The Chrysler Crew’s Account of the 2019 Texas 200
It was 2 pm on Sunday, June 9 when I started writing this account. We were chillin’ in
our room at Sunset House in Port Mansfield after scarfing down half-pound brisket
sandwiches at Sweet Gregory P’s Smokehouse Grill. We had been out that morning
doing boat walks at Fred Stone Park and the marina, talking to folks about their plan to
beat to windward over the course of the next 5 days toward the finish at Magnolia Beach.
There were a wide range of plans out there including one skipper who was day-sailing
out of Port M on Sunday while planning to pull his boat out Monday morning and head to
Matagorda Bay where the regatta would finish on Friday. He said that his boat didn’t
point that well and he didn’t want to get caught trying to tack upwind in the land cut. I
shared his concern and admitted that his intentions were pretty close to my “Plan B”.
It seemed like the more people we talked to the more we discovered folks who were
pursuing an alternate to the traditional route (Plan A) and having to buck headwinds for 4
of the next 5 days in the regatta. My crew, ol’ Doc Cravey, was also of the mind to stick
with “Plan A” until I showed him the week’s wind forecast and laid the chart out on
Saturday night to show him what we’d be up against.
We had attended the Captain’s Meeting at 7 that morning, listened to the familiar
disclaimer “You may die!” turned in our waivers and then helped Calvin Holt launch his
Sea Pearl “Blue Spart” (Blue Spartacus) . After I shuttled him back to his vehicle from
Pelican Bar and Grill we went back to Sunset House to take a Sunday morning nap. The
sailing life can be really tough…

Last year Calvin brought probably the most photographed boat of the 2018 regatta, “Black Opal,”
a Pearson Ensign which draws a whole lot more water than this Sea Pearl he brought this year.
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On the previous Thursday I had begun agonizing over the adverse wind forecasts for the
week of the TX 200 which predicted north and northeast winds blowing straight down the
ICW (Intra-Coastal Waterway) for Monday – Thursday of the regatta. I really didn’t want
to spend four days beating to windward in skinny water (or the land cut) with a 22’ boat
so I hatched “Plan B.”
As result we didn’t launch Saturday when we arrived at Port M, particularly after we
checked the current wind predictions and there had been no change. We decided to wait
till Sunday morning to decide between the traditional route and “Plan B.” If there had
been a change in the forecast overnight we could have launched Sunday morning and I
would still have had time to make it to Maggie Beach for lunch and catch the shuttle bus
back to Port M.
If we elected to do this, we would leave immediately after the shuttle bus returned to Port
M and sail through the night until the winds shifted around midnight if we were going to
pursue “Plan A.” Several folks we had talked to on Saturday were intending to do this.
Our strategy would be to anchor during the day rather than tack and motor when the
adverse winds diminished at night. Working out the logistics it looked like we might be
late making it for the shrimp boil at the finish line on Friday and neither of us really
wanted to motor all night or tack all day so we went with “Plan B.”
After spending Sunday night at Sunset House we left Monday morning for Maggie
Beach. We launched the boat well after lunch and by the time I dropped the tow rig off at
JT’s One Stop and hoofed it back to the ramp it was 3 o’clock before we left the dock. Of
course part of that time was spent trying to move the boat away from the dock because it
was already aground in less than 2 feet of water…
We began to execute “Plan B,” a daring route designed to capitalize on the NE wind
predictions and see an area I found intriguing on the map. The first leg was to the extreme
lower eastern end of Matagorda Bay where we would pick up the Colorado River channel
which dumped out there and then motor upstream to a short connecting channel to the
new river channel leading offshore. Hopefully, we’d find someplace to anchor or tie up
for the night. From there we would sail down the new channel and “outside” in the Gulf
along the beach protected from seas by the offshore NE winds and come back in at the
Matagorda Ship Channel jetties that evening.
The wind was blowing 15-20 as we cut across the lower end of the bay like a rocket
under full sail. The seas were rough with white caps as we pounded upwind. I needed to
tie in a reef but we were trying to get as far as we could while we still had daylight. We
were waiting for the winds to abate somewhat in the evening but they never did. If
anything they only seemed to intensify and the waves got bigger as we beat to windward.
So, I finally tied in a reef at 6:45 pm.
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Ol’ Doc Cravey enjoying a lively beat to windward in Matagorda Bay on Monday

