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It has been over a year since our 35-foot 
trawler Never Finished sank in shallow 
water on a typical August day on the 
Chesapeake Bay. Damage to the boat 
has been repaired and we’ve had time to 
reflect on the events of that day and what 
we could have done differently. Below 
is an account of the accident—and the 
lessons we had to learn the hard way.

This story begins on August 20, 2010, when 
we departed our slip in Lusby, Maryland, 
bound for Cambridge, Maryland. I had 
completed my checklist and we got 
underway about 10 a.m. It was a pleasant 
summer morning on the Chesapeake 
Bay—already hot and humid with almost 
no wind. The seas were calm.

The trip out of the Patuxent River and up 

PERSONALAccount

the Chesapeake Bay went smoothly. About 
noon, we were approaching the Choptank 
River, gingerly passing through a field of 
crab traps when we heard a thump, thump, 
thump from under the boat. A split second 
later, the thumping stopped and the engines 
resumed humming along nicely; we figured 
those expensive cutters on the props had 
cut loose whatever it was we hit. 

About 10 minutes later, Susan, my wife, 
was headed below to make sandwiches 
when she made a frightening discovery: 
We were taking on water—a lot of water. 
She screamed. I went below, opened the 
engine compartment, and found the water 
had risen half-way up to the sides of the 
twin Lehman diesels. Given the depth of 
the water, discovering the source wasn’t 
practical.

The boat was near the mouth of the 
Choptank, in 35 feet of water. We donned 
our life jackets and ensured Coalbie, our 
standard poodle, had her life jacket on tight. 
I issued a mayday on the VHF and gave 
our position. I then turned my attention to 
getting the boat to shallow water.

Susan took over the VHF, which seemed to 
be transmitting well, but others said they 
were having trouble receiving us. Susan 
also used her cell phone to call 911 and 
alert the Coast Guard and TowBoatU.S.  
Friends on two boats heard our mayday 
and kept us in sight, which was comforting 
in the event we would have to abandon 
ship.

The boat was north of Trippe Bay, about 
a mile or so from Cook Point. There was 
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never any thought of looking for an “ideal 
spot” to ground the boat—next to a dock 
or pilings. The boat was sinking far too 
quickly. We kept plodding ahead until 
finally, after what seemed like an eternity, 
the boat grounded in soft mud. It had been 
the longest 20 minutes of my life!

I climbed down off the flybridge and 
peered over the side of the hull; the water 
was only two inches from the engine’s 
air intakes. We probably had a scant few 
minutes—five at the most—before the 
engines would have locked up and the 
boat headed for the bottom. That would 
have left the two of us overboard with our 
dog, who was also aboard for the trip and 
would likely have been very scared.

The Coast Guard and TowBoat U.S. 
were within yards by the time we finally 
grounded. The 2nd Class Petty Officer said, 
“Nice job, Master Chief.” That small gesture 
helped take the edge off my jittery nerves.

The TowBoatU.S. captain, Trevor 
Hammond, came aboard and explained 
the salvage rules. He also pointed 
out that because we carried BoatU.S. 
Marine Insurance, salvage would not be 
a problem. (He was obliquely pointing 
out that, unlike some other company’s 
policies, the BoatU.S. insurance policy 
covers salvage costs.) My wife wondered 
why, if Never Finished was on the beach, 
it would be treated as a salvage case. 
Captain Hammond responded that when 
a boat is full of water and on the bottom, it 
is a “sunk vessel.” The lesson: If you don’t 
have a BoatU.S. policy, make sure your 
insurance coverage includes the cost of 
salvage; the bill came to $8,400.

Captain Hammond put one large battery-
driven bilge pump aboard, and because it 
was not making any headway against the 
incoming flow of water, he deployed a 
much larger engine-driven pump that had 
a two-inch-diameter discharge. Slowly, the 
water level began to recede until we could 
see the source—water had been pouring 
in through the shaft log. The three-inch 
hose that was clamped to the outer end 
of the shaft log had moved forward about 
three inches, which allowed a steady 2 1/2-
inch stream of seawater to pour into the 
bilge.

