York County Sea Scouts sail in a 758-mile race to St. George's Bermuda
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Sea Scouts Ryan Lutz, 17, left, and Ron Filius, 16, both of Springettsbury Township, keep a lookout on the bow of Sea Scout leader George Hay Kain III's 43-foot Mason cruising ketch, Kuan Lin, as Brian Kurzik, 19, of Hellam Township makes his way up the deck during a passage on the Chesapeake Wednesday, June 11. (Bill Kalina Photo)

ANNAPOLIS, Md.-- Experience is the teacher, and mistakes provide valuable lessons. 

When seasick, vomit off the side, into the sea.

Stow anything that could fly off the shelves when waves crash, when wind and speed heel the boat. Learn how to tie a bowline quickly, correctly.

And if someone falls overboard, one person must keep his eyes on the one in the water or risk losing him.

Five York County teens learned most of those lessons during a four-hour sail aboard the Kuan Yin from Pasadena, Md., to Annapolis, Md.

The trip was the first leg of the Bermuda Ocean Race from Annapolis to St. George's Bermuda. The 16th biennial event began 2 p.m. Friday.

It is a 758-mile journey designed for racing and cruising yachts. It also is an event George Hay Kain III, skipper of Kuan Yin and longtime Sea Scouts leader, said provides a once-in-a-lifetime experience for Sea Scouts, the co-ed sailing arm of the Boy Scouts of America.

The first leg was a "shakedown," which is an important part of an ocean journey that enables crew to become accustomed to life onboard, the skipper to make sure all is working, and the vessel to show its worth.

It allows Kain to determine strengths of the crew; for the crew, it is a time to make mistakes before the race that transits a portion of the Chesapeake Bay and more than 600 miles offshore.

Casting off: The crew gathered last Wednesday on deck an hour or so before sunset to cast off lines and head down river. Brian Kurzik, 19, of Hellam Township worked to put away provisions of canned vegetables, fruit and meat. It's his second Bermuda race and he knows it's important to secure everything before waves toss the boat, before wind and speed take it.

Brian took the job of cook because he is agile and able to stay below for five- and six-hour stretches as the boat lurches and leans.

This race is a first for Michelle Layton, 17, of Dillsburg.

Standing at the helm, she did her best to watch her course while learning signals from watchmen who signaled to her when obstacles were in sight. Michelle listened to Kain as he told her what to look for and how to gauge their course; as crew leader, she also must keep the others on task or else they risk the safety of everyone onboard.

By then, a half moon illuminated the calm water. The sound of the boat moving through water, the motion, the feel of wind seemed to calm the crew. Brian had tucked snack bags into food hammocks that move with the boat. A dozen color-coded mugs lined a shelf above the galley and the rest of the crew settled on deck to enjoy the sail.

Talk and drills: Banter was easy, light. Alex Sirois, 16, of Hanover, recalled a two-day sail last year when a couple of shipmates became seasick.

"Never vomit in the toilet," Alex said Wednesday night during the cruise. "We couldn't go down (below deck) for a while. We tried using gas masks and that worked pretty well."

During a man-overboard drill, something required for the trip, everyone remained calm. One person kept his eyes on the "person" in the water because it's easy to lose sight in high or choppy seas.

Others on deck slowed the boat, tossed a flotation device and maneuvered toward the person overboard. Mission was accomplished when the would-be shipmate was hooked and pulled aboard.

Changing times: After the drill, Ryan Lutz, 17, and Ron Filius, 16, both of Springettsbury Township, returned to their post at the bow of the boat. They texted friends, seemingly getting in all they could before cellular service would fade with land.

Kain said the advent of cell phones and other wireless devices has altered the experience somewhat because crew is less focused on tasks at hand when attempting to chat with friends. Another lesson: Cell phones off when on watch.

By midnight they'd cruised in the harbor off Annapolis, dropped anchor with a mild glitch, cut the engine and talked about the sail. They were hungry and tired. They were hopeful for a good race and anticipating a safe journey.

Mostly, they said they were thankful to be aboard the Kuan Yin, a 43 Mason ketch, anchored in the harbor on a moonlit night about to make the trip of a lifetime.

All said being on the water is something they just don't experience at home.

"I knew nothing about boats when I started this," Ryan said. "But it's so peaceful when the boat is heeled, the wind is in your face."

-- Reach Kathy Stevens at 505-5437 or kstevens@yorkdispatch.com. 
Information
Sea Scouts is the co-ed water version of The Boy Scouts of America. The idea for the group was hatched in 1910 around a campfire in England, which resulted in a book that outlined the hope for boys to learn seamanship.

Within the next couple of years, information found its way to Massachusetts-born Arthur A. Carey, who organized the first Sea Scout patrol in the United States using his schooner, Pioneer.

Following suit, Charles T. Longstreth organized a Sea Scout patrol on his yacht in Philadelphia. Although the start was slow, by the following year the organization found backing by the Department of Navy and worked expressly with the Boy Scouts of America as an adventure branch for older boys.

Membership is now about 8,000. Dues are $35 annually; those participating in sailing trips pay a portion of the total cost which includes a bunk, food and passage. Numerous York County youths have become involved in Sea Scouts.

Sea Scouts Leader George Hay Kain III, 59, of Emigsville, said the group opens the eyes of youth to possibilities of other jobs, whether in Coast Guard, Marines, Navy or aboard shipping vessels, among numerous jobs available on or near the water.

Learn more about Sea Scouts online at http://ship25bsa.org; adults may e-mail skipper@ship25bsa.org while interested youth may e-mail boatswain@ship25bsa.org. Additional information may be obtained by calling 880-8730.

READER COMMENTS:
We arrived in Bermuda this morning (Friday) safe and sound. The Sea Scouts behaved admirably, even keeping their cool when we took an almost knock-down in the middle of the night in 44.5 knot winds. The sudden wind sheer caused the boat to round up to starboard, and heel over 45 degrees to port. Alex Sirois, who was asleep below at the time, was catapulted out of his bunk, flew across the cabin, and landed on top of another Sea Scout in a bunk on the other side of the boat. Except for some minor bruising, both teens are fine. We've seen dolphins, flying fish, Portuguese men o'war, and Sargasso Sea grass. The sunsets were memorable. Bermuda is beautiful.

/s/ Skipper George Kain
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