This is where things get weird. 20 minutes later the wind abruptly shifts to the SE at 6-7
mph. 10 minutes later the wind died completely. Immediately, we were infested by a
swarm of black, biting flies - in the middle of the bay where there was no land in sight! I
fired up the British Seagull and we beat a path toward Port O’Conner, swatting the flies
with my sandals and filling the cockpit sole with their carcasses. We were clearly outnumbered and there were always more flies materializing and biting us than the numbers
we decimated.
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After a half an hour of this agonizing situation the wind started up again coming back out
of the NE. We motor-sailed for another half hour until the wind came back with such
vengeance that I cut the motor and by this time most of the flies were blown away, as
well. The sun had pretty much gone down and we proceeded west along the Matagorda
Peninsula toward Port O’Conner.
There is a divergence of channels merging with lighted markers near the entrance to the
port but I was able to pick out the flashing jetty lights up in the distance and we homed in
on them. By now the seas had built back up in size and the only thing we had going for us
was we were running before them. We cleared the jetty entrance and ran aground within a
1/8 mile while hugging the north jetty. We jibed, heeled over, and sailed out again. It was
rougher than a cob out there so we turned and headed back in to anchor in the lee of the
north jetty just shy of where we had grounded earlier.
With the anchor down, the rocking from the cross sea rolling into the jetty entrance was
pretty extreme for sleeping conditions, but unable to find our bearings in the dark we felt
like it was the only option we had and prepared to make the best of it. Around 11 pm a
tow boat pushing barges passed us to the south. It was then that we realized that while we
were inside the jetties we still a long way from the channel. It was pitch dark when we
pulled up anchor, and headed south. We bounced across a sandbar for a good while but
the Seagull got us over it. We crossed the channel in the inky darkness, ran aground,
pushed off, and finally made it to Clark’s Marina at 11:45 pm where we collapsed from
exhaustion.
Neither of us really slept due to the high winds reeking havoc all night so we got a room
at the Inn at Clark’s the next morning and moved the boat into the slip that came with the
room. We caught up on our sleep, walked to a local restaurant for lunch and watched it
rain all afternoon from the balcony overlooking our boat slip. It’s really a tough life being
a sailor…

The Chrysler Crew’s version of “Camp 2”
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Wednesday morning we packed all our gear to get back board the boat at 6:30 only to
discover it was raining when we walked out the door. So, we were forced to go back
inside and wait insufferably in the air conditioning until the rain stopped. Did I mention
that it’s really a tough life being a sailor?
We finally pulled away from Clark’s Marina at 7:15 am and motored out to the ICW and
hoisted sail for Army Hole. I had never been there (I’ve always stayed in Port O’Conner
instead of the last camp) and my crewmate, ol’ Doc Cravey, being a former pilot was
equally intrigued. It was an easy downwind run with the ESE winds at 10-15 mph.
Sailing with the current gave us good speed and we turned out of the ICW at 8:20,
arriving at Army Hole at 10:50. Yes, I do keep a log as a matter of record.
There were 4 boats in the harbor as we turned in, and from each one came an eager shore
party to assist us in our landing. Noel Nicholls from “Blu Byu”, Dana Hardy, Lannis and
Lesa Morris of “Remedy” all greeted us and we visited all day. The other two boats were
“Salty,” a 44’ DeFever motor yacht and Tim McKinney’s abandoned Paradox. Of course,
the hot topic on the dock was how Tim had succumbed to a rattlesnake bite and his
subsequent speedy rescue by the Coast Guard the day before.

I think “Remedy” eclipsed “Black Opal” this year as the most photographed boat.

Tim had met Noel at the Maggie Beach ramp on Monday and followed Blu Byu in his
Paradox since he had never been to Army Hole before. Tim’s boat was tied up across the
pier from us. Noel said that he had been in touch with Tim in the hospital and he wanted
someone to bring his boat back from Army Hole, so I volunteered. Noel said that he’d
relay the information as I had no cell signal. We also walked the airfield that morning.
Lucas and Leah pulled out of Army Hole in their DeFever 44 shortly after we arrived
because Leah had somehow managed to burn through almost all 400 gallons of water in
the shower tank in 4 days and wasn’t willing to go a day without one. It must be tough
being a stinkpotter…
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Later that afternoon another boat arrived, Chris Dukeminier in his Mayfly 14. We all
continued to visit that afternoon until I raised the issue about sitting around dockside
when the TX 200 was supposed to be sailed. At 5:00 everyone jumped onto the two
biggest boats, 25’ Remedy and 22’ Chloe Alyssa as we headed out on the bay in 5-10
mph NE winds. Both boats held temporary lead over the other but the 25’ Sharpie was
the first on back through the mouth of the harbor.
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Since we didn’t have any mosquito repellent on board, we pulled out of the harbor at
dusk and tied up to a piling just offshore. After I fitted the screens to both hatches we
could see the bugs that wanted to suck our blood buzzing and hitting the screens. We
could hear them most of the night but we never got bit. At 2:30 am a large V-8 powered
airboat descended on us with great noise and a brilliant array of blinding lights which
even kept the tent campers ashore awake. It came upon us so fast, was so loud and bright
that we thought it was a UFO.
About dawn we motored back into the harbor at 5:45 am, ate breakfast, said our
goodbyes, and slipped our moorings at 7 with Tim’s Paradox in tow. Winds were NW at
5 mph and we were creating half again that apparent wind motoring on a close reach
against them. At 8 we changed tacks steering 270* lined up for the cut into the ICW.