The repair was simple: With a large pair of 
channel locks, Captain Hammond pulled 
the hose back over the shaft log and then 
tightened the hose clamps on the hose 
and stopped the flow of water. The hose 
clamps that let go—evidently at the same 
time—were the type that are available at 
all marine stores; the screw engages the 
threads to draw down the clamp. With 
the hose clamps securely refastened, 
Trevor towed us for three hours to Yacht 
Maintenance Company in Cambridge, 
where a crew was standing by to pickle 

the engines and begin repairs on the boat.

Learning The Hard Way

Susan and I are not new to boating. 
Susan crewed on a sailboat across the 
Pacific, and I have been boating alone 
on power and sailboats for over 60 
years, since I was 12 years old. I am also 
a retired USN Boatswain Mate, Master 
Chief.  Nonetheless, I am ashamed to say 
that I neglected to activate a 406 EPIRB that 
was aboard for just this sort of emergency. 
Also, I had two Uniden VHF radios aboard, 
both of which were equipped with the 
DSC position-locating feature. However, 
I had such difficulty figuring out how to 
mate them with my GPS that I had given 
up (there were no instructions). I have 
since contacted the nice folks at West 
Marine and both are now installed.

I am sure the hose clamps were in place 
when we left home three hours earlier, 
and that they failed. Before casting off, I 
used my 10-hour checklist that included 
the shaft packing gland. I believe what 
happened was that we picked up one or 
two crab pots, wrapped them around the 
shaft, and they hit the bottom a few times. 
That whipped the shaft and caused the 
clamps to come loose.

 "I went below, 
opened the engine 
compartment, and 

found the water 
had risen half-way 
up to the sides of 
the twin Lehman 
diesels. Given the 
depth of the water, 

discovering the source 
wasn’t practical."

Be careful to avoid crab (or 
lobster) pots. Don’t even get close. 
While cutting corners is tempting, 
you are better off in deep water. 

If you notice that you might have hit 
something, go below immediately 
and check the bilge for flooding. 
Even if the bilge looks OK, check 
again later just to be sure nothing 
was loosened.

Be aware that even the best 
towing plan won’t cover the cost 
of salvage. For that, you’ll need 
a good marine insurance policy 
(read the fine print) that covers all 
salvage costs.

Invest in a high-water alarm. A 
typical bilge pump, even if it runs full 

A few lessons:
time, will never handle a major leak.

From time to time, do a “sinking 
drill” just like you do (or should 
do) for a “man overboard” drill. 
Don life jackets, locate the EIPRB 
(don’t activate the thing), simulate 
a mayday call and DSC broadcast. 
Divide up the crew’s roles. The 
goal is to make the event seem 
routine. Furthermore, do not forget 
the cell phone has an active and 
useful role: calling 911.

Use the strongest possible hoses 
and stainless steel clamps, 
especially with through-hulls 
below the waterline. Since the 
unfortunate run-in with the crab 
pots, I’ve installed “T” bolt clamps, 
which are much more secure.

•

•

•

•

•

•
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WEATHER, from page 1

Boatbuilders have long 
been obsessed with shav-
ing weight to improve ef-
ficiency and boost speed, 
especially when it comes 
to high-tech professional 
racing sailboats. So it’s 
no surprise that the Volvo 
Ocean Race team Emir-
ates New Zealand opted 
for the latest, greatest, and 
lightest in marine batteries 
when they installed Mas-
tervolt MLI 24/160 lithium-
ions (commonly called Li-
ion) in their boat, Camper. 
That produced a battery 
weight reduction of about 70 percent, 
though at a retail cost of tens of thousands 
of dollars. As the technology matures and 
costs drop, however, the batteries we see 
on high-tech boats like Camper today will 
trickle down to recreational boats like 
ours, tomorrow. Unfortunately, a lack of 
knowledge about these batteries could 
also cause a trickle-down of new dangers.

When Li-ions first appeared on boats, 
they presented a significant risk. “We had 
one in Playstation [the Maxi-cat that set a 
trans-Atlantic speed record in 2001] and it 
caused a serious fire,” said Tom Weaver, 
owner of Eastport Yachts and managing 
partner of Weaver-Price Design & Con-

Emergent Technologies, 
Evolving Hazards

New Lithium-Ion Batteries Pack A Lot of Energy.  
Here’s Why That Could Be A  

Problem On Boats

struction. “The weight advantage was 
huge, but when charging, the lithium-ions 
were super-volatile.”

