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PART ONE 
 

I consider myself a fairly superstitious fellow.  I have a lucky tie, a lucky shirt, and 
although I won’t believe myself to be doomed if I accidentally break a mirror, I do take pains not 
to sail my boat over cracks in the sidewalk.  After all, doesn’t every sailor possess some sort of 
superstition by his or her very nature?  Now, I am not one to have a tremendous amount of belief 
in “curses”; however, after repeated encounters with a certain fishing vessel in Niantic Bay, 
Connecticut, which always seem to result in mayhem and anxiety, I am thoroughly convinced 
that my O’Day Mariner, Orion, is indeed cursed.  This is but part one of several incidents. 

Enter the main characters of these stories: myself, Orion and Mijoy.  My wife and I 
purchased Orion from Surf City, New Jersey, at the beginning of 2007, and brought her back to 
Connecticut.  Orion went through a massive restoration process the winter of ‘07/’08, and I 
continue to take care of her and 
make subtle upgrades and changes 
detailed on my personal website.  
Mijoy 747, an 85-foot aluminum 
fishing vessel, is based out of 
Waterford and takes people out on 
charter fishing expeditions seven 
days a week from Memorial Day to 
Labor Day, besides a few other dates 
in the year.  Both boats share the 
same egress and ingress from the 
Niantic River into Niantic Bay and 
out into Long Island Sound.  This 
passage necessitates the negotiation 
of two bridges: the Route 156 
highway bridge and the 1907 Amtrak 
railroad bridge.  While Orion can 
squeak underneath the highway bridge, the Niantic Railroad Bridge (“Nan Rail” for short on 
VHF 13) does need to be open in order to maintain forward motion (clearance is a mere eleven 
feet). 

The other important characters to keep in mind are my wife (Liz, onboard Orion with 
me), the tidal current through the bridges (absolutely remarkable during the middle of an ebb or 
flood tide), the wind situation (a goodly breeze), my new 2.5 horsepower outboard motor (with 
its miniscule internal fuel tank topped off after a previous sail), and the aforementioned Railroad 
Bridge, whose imposing iron gantry and surrounding piles make sobriety an absolute must when 
entering or leaving the River. 

It was a late afternoon during the summer of 2007.  Liz and I had had an absolutely 
wonderful sail in Orion during the day in Niantic Bay, including anchoring at a nearby gunkhole 
called Jordan’s Cove to enjoy swimming before heading back home.  “Nearly perfect” were the 
words I was planning to describe our day once we returned to our mooring in Niantic River.  As 
we were approaching the bridges, I looked over my shoulder to see the Mijoy off in the distance, 



returning from an apparently successful day of fishing as nearly 50 seagulls hovered in mid-air 
off her quarterdeck waiting hungrily for fish scraps.   

Lazily, and with perhaps a little smattering of over-confidence, I swung Orion’s head into 
the dying wind and dropped the sails.  Liz helped to flake and tie the mainsail over the boom and 
secure the jib as the boat drifted slowly with the retreating tide away from the bridge.  Stepping 
into the cockpit, I lowered the outboard motor into the water and started it up with only one pull 
on the lanyard.  Putting the gear into forward, I slowly motored the boat toward the Railroad 
Bridge, reaching at the same time for my handheld VHF to request the bridge to open. 

“Nan Rail, Nan Rail, Nan Rail; this is the sailing vessel Orion.  Come in, over.” 
“This is Nan Rail.” 
“Yes, I am inbound, about four minutes away; just looking for your next opening, please, 

over.” 
“She’ll open now for you, Cap’n.” 
“Thank you very much!  Orion, standing by.” 
By this time, Mijoy had come to within a hundred yards or so of Orion, and I hesitated to 

proceed, wondering if I should perhaps let the Mijoy enter first.  The skipper of Mijoy must have 
understood my hesitation, and my VHF crackled with the addition of a third voice into the 
conversation. 

“Orion, this is Mijoy.  I need to pass through both bridges in order to turn around and get 
into my slip, so go ahead in front of us, over.” 

I picked up the VHF once again and replied, “Roger that.”  I gave the outboard motor a 
little more throttle as the bridge siren sounded and the gantry groaned and creaked as it rose.  
Everything was going quite smoothly; my “nearly perfect” description was becoming “perfect”.  
We continued our progress toward the bridge. 

My pulse quickened and my mouth went dry as the engine revolutions started to 
diminish, the nasally “whine” of the motor gradually descending.  Oh, no, I thought.  Not now!  
We were about fifty feet from the bridge, and I grabbed hold of the throttle to do what I could to 
coax it back to life.  My efforts proved futile as the engine sputtered to a stop.  “What’s wrong?” 
Liz asked, seeing the distressed look on my face.  Trying to figure out the problem, I didn’t 
answer her at first.  I desperately grabbed the starting lanyard, pulling it back quickly with all my 
might.  Nothing.  I tried it again.  Nothing.  I tried it a second time, then a third, and a fourth.  
Nothing.  I glanced up.  The 85-foot Mijoy was bearing down on us from astern, and Orion was 
slowly drifting to a halt.  Damn it, here she comes.  And I have lost all way.  A few more 
hopeless tugs at the lanyard and Liz’s observation of, “I don’t think it’s going to work,” 
convinced me to abandon my efforts.  I jumped back into the middle of the cockpit and grabbed 
my VHF. 

