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Stranded teens feared for lives 
 

Darlington students tell of their rescue from the Gulf of 

Mexico at 3 a.m. Sunday morning. 

03/02/05  
By Matt Tuck, Rome News-Tribune Staff Writer  

What would you do if you were on a boat, drifting in darkness on 

the open sea, miles from civilization, cold, wondering about two of 

your friends who were alone in turbulent waters?  

Darlington senior Matthew Payne, Rome, said he came to grips with his 

mortality and focused his attention on helping his friends.  

“I basically had come to the realization that we were all in very real 

danger and I might not make it back. For some reason, I was OK with 

that, but I was angry that I wouldn’t be going alone,” he said. “I knew we 

had to do everything possible to stay together and find Sean and Clay.”  

Those two boys were never seen again alive.  

Payne and seven other Darlington students, along with guide Steve Hall, 

an English teacher and girls soccer coach at the school, and Bryan Evans, 

assistant boys soccer coach and house duty staff member, took a 

paddling trip this past weekend into the Gulf of Mexico that turned 

deadly.  

Freshmen Clay McKemie, 15, Rome, and Sean Wilkinson, 14, Acworth, 

got separated from the group late Saturday. Their bodies were found 

Monday morning.  

Junior Leslie Beninato, senior Adam Moody, senior Sarah Fox, sophomore 

Jenni Ryan and freshman Christine Hatton also went on the trip.  

Payne said they put their canoes, kayaks and a motorized catamaran, or 

cataraft, in the water at the mouth of the Suwannee River on Saturday.  

“It was close to 3 o’clock, and the skies were clear,” he said. “When it 

had gotten too far to go back, it got dark. So we kept going. ... Then the 

wind picked up, and we started drifting away from land. I guess Mother 

Nature had it in for us that night,” Payne said.  

Although the National Weather Service had issued an advisory Saturday 

morning warning paddlers, Payne said they did not know the weather was 
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Sunday in Parade 

going to take such a turn for the worse.  

Hall, who was affectionately known as “Meester,” and Evans then started 

lashing the boats to the catamaran, after its engine had died. The canoes, 

Payne explained, had been spread apart during the trip to Coon Island, 

about a mile off the coast.  

The canoe Clay and Sean were in got separated from the group, Payne 

said. “We waited on them, but they never caught up,” he said.  

As darkness descended, Payne said he and other students flashed lights 

back and forth between them and the canoe, until the light from the 

canoe slowly faded away.  

“I wish things had turned out differently. ... This has really shaken me up. 

It’s going to be a long time before I get over this,” Payne said.  

While Evans and five of the students stayed in the raft, Hall and Adam 

Moody set out to search for the missing boys and try for a cell phone 

signal. After that, there was nothing to do but wait, Payne said. “Some of 

us started hallucinating. ... I was hearing rap music over the waves.”  

“I hallucinated about seeing Jerry Garcia and the Grateful Dead dancing 

bears,” Beninato, a Roman, said.  

During the night and into early Sunday morning, the catamaran ropes 

loosened, and water started rushing into the vessel where Payne was 

sitting, Beninato said. “We heard a ‘whiff’ kind of sound,” she said. “I kept 

telling him he had to move and he had to lie on the bottom of the canoe 

(that was lashed to the catamaran).”  

Although Payne said he knew the water temperature was colder than the 

air, it still felt warm. “Then I realized, ‘My God, I’m going into shock,’” he 

said. “Then all the girls and Mr. Evans kept talking to me to keep me 

awake. ... I owe everyone in that raft my life.”  

For hours, they sat in the craft, talking to each other and wondering if 

they would ever make it home. Then, 7 miles from the shore, came what 

Payne described as “the most beautiful sight I’d ever seen,” as a Coast 

Guard helicopter spotted them. “At first, I wasn’t sure if that’s what I was 

hearing. I thought I was hallucinating again. Then hearing those blades 

and seeing that helicopter, ... it was beautiful,” he said.  

“We saw a light in the distance,” Beninato said. “We’d see it go left and 

right, then go under the horizon. ... Then we saw it reappear ... and stay 

in the middle, so I knew it was getting closer. Then the light hits us, and 

it circled around us for about 10 minutes.”  

They were rescued by the Coast Guard around 3 a.m. Sunday. Hall and 

Moody were rescued soon afterward.  

The rescue was made possible by a five-second phone call, when Hall was 

able to get a signal to his wife, Christina, who was in Rome.  

“Without that call, we’d have been stuck, and no one would have known 

we were in danger,” Beninato said. “Meester had to make a decision ... 

and try for a cell phone signal. He made a very good decision.”  
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Local Poll

Should the U.S. set a 
timetable for withdrawal 
from Iraq?

Yes, a strict one nmlkj  
Yes, but it should 

be flexible nmlkj  

No nmlkj  

 Vote

Rome, GA 

Meanwhile, officials with the Jacksonville, Fla., Medical Examiner’s Office 

have still not determined how the boys died.  

Sean’s funeral service will be held at 11 a.m. Friday at the Wildwood 

Baptist Church in Acworth. The family will receive friends from 2 to 4 p.m. 

and from 6 to 9 p.m. Thursday.  