And while this technology has certainly be-
come better in recent years, some danger 
remains. According to Ed Sherman, the 
author of Advanced Marine Electrics and 
Electronics Troubleshooting, “It’s still the 
Wild West out there when it comes to lithi-
um-ion systems. Thank goodness we have 
these cutting-edge sailboat racers who can 
act as early adopters, and help work the 
bugs out. But the technology is still so new 
and it’s moving so fast, that even in some 
well-engineered systems, there have been 
unexpected issues.”

All Juiced Up

Of course, battery fires 
have always been a haz-
ard on boats. But as 
the nature of batteries 
evolves, the nature of the 
threat evolves as well. The 
key to keeping this hazard 
in check? Understanding 
these changes.

In the past few years, nu-
merous examples of com-
puter and cell phone bat-
tery fires resulting in mass 
recalls have shared one 

thing in common: Whether it’s a wafer-
thin half-ounce power cell or a 400-pound 
behemoth of a car battery, Lithium-ion has 
been the culprit. But Li-ions have a long list 
of significant advantages over traditional 
batteries—they’re lighter; they hold their 
charge better; can handle more charge/
discharge cycles; and don’t have charge-
memory problems. These advantages are 
significant, especially when you compare 
hard numbers. A Li-ion has the ability to 
store up to between 125 and 180 watt-
hours per kg of battery, while an average 
NiMH (nickel-metal hydride) battery can 
store closer to 100 watt-hours per kg and a 
common lead-acid battery stores less than 
half that amount. Unfortunately, since Li-

Batteries, like these conversional wet-cells, have always had the potential to start 
fires due to their high energy content. These caught fire when an errant wrench 
contacted both terminals (Claim #0205712). Newer technology batteries with 
higher capacities and less forgiving charging characteristics will require even 
more caution along with sophisticated monitoring.
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ion batteries represent the latest technol-
ogy has to offer, we haven’t necessarily fig-
ured out the best and safest ways to store 
the punch that they pack.

The basic way these batteries work is the 
same as traditional batteries: Electrons 
move across an electrolyte, between an 
anode and a cathode, to create a flow of 
electricity. Since lithium is a highly-reactive 
alkali metal, it’s possible to cram more en-
ergy into a smaller space. All that power, 
however, tends to cause overheating in 
certain circumstances. Insulating mem-
branes and built-in circuits can prevent it, 
but subtle manufacturing defects or bat-
tery damage can be problematic.

“We really need to start thinking about Li-
ions as systems,” Sherman explained, “not 
just as batteries we use and then recharge 
with a charger. They need to be controlled 
and managed precisely, because failure 
is always a possibility with any series of 
circuits. And in this case, there’s a lot of 
power to deal with.”

The American Boat and Yacht Council’s 
vice president and technical director, John 
Adey, agrees. “The amp rates can be enor-
mous, and the cells in Li-ions need to be 
equally charged and monitored for temper-
ature and equalization. So you really need a 
high-end monitoring system,” he said.

If Li-ions are dangerous, why haven’t we 
heard more about high-tech battery fires 
on boats in specific? For the most part, be-
cause so few are currently in marine use. 
In fact, Weaver is one of the few boatbuild-
er/designers around with extensive Li-ion 
experience going back over more than a 
decade. And in his opinion, even today, Li-
ions are still too dangerous for recreational 
boating use. “For a professional racing sail-
boat saving 10 pounds is like the holy grail, 
much less saving 100,” he said. “But I’ve 
seen boats on fire because of them and I 
wouldn’t even consider putting one on a 
recreational boat just yet. Even when we 
use them for dayracing, we actually keep 
the batteries on a separate boat, and run 
them out just before the beginning of the 
race.”

As the expense drops and technology ad-
vances, however, the popularity of Li-ions 
is sure to grow in the recreational marine 
marketplace. And that means boaters 
need to get ahead of the curve. Fortunate-
ly, organizations like ABYC are already on 
the job. “We’re laying the groundwork for 
new battery system standards now,” Adey 
said. “We’ll have them done by July, and 

they should be out by the following July.”

High Returns

As both Sherman and Adey point out, us-
ing the latest and most advanced monitor-
ing systems is a big part of reducing the 
danger of Li-ions. These systems include 
microprocessors which can “talk” with 
the battery to vary the charge character-
istics from start to finish, as well as pro-
viding over-current protection. Merely 
hook up your Li-ion to a standard marine 
battery charger which blindly pumps out 
juice, and you’d be asking for trouble.

