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THE ONE I'LL NEVER FORGET

Port Huron to Mackinac Race 1985

Saturday, July 20™ 1985 saw the largest
fleet ever to start the Bayview Port Huron
to Mackinac Race. 316 boats entered the
race that year and the start of the race was
picture perfect. The fleet sailed away from
the starting line in light breezes under
spinnakers. The first leg of the race to the
Cove Island turning mark was a sailors
dream with moderate winds out of the
southwest and clear skies.

Aboard the yacht “Old Bear”, a Cal
36 out of Bayview Yacht Club, we began
listening intently to the weather forecasts
on Sunday morning because a trough of
low pressure was reported moving from
northwest to southeast across Lake Superior.
By late Sunday, the weather forecast wasn't
looking good. NOAA weather radio was
reporting that this trough of low pressure
was going to hit the fleet hard, with winds
from 25 to 30 knots and waves eight to ten
feet high.

The crew aboard “Old Bear” was well
seasoned and had been sailing together
for many years. This was skipper, Charlie
Bayer’s, 39" race. We had a lot of confidence
in the boat and knew that the crew was very
capable and could take whatever the lake
threw at us.

As we approached the Cove Island buoy,
the wind started shifting to the northwest
and picking up in velocity. The “Old Bear”
was doing well and was the third boat to
round the mark in its class. We knew that
with the wind on the nose for the duration
of the race, we stood a good chance to win
because the “Old Bear” performed well in
these conditions. However, we all knew
that we were in for a long, cold, wet, and
rough night where sleep was probably going
to be non-existent. The wind continued to
increase and the crew shortened sail. After
two sail changes within an hour, we were all
exhausted and wet. We were now slugging
our way on a beat through five to six foot
seas with a number three jib and a reefed
main. The boat was going fast and despite
the conditions, we were all excited about
chasing down and passing anyone that was
ahead of us. We had already passed a few
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boats that were visible both to the north
and south of us, but they were too far off to
identify. We had high hopes that they were
competitors in our class.

The sun was setting on the horizon
ahead of us when we noticed that we were
closing rapidly on a boat that we had been
chasing down for the last hour. As we got
closer to the boat we realized that it had
been dismasted. The boat was a Tartan
Ten called “Suigeneris” and it was bobbing
around in the seas without power. The “Old
Bear” starting circling the stricken boat and
contacted the Coast Guard cutter “Bramble”.
We gave the Coast Guard “Suigeneris”
position and informed them that the boat
was unable to make it to shore because they
lacked enough fuel.

“Old Bear” recorded the time it had
spent circling the stricken boat with the
intent of asking the race committee for the
time spent to be removed from their official
elapsed time of the race. We resumed the
race and left “Suigeneris” in the waning light
of the day. Leaving them behind to fare in
the seas and wind through the night gave us
all an odd feeling. Little did we know that
the worst night we were ever to spend on
Lake Huron was only just beginning.

As darkness enveloped the fleet,
the temperature plunged. The night was
beautifully clear and the stars were out by
the millions. The seas were building from
eight to ten feet and it was getting hard to
steer the boat over them in the darkness. The
helmsman had to climb the face of each wave
and then immediately upon reaching the top,
he had to lay the boat off, so that we could
somewhat smoothly ride down the back side
of the wave. This didn’t always work though.
Whenever an extremely tall and steep wave
would come along, the boat would be going
too fast and fly off the top and fall into
the trough of the wave. Everyone onboard
would brace themselves and wait for the
crash as the boat landed in the trough. It is
a sickening and terrifying moment waiting
for the crash. The sound is enough to make
you think that you ran into a brick wall,
and everything on the boat shakes as if an
earthquake occurred. After each crash you
look around the boat to make sure all is
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still intact. Is everyone alright? Is the mast
still standing? Did the bow break off? This
would happen about every tenth wave or
so. The roller coaster ride isn't helping your
stomach either. Believe it or not, it is better
to have something in your stomach than not.
You force down a sandwich and a Vernors
because they say ginger is a natural motion
sickness remedy. You try to concentrate on
anything other than your ‘stomach. The
waves were also breaking over the boat at
regular intervals. During the daylight this
isn't so bad because you can see them and
everyone has a chance to duck when the wall
of water comes hurtling toward them. At
night though, you sometimes don't get any
warning at all and the water hits you square
in the face. The water is warmer than the air
at this point, but the wind immediately cools
your wet body down to where you think
you'll probably freeze to death before you
drown. At this point all you want to do is
get off the boat. You start to calculate in your
mind how long it will take to get to Mackinac
Island. Then you have to make yourself stop
doing that because the island is a day away
and you're just depressing yourself further.
All you can do is hang on to something and
try to conserve your strength. Just moving
around on the boat takes a considerable
amount of effort. If you don’t have a hand
hold all the time you could be thrown across
the boat and be severely injured or worse
yet, be lost overboard.

The “Tomahawk” was a C&C 35 Mark
I that sailed out of Bayview Yacht Club. Tom
Lowry, the boat’s owner, a lanky seven foot
tall well seasoned sailor, was in third place in
his class at the turn around the Cove Island
light buoy. The “Tomahawk” had been stored
at Bayview over the previous winteralong the
banks of Conner Creek. Back in those days
a few scrubby trees grew along the shores of
the creek. The “Tomahawk” was stored on
stands next to one of those trees. In the early
spring a squall blew through Bayview Yacht
Club and blew over the tree that was next to
the “Tomahawk”. The tree fell on the boat
and knocked it off of the stands. When the
boat fell a 4x4 pierced the starboard side of
the hull. The boat was repaired by removing

‘a3 foot by 4 foot area of bad fiberglass and




rebuilding that area with new fiberglass. The
boat was deemed seaworthy by two different
marine surveyors and Tom prepared it for
the Mackinac Race.

