Captain’s Log
Since leaving Kobe, we have all been amazed at two phenomena not usually encountered in this part of Asia at this time of year. The first is the incredible weather; particularly the visibility. In spite of doom and gloom weather forecasts of overcast and dense fog, we have actually experienced clear skies (much to the delight of the students behind on their celestial navigation observations), light winds and incredible visibilities. Even approaching Busan Korea, except for a period of about 8 hours, we have enjoyed just incredible visibility the entire way.  Although the actual transit time between Kobe and Busan is only about two days, we had four days scheduled between the ports. We took advantage of the extra time by transiting down the Ryukyu Chain of Japanese islands SW of mainland Japan. We did this to give the deck students practice at coastal navigation using these island features, but we were unsure of the visibility we would encounter there. The forecast was for typical fog, which would make visual piloting practice pretty much a bust if you couldn’t see lighthouses on promontory points to take visual compass bearings of. Instead, we had great visibility and sunny skies. While hot and humid, the skies were bright blue and the contrast between the white lighthouses against the dark green background of lush island vegetation couldn’t have been more easily discernable for piloting observation. We manned up our new navigation laboratory (built last year) with special watches to cycle as many deck seniors through this (no GPS) practice at manual navigation techniques as we had in the allotted time of passage. You know…the old fashion way; before orbiting satellites has everybody in the world blindly following their car’s digital voice, “prepare to turn right…turn right in 200 feet.”
 The normal ubiquitous low visibility in the Far East caused by haze and fog that makes traffic avoidance this time of year a very anxious and stressful part of the watch routine, has mysteriously (or just plain fortunately) been absent . Instead, we have been the beneficiaries of almost 99 (that’s weather-code jargon for unlimited) visibility all of the way through the East China Sea and Sea of Japan. We’ve even managed to miss most of the millions of fish buoys sprinkled across the shipping lanes by the thousands of fishing boats normally inhabiting these waters (just kidding of course). That’s the second phenomena….the low volume of traffic.
The limited amount of marine traffic of all kinds is almost eerie. Sure, the worldwide shipping economy is depressed mirroring industrialized nations’ economies (especially the U.S.), but Heaven’s To Betsy, where is everybody? 
The normal traffic flows in this part of the world are incredibly crowded with every kind of commercial vessel you can imagine; interspersed by thousands of fishing vessels of every kind (commercial and family operated). The routes between major Asian ports are usually filled with large and fast (compared to our loping along at 11 knots) container ships, tankers and bulk vessels. Unlike the U.S. where we use road infrastructure for cargo distribution from major ports or offshore tug & barges, most small feeder services between ports and countries out here are accomplished by small (say 200 ft. long) 2-hatch type self-propelled freighters and container vessels. There are hundreds of these moving about out here in every direction and from every little port city and hamlet accessible by sea. Aggregately, the normal traffic flows of all these type of vessels and things to miss and maneuver around combine to keep ship watch standers busy and more than a little bit nervous. Especially when the visibility is fuzzy (nautical term for restricted) and you have to abandon reassuring eye sight for almost exclusive radar observation and interpretation. 
While there has been a significant traffic increase since the relatively empty central Pacific crossing encountered from Hawaii to Saipan and then up towards Japan, the density of traffic normally encountered along the southern Japanese coast, into the East China Sea and northward into the Sea of Japan might be termed “sparse” comparatively speaking. Sure, there are still lots of vessels being encountered, but of a much less density and frequency than usually encountered; again leading me to ponder, “where is everyone?”  Not that we’re complaining mind you. There are still plenty of vessels to avoid and practice radio calls for the cadets to make on watch, but now in manageable numbers. This really lowers the “nervousness” factor on watch prevalent so often in these waters.

We will be transiting the Tsugaru Kaikyo (Straits) between the main Japanese Islands of Honshu (on the south side) and Hokkaido (on the north side). This is a passage through the heart of Japan that flows from the Sea of Japan back out to the North Pacific Ocean. This “funnel” passage is an exhaust between these two bodies of water. Consequently, we will experience a beneficial 4-knot current push as we go through the straits. We should go from 12 knots to above 16 knots without having to increase the propeller RPM or consume any additional fuel. The transit will require about 5 hours to complete, But then, we’ll be back in the “big pond.” As you can imagine, many ships and vessels constantly use this strategic passage as they also transit to and from the Sea of Japan. No doubt, the relatively narrow passage will be crowded with ships from all over the world as they carry their cargoes hither and yon. 
Some of our readership may have heard that we experienced some difficulty with one of our main engines recently. While there was a temporary problem with the lube oil pressure with the port main engine, our stalwart engineering department has remedied the problem and once again, “Thumper” is up and running smoothly alongside her sister “Bambi” in splendid fashion. These are the cadet-inspired nicknames of our two Enterprise R5-V16 main engines. Skill and daring by our professional engineering department has once again prevailed over fear and anxiety caused by our constant and predictable shipmate Murphy. 

And speaking of our superlative engineering department, special thanks go out to our Chief Engineer Tom Mader and First Assistant Engineer Lyle Cook for not only their tenacious systematic diagnostic skills to solve the main engine problem, but also their long twelve-hour day in Busan when we refueled the Golden Bear. It took four separate fuel vessels over a twelve-hour period to lighter enough fuel to give us slightly over 294,000 gallons of go-go juice, which is a little less than 1/3 the vessels total fuel storage capability.
More as our voyage homeward takes us north and maybe into the Bearing Sea (weather permitting). Like the rented mule that knows they have reached their farthest point from the barn and is now headed towards the awaiting oats, no further whip inspired coaxing need be forthcoming. Morale is high as thoughts of home begin to creep into the minds of all our crew, student and staff alike.
Captain