Unfortunately, this isn’t where battery 
charger problems end as they relate to 
onboard fires. We want our power and 
we want it fast, and regardless of battery 
type, that translates into higher amper-
age demands. Simple single-stage bulk 
chargers are available these days all the 
way up to 50 or more amps. That’s a lot of 
power, and trying to cram it quickly into a 
battery of any sort doesn’t work very well 
because batteries don’t charge in a linear 
fashion. When they’re fully or mostly dis-
charged they can accept a charge quickly, 
but as they become closer and closer to 
fully charged, they accept less and less 
juice. That’s why “smart” multi-stage 
chargers, which sense the battery’s state 
and reduce charge accordingly, are far 
less likely to cause problems.

Just what exactly happens inside a bat-
tery, if a not-so-smart and all-too-potent 
charger is used to jam power into it? 
It can overheat and explode, or it can 
cause venting. Since the gas that es-
capes from a lead-acid battery is hydro-
gen (a small amount of which is created 
when charging most batteries, hence 
the constant need for good ventilation), 
this can create a major hazard. Hydro-
gen gas is extremely explosive, and can 
be set aflame by electrical accessories 
other than the battery and charger if it 
gathers in an area that’s not 100-percent 
spark-protected. 

Worse yet, in the case of a Li-ion battery, 
venting can occur in the form of open 
flames. Li-ions become more unstable 
when overcharged because the lithium 
forms a metal plating on the anode, while 
the cathode becomes an oxidizing agent 
and produces carbon dioxide, increasing 
pressures inside the battery cells. If the 
charging continues, eventually the battery 
will release that pressure—period.

The likelihood of encountering these types 

Marine Li-ions
Few Li-ion batteries are designed spe-
cifically for the marine world, but Mas-
tervolt has entered the market with 
the MLI 12/320 and 24/160 (www.mas-
tervolt.com). These offer space and 
weight reductions of 70 percent, triple 
the lifespan of a lead-acid battery, and 
faster charging. Introduced in 2010 
the MLI garnered significant attention 
in the industry, winning the Pittman 
innovation award presented by Sail 
Magazine as well as an IBEX Innova-
tion Award. Most experts agree that, 
when combined with Mastervolt’s 
management systems with MasterBus 
CANBus battery/charger communica-
tions, it represents the best technology 
available on the market today. Unfor-
tunately, this new technology does 
not come cheap—a single battery and 
management system can retail for 
well over $6,000.

Another manufacturer of cutting-edge 
batteries designed for marine use is an 
Australian company called Aquawatt 
(www.aquawatt.au). This company 
introduced a lithium battery this year, 
along with what may be the world’s 
biggest electric outboard, a 30-hp 
powerplant. Aquawatt says their lithi-
um yttrium phosphate design is safer 
than standard Li-ions, but we haven’t 
seen these particular batteries in ac-
tion just yet. Aquawatt doesn’t have an 
American distributor at the time of this 
printing but they hope to have one by 
the end of 2012, so you should look for 
this technology to hit our shores in the 
very near future.

of problems on boats grows as we grow 
our own desire for power. In the past five 
to 10 years, larger electric outboard and in-
board propulsion systems, the use of more 
inverter-driven onboard accessories, and 
generally increased electrical demands 
has expanded our use of larger and more 
potent battery banks. Couple these needs 
with the newer and less thoroughly vetted 
technologies, and it’s easy to see why fire 
concerns are growing, rather than shrink-
ing. Today those concerns may be focused 
on tricked-out competition sailboats like 
Camper and Playstation. But tomorrow, 
there’s a good chance they’ll apply to the 
object of your own obsession, as well.
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 The frightening photo above is of the 
bow of the boat featured on the last page 
of the October Seaworthy that was driven 
ashore near Norfolk, Virginia, in Hurricane 
Irene. Our first reaction was that the 
damage is indicative of a light fiberglass 
lay-up; it’s certainly not the hull of a stoutly 
built, offshore cruiser. But it also is a good 
example of why you need to rig a nylon 
bridle to absorb the shock loads when 
using an all-chain rode in heavy weather. 
In this case, the bow was being thrown 
high into the air by the hurricane-driven 
waves, and with nothing to absorb the 
shock-load, the windlass was yanked out 
of the deck. The chain then began sawing 
into the hull. Aside from taking pressure off 
the windlass, a nylon bridle would also 
have helped to take pressure off the 
anchor.

