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Capsize!
(See photos above)

At 5:20 p.m. the Sheriff’s Office called to relay a “third party 
report of a capsized catamaran with 2-3 people in the water 
off Dividing Creek”, about eight miles south of Reedville. 
Within minutes, Rescue III with a crew of four roared down 
Cockrell Creek into rough seas and approaching evening 
skies.  

With no further location information, the crew called the 
person who first reported the incident and computed a 
line-of-bearing from the shore location to the last sighting.  
Rescue III observed no boats in that vicinity, but began a 
visual and radar search three miles out from Hughlett Point 
in seas reaching 5 to 7-feet high and 20-30 knot winds 
accompanying Tropical Depression Chantal. 

A crewman first noted what appeared to be a large pole 
sticking out of the water about 1.5 miles out from the beach.  
Radar confirmed the contact and as Rescue III turned to 
investigate, part of a mostly submerged catamaran popped 
into sight, along with the tip of a multicolored sail.

Now Sea Rescue Needs Your Help!
Once a year, (and only once a year), Smith Point Sea Rescue 
(SPSR) sends this mailing asking friends for contributions 
so we can continue serving boaters who find themselves in 
trouble. 

In recent years, with savings from your contributions, 
Sea Rescue has (i) purchased and equipped Rescue III, a 
custom-built primary rescue vessel; (ii) completed major 
upgrades and renovations on the venerable Rescue I; and (iii) 
repowered Skiff B, for faster response times and enhanced 
shallow-water towing capacity.

As Rescue III approached the vessel, two persons were seen 
in the water, one waving frantically. Neither was wearing a 
lifejacket. Rescue III had to slow abruptly as it approached, 
lest its rudders foul in the sailboat’s unseen lines and rigging, 
or its propellors strike part of the submerged hull. The crew 
readied large orange throw rings and opened the stern “tuna 
door”.

Two exhausted young men grabbed one of the rings and were 
hauled up into Rescue III, barely able to keep their footing 
on the pitching deck. They were quickly hustled below for 
dry towels, blankets, and bottles of fresh water. As the early 
evening light faded, Rescue III carefully backed away from 
the wreckage and headed for Reedville, where a grateful 
mother was waiting to take the young men home.

SPSR is an all-volunteer, 501(c)(3) non-profit organization 
dedicated to serving boaters on the Chesapeake Bay and 
the Potomac River. Unlike other First Responders, Sea 
Rescue receives no government funding and is wholly 
dependent on tax-deductible donations from private 
citizens, businesses, and foundations. SPSR can be 
reached 24/7 on VHF Channel 16, or by dialing 911 locally.

We now need to devote resources to renovating Rescue 
II, which serves the Lower Potomac and its Maryland and 
Virginia tributaries. She needs a heavy-duty davit to aid in 
rescuing people in the water; upgraded multifunction chart 
plotters; improvements to on-board communications; a new 
anchor windlass; and more. 

When you make out your check or access PayPal to donate, 
know that your contribution will improve Rescue II’s 
capabilities, as well as funding the day-to-day expenses 
of operating the Bay’s only all-volunteer, privately funded 
search and rescue unit. With your help, Sea Rescue will 
continue to serve all the boaters in need on the Lower 
Potomac and mid-Bay—and all at no charge.



Did you know . . . ?
Along the Virginia shore of the Potomac, between Cubitt Creek 
and Ophelia, there are five pound-nets, each extending up to 
a half mile from the shore. Other nets, stretching nearly a mile 
offshore, are south of Smith Point, and others are near the 
approaches to the Great Wicomico. Numerous pound-nets are 
also found on the Maryland side of the Potomac, at the entrances 
to Smith Creek and the St Marys River. 

