as strong as buggery, available from Marlows or Auto-pro and cheap. The new belt can be seen on the opposite end to the power cable on the motor/gear box assembly. It is 18mm wide, has big teeth and is guaranteed for 100,000km if used as a timing belt in your Nissan Bluebird or something similar.

Obviously the old drive drum on the wheel, designed for a 7mm belt would be totally inadequate for the new 18mm belt. What to do? Build one out of wood, maybe. And then folks – inspiration struck with a blinding flash which drove RJR to his knees.(Happens regularly, a minor character quirk, not too serious but has been mistaken for “finding god”)

Now when the “Sounion” was launched Mrs RJR turned up with a station wagon load of things “which will be needed”. Turned out to be not thoughtfulness but all the things lying around in the kitchen cupboard which she would not throw away but which were bugging her. One of the items was an expensive Duncan Hines, triple layer, frying pan with lid, looked about two hundred buck worth, pretty classy. On first use some months later RJR realised that it was not generosity motivating Mrs RJR. The fat ran off the bulge in the middle of the base and the bacon and eggs cooked securely onto it. Mrs RJR had obviously used the item as a tenderising implement. (Those of you who know Mrs RJR think of her as a sweet woman. However consider if you will, what sort of woman would treat an item of Duncan Hines cook-wear in this manner.) This thing has been plaguing RJR for what seems a century. You have no idea the embarrassment an individual with aspirations to be known as a good cook suffers when he is obliged to place a plate of mutilated bacon and eggs in front of a guest.

If you’r still with us you can understand why RJR was driven to his knees. In one fell swoop he could solve both the drive drum and mutilated bacon and egg problem. It was bloody sublime and he was bemused with the idea for weeks. In addition, admirers of the new autopilot arrangement could be shown the manufacturers engraving on the side, Duncan Hines ...STAINLESS STEEL COOKWARE...(3 PLY 18-8)...REGAL WARE INC – LICENSEE ...KAWASKUM, WIS... and they would then marvel at the ingenuity of RJR.

Before we leave the subject of implement abuse. Have you noticed that axe murder has gone out of fashion. Back in the days when everyone had a wood stove, out-the-back wood heap and axe,  axe murders were common. Ah! the benefits of progress. Now that we all have electric and gas stoves the average husband can sleep soundly knowing that the worst he can suffer is a mild “Bobbiting” he need no longer fear the axe in the night in the hands of a jealous wife.

The alloy for the bracket was a bit of a problem. RJR found a salvage yard in Mackay but the only piece of material was 6 metres long and RJR needed about half a metre max. The proprietor stated “we don’t cut” so RJR mulled it over and asked “how much do you want for the length”, “$25” came the reply, “then if I buy the full length, bring in my jigsaw and cut off half a metre how much will you give me for the remainder”, “$20” came the reply. And then he went around the back, chomped a metre off and asked for five dollars. RJR gave him ten, strapped it on the treadly and left.

The last image shows the new arrangement assembled on the steering pedestal. It runs smoothly if a little slow as it is geared down a further 85% more than the Autohelm unit but the extra power was needed as the “Sounion” gets a bit of weather helm at times. First sailing test will be departure from Mackay and I will let you know how it goes. Bye for now, RJR. 