“Mijoy, this is Orion.  I’m having engine trouble, so you had better go around me.” 
“Roger that.” 
Most of the individuals onboard Mijoy came to her railing as she glided past us.  They 

stared at us, and we stared back, and I tried my very best to make it look like that what was 
happening was a perfectly normal procedure for going through the bridge.  I even managed a 
small wave and a faint smile.  I thought I put on a pretty good show considering I was on the 
verge of panic.  As the Mijoy continued on through the railroad bridge and headed for the 
highway bridge, I went back to work, removing the cover of the motor and fruitlessly searching 
for any kind of problem.  To me, looking under the hood of a car or outboard engine is like 
trying to read a newspaper in Japanese.  I replaced the cover. 



The wind had died completely, the tide had just started to turn against our favor, and the 
motor was useless.  I remembered the bridgemaster and took hold of the VHF once again. 

“Nan rail, this is Orion.  I’m experiencing engine trouble.  How much longer do you plan 
on keeping the bridge open?  Over.” 

“About another ten minutes, Cap’n.”  Ten minutes, I thought.  I’m not sure I can make it.   
In my mind, it was imperative to get past the bridge on this attempt.  Every minute that 

passed was another minute of increasing ebb current, and if I had to wait for the bridge to close 
for the incoming train, it might be as much as 20 minutes before the bridge could open again.  It 
would be almost impossible to fight the current at that time without a motor.   

We continued to drift in the awful stillness.  It was a very eerie scene: fifty feet away was 
this enormous, black iron bridge seemingly standing on end, beckoning for us to enter so it may 
lower again and relax its frames before preparing for the inbound train to cross its rails.  The 
Mijoy’s engines throbbed faintly in the distance, the water gently lapped at Orion’s waterline, 
and an occasional seagull flew overhead, crying in disgust having been thwarted from receiving 
any more goodies from the Mijoy.  It was obvious I needed to do something, so after a brief 
moment of thought, I did the only thing I could think of to do: raise the mainsail and hope for a 
breath of wind. 

I jumped to the boom, untied all the ties holding the neatly flaked sail, and seized the 
main halyard.  Pulling hand over hand, the harsh rasping sound of the sail slugs sliding up the 
sail track broke the silence.  Once the sail was fully raised, I secured the halyard in the rope 
clutch, swung out the boom and sat back, hoping for a miracle to happen.  The sail hung limply.  
I glanced at my watch.  Five minutes had passed.  I looked at Liz, and she looked back at me.  
This was our last chance.  I started considering other options outside the bridge, like anchoring 
nearby and hoping for a tow, or possibly beaching the boat.  While valid options, they were far 
from desirable and would result in a long night of recovering Orion. 

Suddenly, and truly out of nowhere, a breeze wafted over us from astern.  The sail started 
to fill ever so slightly, and a barely audible gurgle in the water could be heard as the Mariner 
began to make headway, even through the faint ebb current.  Thank you, God, I thought.  I 
couldn’t believe it!  My spirits 
skyrocketed as I saw that we 
were indeed being carried 
closer to the bridge.  It wasn’t 
much of a breeze, but it was the 
best and most welcome breeze 
I had ever encountered, and it 
was just enough to push us 40, 
30, 20, then ten feet away from 
the piles on the other side of 
the railroad bridge tracks.  I 
glanced again at my watch.  
Two minutes to go. 

I jumped to the 
starboard deck as Orion 
ghosted up to the piles.  
Instructing Liz to take the 
helm, I reached out and 



grabbed one of the piles, pulling us along.  One by one, I reached for each pile, and Orion slowly 
made her way underneath the railroad bridge until finally we arrived at the other side.  I spotted 
some empty floating docks at a facility marina nestled between the two bridges, and with one last 
giant push, we floated away from the railroad bridge toward the docks.  We came alongside the 
nearest one, and I jumped out, holding the shrouds.  A couple docklines cleated fore and aft kept 
her from going anywhere. 

We made it, I thought.  We really made it.  By the grace of God, we had been given a 
breath of wind with which we made it to safety.  There was one last action I needed to perform.  I 
thumbed the VHF transmitter one last time and spoke in a very calm manner, although my heart 
was still racing.  After all, I wouldn’t want to give away my true feelings of anxiety, would I? 

“Nan Rail, this is Orion.  We’re clear.  Thanks very much.” 
 

****************** 
Liz, who had her cell phone with her, called my parents who lived nearby, and my father 

came to fix the motor.  Afterward, we were able to motor back to our mooring in the Niantic 
River without difficulty.  We cleaned Orion and bade her farewell.  Our “almost perfect” outing 
had become somewhat of a predicament, and it was one hell of a learning experience.  The 
lesson learned and the moral of this story? 
 

Always carry a spare can of gas. 
 
 
Nate Bayreuther 
Wallingford, Connecticut 
#1922, “Orion” 