Unwary boaters have found themselves entangled in such nets, in 
need of Sea Rescue’s help. Keep a sharp lookout, lest you end up 
like the fish for which the nets are intended! Fog on the Bay

Fog is rare on the Bay and the Potomac, but it is always 
hazardous. If you are safely at anchor or dock when it develops, 
stay there until it clears. If you encounter it underway

• Slow down—you have less time to react to hazards.
• Turn on your navigation lights and sound fog signals at two-

minute intervals so other vessels know you are there.
• Listen—you need to be able to hear fog signals, other vessels’ 

engines, and even the propeller noise of larger ships. 
• Post an extra lookout, to ensure all 360 degrees are covered.
• And of course, if you have them, use your chart plotter, AIS, 

and radar. 
Sea Rescue boats often have radar running in clear weather, 
as an extra lookout and to fine-tune target identification. 

“Smith Point Sea Rescue . . . There When Needed”

Averting a Tragedy
On the first page of this newsletter, you read about the rescue of two young men from a capsized sailboat. Though 
the rescue was successful, tragedy was only narrowly averted. The episode illustrates several important lessons for 
all boaters.

1.	 Do you watch and heed the weather forecast? The weather leading up to the rescue included sustained 
winds over 20 knots, with gusts close to 30 knots. Waves were cresting chaotically at 5- to 7-feet. These 
adverse “small craft advisory” conditions were caused by the passage of Tropical Depression Chantal and 
had been forecast well ahead of time. 

2.	 Is your boat up to the mission? The small, twin-hulled catamaran on which these men went sailing is a fast, 
stable, fun craft—in relatively flat waters. But in strong, gusty winds and large waves this type of boat is at 
risk of capsizing. Just as importantly, it is almost impossible for vessel occupants to return such a craft to 
the upright position. 

3.	 Do you have the right equipment? The men had no radio, cell phones, flares, or other signaling devices 
on board. Thus, when disaster struck—the catamaran capsized—they had no way of calling for help. Had 
it not been for an alert observer ashore who called the Sheriff’s Office, Sea Rescue would have had no way 
of knowing their plight. They would have been on their own in the water, 1.5 miles from shore, beset by 
breaking waves, with nightfall approaching. 

4.	 Do you wear your personal flotation device? Neither man was wearing a personal flotation device (PFD), 
though one was holding on to a PFD. Upon arriving at the scene, it was apparent to the SPSR crew that, 
without PFDs on, the men were exhausted from their struggles to remain above the breaking waves. 

5.	 What do you do when disaster strikes? Here the men chose wisely: they stayed with the boat. Although no 
longer a viable means of transportation, the vessel served two roles. It helped support them in the rough 
water and it provided a target for the eyes of the rescue crew and for Rescue III’s radar. In rough water, 
human heads are almost impossible to spot until a searching vessel is within a matter of feet. If the men had 
left their boat and tried to swim to the distant shore, it is likely that Sea Rescue would have been involved in 
a search for bodies rather than taking two exhausted, but smiling, young men home to their families. 



After you call for help:
•	 Keep VHF radio on Channel 16

•	 Close phone apps to conserve battery 

•	 Stay off the phone but answer ALL calls—your rescue 
captain will be calling!

Sea Rescue is always recruiting . . . 
In a typical year, Sea Rescue needs to replace 6-8 members 
who have left us due to changing life circumstances. So, we 
are always recruiting new members. Though many members 
were experienced boaters before they joined, others were 
virtual novices. Either way, we offer training to fit your 
background. There are some basic requirements, notably:

•	 Be able to reach your Rescue Boat within 30 minutes. 
(This assumes a drive time of roughly 20 minutes. 
One Boat is on the Yeocomico near Callao; the other 
two are in the Reedville area.)

•	 About every 5 weeks, Spring through Fall, serve 
a “duty week”— on call 24 hours a day, Monday-
Sunday. (Members have great latitude in scheduling 
their duty weeks and routinely trade duty days when 
unexpected scheduling conflicts arise.)

•	 Be able to swim and have the equivalent of the 
Virginia “Boater Education Card”. (If you don’t have 
a card, you can take a course and get a card while 
applying.)

For more information, email SeaRescue2023@gmail.com. 
Alternatively, call or text 540-446-8972 or 703-967-6830 
with your interest and give your name and contact number. 
We’d love to welcome you aboard!