And, as we said in the October issue, the 
photo is also a good reminder of why you 
shouldn’t go boating in a hurricane.

 Brett Carlson, a marine surveyor in 
Miami, Florida, sent Seaworthy this photo 
of a large piece of glass that buried itself in 

SMALLStuff

 On Wednesday, November 31, the 
2011 Atlantic Hurricane season officially 
came to a close. In terms of hurricanes, 
the six hurricanes in 2011 mean that it was 
only slightly above average. The season’s 
19 tropical storms, however, make it the 
third most active tropical storm season 
since 1851, the first year records were 
recorded.
 
For people living along the Gulf and 
Southeast Atlantic coasts, 2011 will be 
remembered as a quiet year; there were 
no hurricanes or tropical storms. But for 
anyone living near the Mid-Atlantic and 
Northeastern coasts, their memories of 
the 2011 hurricane season are likely to 
be far different, even though only a single 
hurricane—Irene—came ashore. 
 
By historical standards, Irene didn’t pack 
much of a punch; it came ashore as a 
category one hurricane and was soon 
downgraded to a tropical storm. It’s path 
however, swept up some of the most 
populated areas of the Atlantic seaboard, 
from North Carolina to New England, 
inflicting close to $10.1 billion worth of 
damage, including $300 million to boats. 
In terms of destruction, Irene—a relatively 
“minor” storm—was the 12th costliest 
hurricane in U.S. history.

 Speaking of natural disasters, 2011 has 
been a heck of a year (and as Seaworthy 
goes to press, it’s still not over). Aside from 
the single hurricane, there have been 
blizzards, tornados, heat waves, droughts, 
heavy rain, and catastrophic flooding. The 
insurance company Munich Re calculated 
that in the first six months of 2011 there 
were 98 natural disasters in the United 
States, about double the average of the 
1990s. Ouch!

 Last fall, the Department of Energy 
(DOE) released the results of its tests on 
the effects of E15 on marine engines— 
inboards, outboards, and I/Os. Without 
going into detail, all of the engines tested 
with E15 had problems, including severe 
damage to components, misfiring, and an 
increase in exhaust emissions. Two of the 
three outboards that were being tested 
conked out before the tests were 
completed. In contrast, the engines in an 
E0 control group did not exhibit any fuel-

related issues. After reviewing the results, 
Margaret Podlich, the president of BoatU.S., 
said that while the organization supports 
the effort to develop renewable fuels, the 
trend of using higher and higher levels of 
ethanol is clearly not the solution to 
America’s energy problems.

If not E15, then what? The answer may 
be butanol, which, like ethanol, is an 
alcohol that can be made from corn, beets, 
and various cellulosic raw materials—
switchgrass, wood chips, or a host of other 
organic materials. Unlike ethanol, however, 
butanol is less corrosive, doesn’t attract 
moisture, can be shipped through existing 
pipelines, and has a much higher energy 
value (110,000 Btu per gallon vs. 84,000 Btu 
for ethanol). In a recent test, an unmodified 
1992 Buick, powered solely by 100-percent 
butanol, was driven coast to coast, 
averaging 26 mpg, which was a significant 
improvement over the 22 mpg that the car 
had been getting with E0 gasoline. Finally, 
in terms of flammability, butanol is similar 
to diesel fuel and would be far safer on a 
boat than gasoline or ethanol.

The next and obvious question is, why 
aren’t we all using butanol? Part of the 
answer has to do with how the stuff is—or 
was—made. Back in the 1980s when the 
government started looking into various 
biofuels, the cost to produce butanol was 
significantly higher than it was to produce 
ethanol. That cost advantage gave ethanol 
a 30-year head start in the race to become 
the nation’s biofuel. In the last few years, 
however, improved technology has meant 
that the cost to produce a gallon of each 
fuel is roughly the same (although butanol 
is far cheaper to produce in terms of the 
amount of energy delivered per gallon).