Daniel’s Funeral Home has charge of Clay’s service. Arrangements were 

incomplete Tuesday.  

911-TRANSCRIPT EXCERPTS The following is a portion of Floyd County 

911 recordings of conversations between Christina Hall, dispatchers and 

Coast Guard officials. Hall’s husband Steve led the paddling trip into the 

Gulf of Mexico this past weekend:  

Saturday, Feb. 26 — 11:09 p.m.  

Dispatcher: Floyd County 911  

Hall: I called earlier trying to get 911 in Suwannee, Fla. I’m here in 

Rome.  

Dispatcher: Yes, ma’am.  

Hall: And, nobody can help me. I mean, I’ve got a group of people 

floating in canoes. They’re just out adrift. I’ve called 411 a million times. 

They can’t get the sheriff’s office, and every time I call the sheriff’s office 

they say, “If this is an emergency, call 911,” and I can’t call 911 in 

Suwannee, Fla., because I’m here.  

Dispatcher: OK, hold on.  

Dispatcher: Ma’am?  

Hall: Yes?  

Dispatcher: We have no contact at all with Florida. ... They’re stuck out in 

the middle of the ocean in a canoe?  

Hall: Yes.  

Dispatcher: Good grief.  

Hall: And he’s got a Rome cell phone, so when he dials 911 nothing 

happens, ... and I’ve tried the Coast Guard. I can’t get a number for the 

Coast Guard. ... I’ve tried Dixie County, and the sheriff’s office is closed, 

and they say, “If this is an emergency, dial 911.” See, I can’t get 

anybody. It’s shocking to me that I can’t. I’ve been trying for 30 minutes 

to get a policeman in Florida, and I can’t.  

Dispatcher: What are their names, and where are they? Do they know 

where they are? Do they have coordinates or anything?  

Hall: They have some basic coordinates, yes, they do.  

Dispatcher: Can you give them to me?  
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Hall: Their basic coordinates are, they are in between Coon Island and 

Cat Island and they’re in canoes. They had a motor, but the motor 

stopped.  

Dispatcher: And who are they?  

Hall: Steve Hall is the guide that’s with them. ... There’s huge winds, 

there’s big waves, and I’m afraid the boats are going to capsize. We’ve 

got to get some kind of help.  

Saturday, Feb. 26 — 11:19 p.m.  

Coast Guard: Can I help you?  

Dispatcher: Hi, this is Vicki from 911 in Rome, Ga. I have a subject here 

that has relatives that are stranded out in the Gulf of Mexico between 

Coon and Cat islands, and this is the only number I could get through the 

operator that was a working number.  

Coast Guard: Where did you say they were stranded at?  

Dispatcher: Near Suwannee, Fla., I think it’s Dixie County and it’s 

between Coon and Cat islands. They’re stuck out there in rowboats, and 

the winds and the waves are getting big, ... and the person that’s out 

there is a Steve Hall, ... and if you could pursue that. You’re my last hope 

I guess.  

Coast Guard: Are they on the island?  

Dispatcher: No, they’re out in the water in canoes and a boat. I think 

maybe two canoes and a boat.  

Coast Guard: OK, do you have a description of the boat or anything?  

Dispatcher: No, if you could hold on, I’ve got her on the other line. She 

might have.  

Coast Guard: Sure.  

Dispatcher: Hey, I’ve got the Coast Guard on the line. Can you give me a 

description of the boat?  

Hall: Yeah, there’s a cataraft and then canoes.  

Dispatcher: How many canoes?  

Hall: There’s probably, I think there were about four canoes, but I think 

two of them got separated. And they’re hoping that the two that got 

separated made it to Cat Island.  

Dispatcher: OK.  

Hall: But the ones that are adrift are between Coon and Cat islands, but 

they said it’s really windy.  

Dispatcher: Are they drifting out to sea or in?  

Features

Local TV Listings

Page 4 of 6Rome News - Tribune

7/24/2008http://news.mywebpal.com/news_tool_v2.cfm?pnpid=680&show=archivedetails&Archive...



Hall: They must be drifting out or else they’d have hit land somewhere. 

So they must be drifting out, and he said the swells are getting ...  

Dispatcher: OK, I’ve got them on the other line, hold on for me, OK?  

Hall: Thank you  

Dispatcher: Sir?  

Coast Guard: Hello?  

Dispatcher: She said they have a cataraft, ... and there’s four canoes. 

Two have gotten separated from them, and they hope they made it to Cat 

Island. But the waves and all have gotten up. They have no motor, so 

they are, you know, drifting probably in the wrong direction.  

Coast Guard: Four canoes and one catamaran?… She’s on the other line 

with you?  

Dispatcher: Uh-huh.  

Coast Guard: And she’s the one with all the information? ... Tell her I’m 

going to call her on the other line.  

Dispatcher: All right, I’ll hang up. Thank you so much. The Coast Guard’s 

going to call you (Hall), OK?  

Hall: OK, thank you.  

Click here to post sympathies 
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