One of the most important safety gear
requirements that Bayview Yacht Club has in
the rules of the Mackinac Race, is a certified
life raft capable of carrying the entire crew.
The raft that Tom Lowry possessed that
year did not pass the certification test so
Tom went out and purchased a brand new
life raft. This turned out to be one of those
twists of fate that when Tom looked back,
he thanked his lucky stars that he did the
right thing.

“Tomahawk” was experiencing the same
pounding by the waves that night. Dennis
Cazabon, the boat’s navigator, was the first
person to notice that the boat was taking on
water. He had gone below and found water
up to his ankles. The bilge pump was turned
on, but within five minutes, the water was

up to his knees. Tom Lowry realized that the
boat was in peril and ordered the crew into
life jackets and had them shoot off flares. Tom
broke out the new life raft and struggled to
inflate it in the cockpit. Meanwhile Dennis
Cazabon stayed below on the radio, sending
out maydays while sitting in the ever rising
water. The batteries in the boat were under
two feet of water by now and the radio’s
signal was weak.

Back aboard the “Old Bear”, Charlie
Bayer had gone down below to find some
dry clothes. He found his brand new
waterproof dulffle bag where he had left it,
up in the bow. There was only one problem
he had left the duffle bag unzipped and
there was about two gallons of water in it
that had poured down the forward hatch

[ during the sail changes earlier that evening.

Charlie abandoned the effort to get dry
clothing and made his way back toward the
companionway to go out on deck. The ship
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to shore radio on the “Old Bear” was located
just under the companionway, at the top of
the stairway. Charlie always had the radio
on during a race. At times it would drive
the crew nuts when they were trying to get
some sleep and suddenly the radio would
come to life and awaken everyone. One of
the hardest things to do aboard a boat in
the Mackinac Race is sleep. People have
tried all sorts of things to drown out the
noise of the crew and boat so that they can
catch some precious moments of sleep. One
of the crew that night had turned the radio
off and Charlie noticed it. He announced
in his usual quiet tone “HEY, WHO THE
HELL TURNED OFF THIS RADIO”, and
immediately turned it back on. The first
thing we heard out of that radio were the
words, “Mayday, Mayday, Mayday this is the
yacht “Tomahawk”, over”. Charlie grabbed
the microphone and responded to Dennis
Cazabon. He then called to his son Chuck,



our navigator and told him that a boat was
in trouble and we had to find out where they
were. Chuck got on the radio and asked
Dennis for the “Tomahawk’s” location. In
1985, Loran-C had not been used by boats
to navigate for very long. Not every boat had
a Loran receiver in the race. Luckily, both the
“Tomahawk” and the “Old Bear” had Loran.
Dennis reported the latitude and longitude
of the “Tomahawk” and Chuck set it up as
a waypoint in our Loran set. We ascertained
that we were about two and a half miles due
south of the doomed yacht. The radio signal
was getting weaker from the “Tomahawk”
and Dennis informed us that the crew was
abandoning ship. We asked them to bring
along a strobe light from a horseshoe into
the raft so that we could locate them easier,
and that we were on our way.

Tom Lowry got the raft over the side
of the boat and the eight crew members
tumbled in. It was a tangle of arms and
legs in the raft as the crew landed upon one
another. Tom was the last one to get into the
raft. It had taken nineteen minutes from the
time that they had discovered that the boat
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was taking on water until they abandoned
ship. There is a saying amongst sailors that
you step up into the life raft if you have to
abandon ship. Well that is just about what
they did. The boat was going down fast and
the raft was still tied to the boat. Luckily one
of the crew produced a knife and they cut
themselves away. The raft was immediately
carried away from the boat by the wind and
waves. The crew found that the ride in the
raft was a lot more comfortable than it had
been on the boat and they realized that they
were going to be ok.

The “Old Bear” fired up the engine and
lowered their sails. They called the Coast
Guard cutter “Bramble” and informed them
that the “Tomahawk” was sinking. The
“Bramble” had not heard the “Tomahawks”
mayday because of the weak radio signal
caused by the batteries being under water.
“Old Bear” relayed the “Tomahawk’s”
latitude and longitude to the “Bramble” and
informed the cutter that we were in route to
its location. The “Old Bear” set a course to
the waypoint of the “Tomahawk” and two of
its crew members went to the bow to look

for the “Tomahawk’s” strobe light. We saw
two different flashing lights to the north
and about twenty degrees separated them.
We asked our helmsman if he 'was steering a
proper course to the “Tomahawks” location.
It was extremely difficult to steer the boat
on a proper course because we were taking
the waves broadside by steering a due north
course. OQur helmsman hollered when he
had the boat on course, and we picked the
flashing light that lined up with what we
figured had to be the “Tomahawk’s” strobe
light. We kept the boat heading to the raft by
hollering corrections back to our helmsman
from the bow of the boat. The raft was
rapidly being pushed eastward by the wind
and waves. When the “Old Bear” arrived at
the raft, Tom Lowry, all seven feet of him,
was standing up holding the strobe light
over his head. Charlie later said he looked
like the Statue of Liberty.

Aboard the “Old Bear” we were
concerned that the “Tomahawk” might be
lying partially submerged near by and we
didn’t want to hit the boat. We didn’t know
how far the raft had drifted away from the