It’s also possible that butanol may have 
some long-term effect on engines that 
has yet to be uncovered. (Remember, 
many years ago, everyone thought ethanol 
would solve the nation’s energy problems.) 
There is also the not-too-insignificant 
reality of ethanol’s financial and political 
momentum in the marketplace. But hope 
springs eternal; ethanol plants can be 
converted to make butanol, and if the stuff 
proves to be as promising as scientists 
believe it is, there may be good news 
down the road for anyone who owns a car 
or boat.
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an outboard cowling during Hurricane 
Irene. The boat was being stored ashore at 
Abaco Yacht Services at Green Turtle Cay 
in the Bahamas and the glass was believed 
to have come from a large trawler, 
although there were several other boats 
nearby that also had large windows blown 
out. Anyway, it’s a good reminder of why 
you should stay inside during a hurricane. 
And board up—or at least tape up—larger 
windows on your home and boat.

 Several years ago, a BoatU.S. 
employee was on Long Island Sound and 
overheard a mayday being broadcast by 
someone who obviously was new to 
boating. Not only was a mayday 
unwarranted—he was merely lost—but 
when the Coast Guard asked for his 
position, the best the man could do was, 
“Out to sea, you fool.” That’s not the sort 
of response that’s likely to get someone 
rescued, at least not in a hurry.

Mitch Kramer of TowBoatU.S. Oyster Bay 
on Long Island Sound says that about a 
third of the people who call for assistance 
can’t give their boat’s position and even 
have trouble describing where they are. 
Many give their street addresses. Others 
have referred to the Long Island Sound as 
“the ocean” and said things like, “the sun 
is to our left” or “we can see the buildings 
in New York.” Kramer said he’s learned 
to be patient, although he often wonders 
what the outcome would be if one of these 
befuddled skippers were having a medical 
emergency.

There are a host of solutions, not the least 
of which is for inexperienced skippers to 
take a boating course and become familiar 
with charts, GPS, and other arcane nautical 
instruments like the compass. In the 
meantime—you gotta love this—anyone 
with an Android or iPhone can download 
the (free!) TowBoatU.S. app, which allows 
the harried him or her to relay the phone’s 
(and boat’s) Lat/Long position with the 
tap of a finger. The towboat captain will 
instantly know your position within a few 
square yards as opposed to, say, a few 
hundred square miles. 

Two other features of interest: First, you 
can text, e-mail, or post your position on 
Facebook to anyone—friends or family. It’s 
also worth noting that you can relay your 
Lat/Long position using your VHF even if 
you’re out of cell range.

The app is available by going to www.
BoatUS.com/app.

 While we’re on the subject of new 
seagoing apps, Sea State is a new app for 
iPhone4, iPod Touch, and iPad2 that 
measures the effective wave action on a 
boat. Using the phone or tablet’s built-in 
gyroscope and accelerometer functions 
(who knew?), the app measures dominant 
wave period and wave height, which can 
be used to document sea conditions in 
your log or maybe get someone else 
busted in a no-wake zone. Unfortunately, 
Sea State’s precision may make it more 
difficult for you to exaggerate conditions to 
friends and family when you’re safely 
ashore. The app can be downloaded for 
$0.99.

 In the last issue of Seaworthy, there 
was a story about Scott Croft’s near-
encounter with a tug and barge late one 
night while he was aboard a sailboat on 

the Hudson River. Scott is the assistant 
vice president of Public Relations here at 
BoatU.S., and his account brought a 
nostalgic response from John Smith, a 
marine surveyor in Sheldon, South 
Carolina.

Many years ago, John was an enthusiastic 
young boatswain on Clearwater, the 
106-foot sailing vessel that has been the 
flagship of a movement to clean up the 
Hudson River since 1969. Late one night, 
Clearwater was making its way down the 
river after spending three days in the town 
of Hudson, educating “boatloads” (his 
pun) of school children on the nature and 
ways of the river. The ship was bound for 
Lower Manhattan so that the crew could 
give a similar presentation to more kids at 
8 a.m. He remembers it being a long night.   

There was a slight mist, almost a fog, on 
the water. Clearwater was approaching a 
bend in the river under power when John 
saw a spotlight. He immediately called 
out to the captain that there was a tug 
approaching.

He was expecting the ship to slow down 
and change course so that the tug could 
pass safely. Instead, Clearwater kept 
plowing down the middle of the channel. 
John peered out into the misty darkness 
and watched nervously as the light grew 
steadily brighter. He called back a second 
time, but again, there was no response. 
John suspected that Clearwater’s powerful 
diesel was drowning out his warnings so 
he sprinted aft and told the captain that a 
tug was just around the bend and moving 
quickly! John said the captain smiled and 
told him to watch and wait.