Did you know . . . ?
A “small craft advisory” means that sustained winds or 
frequent gusts are expected to be at least 20 knots, perhaps 
as strong as 33 knots. Such winds create large waves, steep 
waves, and fast waves—a dangerous triple threat for the 
unwary.

Even in ideal, daylight conditions:
•	 Never leave the dock without a fully charged cell phone, 

plenty of fresh fuel, and good batteries. 
•	 File a float plan: Tell someone at home where you plan 

to go and when you expect to return. 
•	 Wear your life jacket and have your crew wear them too. 

Weather-Wise
Safety at sea always depends on the weather.

•	 Don’t say “I’m taking the boat out tomorrow.” 
Instead, say “If the weather permits, I’m taking the 
boat out.” 

•	 Always check current weather conditions and the 
forecast for your trip before you get to the dock. If 
possible, track the forecasts at least 24-72 hours 
ahead to avoid surprises.

•	 Don’t rely on the forecasts issued for landlubbers. 
You need the marine forecasts (from weather.
gov/marine or a free app such as Outcast-Marine 
Weather). The wind on the water can be twice that 
ashore.

•	 The force of the wind rises with the square of its 
velocity. Thus, a 10-knot breeze is four times stronger 
than a 5-knot breeze, and a 20-knot wind is sixteen 
times stronger. 

•	 A “small craft advisory” really does mean that small 
craft are advised to stay at the dock. (The same can 
apply to larger craft if their crews are inexperienced.) 

•	 Thunderstorms are doubly dangerous. Their 
lightning can sink a boat and maim or kill its 
occupants; and the storms’ explosive winds can 
capsize vessels and throw the occupants into the 
water. 

•	 The weather is always worse at night. Not really. 
But even with a chart plotter, night navigation is 
more difficult, and all types of errors are more likely. 
Improve your weather forecast by planning to be 
home before sunset.
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“Like” us on Facebook and see updates. Visit smithpointsearescue.com to see our history and news!
Please send tax deductible donations to: Smith Point Sea Rescue, P.O. Box 662, Burgess, VA 22432

Prefer online? Go to our website and click on ‘Donate’ link
https://www.paypal.com/fundraiser/charity/152821

CALL 911 or
         Hail VHF 16

Join Us for the 2026 Oyster Roast!
Some 300 people said farewell to winter at Sea Rescue’s 2025 
Oyster Roast—the 29th holding of this Northern Neck Tradition. 
Once again, the Roast was at Cowart Seafood in Lottsburg, and 
once again everyone left with smiles on their faces. 
Please join us for the 2026 Oyster Roast. Now is the time to 
reserve the date (Saturday, March 7) for an afternoon of good 
food, good fun, and good friends. Tickets go on sale in January.

Did you know . . . ?
The crews of Sea Rescue engage in training throughout 
the year. It starts in February when Rescue III and a crew 
spend a week at a joint Port of Virginia/Coast Guard Search 
and Rescue (SAR) forum, learning about the latest SAR 
technology and techniques. The knowledge from this week is 
brought back to the other SPSR members. 

Then, from April until December, every duty crew engages in 
training, every week. Crews work on anything from towing 
to best practices for infrared camera and radar usage. And 
because everyone trains in everything over the year, when 
the unexpected happens on a mission, crew members can 
immediately fill in, “there when needed.”

We cover Virginia AND Maryland 
& never a charge for our services!
If you are a Maryland boater or boating in Maryland, 
remember that half of our service area is in Maryland! 
The lower Potomac, its navigable tributaries on the Maryland 
shore, and the Bay from Point Lookout to Smith Point and 
across to Smith Island are all Maryland—and all served by 
Smith Point Sea Rescue.
And of course, we cover the navigable Virginia tributaries 
of the lower Potomac, and the Bay and its tributaries from 
Smith Point to Windmill Point, across to Tangier Island. 
So, Virginia or Maryland, SPSR is standing by, at no charge.

SPSR: 24/7 hail on VHF Channel 16 or dial 911