For some reason the British Seagull had not been pumping cooling water under load and
I’d have to engage the clutch (you remember how to drive a stick, right?) and rev the
motor to pump a little water through the block before resuming. I finally got tired of this
and just watched as every couple of minutes a little spritz of water would come out the
discharge followed by a geyser of steam. The motor soldiered on like this for hours and
never quit.
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Finally, we hit a clump of sea grass with the prop that slowed the motor down. So I lifted
the motor up to clear it and when I let it back down water began pouring from the
discharge also! Evidently, the grass had clogged the water inlet earlier causing the motor
to run hot, but again, it never faltered. The only reason I could think of that it didn’t seize
was because unlike every other outboard that has a lightweight aluminum engine case,
the Seagull has a heavy cast iron block. Maybe that’s the reason everyone I’ve talked to
who have had one calls them a boat anchor?
At 10:05 am we turned into the ICW and intercepted Noel in Blu Byu who had not tacked
while motor-sailing through Espitu Santo Bay but had just motored a direct route. Noel
had snagged a clump of fishing line around his prop and was attempting to sail in the
light winds against the current. After we passed him I wondered if maybe we should have
gone back to see if he wanted to make our tow a threesome.

Noel is always leading the pack, except when he’s not…

We continued to motor-sail through Port O’Conner oblivious to the fact that two of Tim
McKinney’s friends had driven down from Oklahoma and were trying to flag us down
from the shoreline as they had his truck and trailer at the ramp there. I was watching the
tell-tales on the jib, trying to capitalize on what whisper of wind that there was while
motor-sailing against the current and Doc was down in the cabin rustling up some
brunch.
We cleared the jetties at 11:15 am and turned 320* NW on a close reach in 5 mph winds.
At noon we passed Admiral Schiemer’s flagship “Hello Kitty” heading south leading the
wrong way charge of two Dovekies to Sunday Beach. Doc and I both agreed that rarely
have we been as inspired as we were by the gallantry exhibited that day by the leadership
of our sailing club. It really makes you proud to be a member…
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At 2:20 pm we were intercepted by a guy on a Wave Runner who said Tim’s friends from
Oklahoma had paid him to take over the tow so that they could get out of this unbearable
Texas heat. After 25 miles of towing the Paradox, we gladly handed it off to him near
Indian Point. We arrived at the boat ramp 30 minutes later and they had the boat on the
trailer ready to begin the trek back to Oklahoma.

Noel pulled up to the dock shortly thereafter and we got the boats out, un-stepped the
masts, and dropped of the boats and trailers at JT’s One Stop. Then, we high-tailed it to
Port Lavaca for some air-conditioned hotel rooms and seafood dinners. After a good
night’s sleep and breakfast with Noel the next morning we took a driving tour of every
historical marker from Port Lavaca to Indianola before picking the boat up and heading to
Maggie Beach for the shrimp boil at the finish line.
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There was a fellow on the beach with a fully-rigged Puddle Duck on a trailer that his dad
had built who asked me if I wanted to sail it. I said “Sure, I’ve never sailed one of these
things before,” and he backed up to the water’s edge and we threw it in. In seconds the
breath was practically being sucked out of my mouth as the mighty Duck sped headlong
through the waves at lightning speed; what a heady experience it was!

Later we were sitting in the pavilion eating our celebratory dinner and watched the Duck
sail past on a close reach upwind on its own. Fortunately, the crew of another boat
scrambled for a rescue and managed to intercept it before it made its way across the bay.
We sat at the picnic table in the pavilion we had squatted in closest to the parking area
eating shrimp and visiting with the crew of Remedy just as we had dockside at Army
Hole.
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We probably could have spent the whole afternoon just visiting and enjoying each other’s
company as the event wound to a close. There is something about the Texas 200 that
brings people together and allows you to form deep bonds with folks you previously
never knew. Yeah, we did not put 200+ miles under our keel sailing the traditional route
like last year but the friendships we forged are no less real than if we had “embraced the
suck” while tacking, uh, I mean motoring, er, cruising in company with those who did.
While we are grateful that it wasn’t someone from our boat who wound up in the hospital
like last year, we did want to do whatever we could for the guy that did happen to this
year. We’ll be back next year with the same boat and would be delighted if no one went
to the hospital or needed a tow but will be glad to help out where we can and make new
friends wherever we wind up. Until next year, the Chrysler Crew wishes their fellow TX
200 sailors fair skies, smooth seas, and a south-east wind.
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