We’ll let John tell you what 
happened:

“We entered the turn in 
the river. Moments later, 
a Hudson River Line 
locomotive blew past our 
port side heading north 
from Grand Central Station 
to Poughkeepsie. The 
tracks were elevated just 
a few feet above the water 
and the locomotive’s 
headlight was shining 
bright, bouncing up and 
down as it passed us. As its 
taillights disappeared into 
the darkness, the captain 
just chuckled.

“I had learned yet another lesson about 
how things looked different at night on the 
water.”



You can guess where this is going. 

The first time Phil went fishing, the boat was 
bouncing across a large expanse of open 
water when its small outboard sputtered 
and died. Apparently someone back at 
the camp put the day’s supply of gasoline 
into the wrong boat’s tank. Phil and friends 
eventually drifted to a heavily wooded 
island where they narrowly averted being 
rolled over in the surf by using a bait-cutting 
board and an old paddle to coax the boat 
into a small cove. (This is a story unto itself.)

A few things to keep in mind: Reindeer 
Lake is roughly the size of the Chesapeake 
Bay and has over 5,000 islands. Reindeer 
Lake also has a lot of bugs. The northern 
edge of the lake is only 100 miles from the 
Canadian timberline, which means that 
in late August—the very end of the fishing 
season—it gets dark early and is cold at 
night. Finally, it’s helpful to remember 
that Phil is an accountant—and not very 
outdoorsy.  

Now, back to the action: Once safely ashore, 
the guide made a fire to signal any would-
be rescuers, who weren’t likely to notice 
a boat was overdue until late in the day. 
Even so, the fire idea would probably have 
worked but the wind was blowing 15 knots 
and the smoke—remember, they were on 
a lee shore—was being blown back into 

the woods. As the hours ticked by, Phil 
wondered what sleeping in the woods 
without a tent or sleeping bag would 
be like with who-knows-what sniffing 
around for a meal.

Just before sunset, they heard a boat’s 
engine somewhere off in the distance 
and the guide began piling damp pine 
needles onto the fire. The smoke 
continued disappearing into the woods. 
The sun was directly in front of them, 
however, which meant that for at least 
a few more minutes, they’d be basking 
in bright sunlight—and much more 
visible to anyone on the lake. It was 
their only bit of luck that afternoon, but 
the timing was perfect. Phil took off his 
yellow foul-weather jacket and waved it 
over his head. The sun reflected off the 
jacket like a giant spotlight. It worked; 
the sound of an engine grew louder and 
soon they saw a boat heading directly 
for their island. They were saved!

As a sort of epilogue to the story, Phil—
the non-fisherman—went on to catch 
(and release) the largest pike (48 
inches) caught on Reindeer Lake in 
2011! So, with regrets to the other two 
BoatU.S. employees whose gripping 
stories were published in the October 
issue—Phil wins the 2011 “How I Spent 
My Summer Vacation” award.

n the last issue, Seaworthy mentioned 
two BoatU.S. employees who were 
vying for the coveted “How I Spent My 
Summer Vacation” award. The first was 
Scott Croft, who narrowly avoided being 
run down one night on the Hudson 
River by recognizing that five blasts from 
a tug’s horn means DANGER. The other 
nominee was Pat Piper, whose 24-foot 
sailboat was dragged around backward 
by a huge fish that he never landed. 
Shortly after the October issue went to 
press, we received a late entry from Phil 
Pomponi, the chief financial officer at 
BoatU.S. 

The story began when Phil and two 
of his sailing friends went to Reindeer 
Lake in Northern Canada on a fishing 
trip in late August. The trio stayed in 
one of those camps where guides 
pack lunches, steer the boats, bait 
hooks, and explain how a reel works. 
In Phil’s case, that was helpful because 
he’s definitely not a fisherman. Phil is, 
however, an accomplished sailor who 
put a lot of thought into equipping his 
44-foot sailboat, including installing 
the latest electronic safety gizmos. His 
first question to the guide was, “What 
happens if something goes wrong—do 
you even have VHF radios aboard your 
boats?” The guide answered, “Nothing 
ever goes wrong.” 

I

Late afternoon 
on Reindeer Lake: 

Where’s Phil?

Where's Phil?




