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The O’Day Mariner 50th Anniversary Rendezvous on August 9-11, 2013 really began the day 

before on Thursday, August 8th. Throughout the day, Mariners slowly arrived from all over the eastern 
part of the country at the Niantic River launch ramp in Waterford to prepare for the excursion to Mystic 
Seaport to celebrate the 50th anniversary of the building of the O’Day Mariner. Remarkably, one of the 
participating boats, owned by Bill Snyder and crewed by Roger Kirwin, was named Lorelei and was hull 
number 20, made in the first few weeks of production in 1963! Since I keep my 1970 O’Day Mariner 
Orion (hull #1922) on a nearby mooring, I motored over to Mago Point Marina (adjacent to the launch 
ramp) to greet people as they arrived. It was nice to see familiar faces from past sailing trips and to meet 
new folks with whom I had only known through e-mails for the past few months while planning for the 
Rendezvous. Most sailors elected to rig their boats, keep them on their trailers and launch Friday 
morning, but a few went the extra step to avoid congestion at the launch ramp by putting their boats in 
the water and anchoring nearby. I went out to anchor with this group, and as night fell, I continued to 
watch as boats arrived, illuminated by the lights around the launch ramp parking lot. While weather 
reports for Thursday suggested heavy downpours and thunder all day long, the skies had remained 
overcast most of the day and only rained heavily for a brief period of time late in the afternoon. Friday’s 
forecast indicated strong winds and downpours with a slight chance of a thunderstorm, but as the 
weathermen had been wrong about Thursday, my hope was they would be wrong about Friday as well. 

The morning dawned with 
overcast skies, building winds, and a 
little rain. I brought my boat to the 
floating docks at the launch ramp to 
assist others as the last of the 
Mariners showed up, bringing the 
total of boats to 17. Originally, event 
registration had topped out at 24 
boats, but for various reasons – 
including one tale of a trailer hub 
found to be completely missing from 
its axle during a pit stop en route to 
the Rendezvous – seven boats had 
to back out. The people who did 
attend had levels of experience 
ranging from seasoned sailors to 
almost first-timers. Launching went 
smoothly with only one heart-in-the-
throat moment as Chris O’Brien’s boat (#2781 O’Mitzvah!), not secured by any bowline, went racing 
backward toward my boat as it hit the water, threatening to punch a hole in the side with the up-tipped 
motor on its stern. Quick action by Chris Albert (#2714 Flotsam) prevented serious damage as he 
jumped on my boat and pushed the boat away despite slipping and falling on the bow. Orion suffered 
only a small scrape, and the rest of the launching was completed in short order with a lot of nervous 
laughs and an elevated sense of caution! 

While I had hoped to have everybody pass underneath the Niantic railroad bridge at the same 
time, only a little more than half of the group was able to get through before it had to close for an 
approaching train. By the time it opened again and the rest were able to enter Niantic Bay (I towed Rich 
Ballou’s #2233 Dream Come True when his motor would not start), a good mile separated the fleet. I 



was near the back of the pack, keeping an eye on those who were struggling to raise sails in winds 
surpassing 15 knots with seas building to three or four feet. Conditions were extremely rough, and after 
a short time, Anne Fogarty and Greg Koski in #2654 Tia Maria at the very rear reported a failed motor 
and a broken tiller. Dan Meaney (#2024 Claw See Nuf), closest to them, was kind enough to abandon the 
trip and turn around to tow them back into Niantic. We were down from 17 boats to 15. 

Most of those in the lead had chosen to take a long route around the south end of Bartlett’s 
Reef, but a few transited Twotree Island Channel, a route closer to shore. Russell and Elsie Schuss (#272 
Sympatico) as well as Jennifer O’Conner and daughter Sam (#1338 Hot Flashes) felt more comfortable 
motoring from the outset and continued under power alone. Conditions deteriorated further when the 
storm reached its peak off of New London. Driving rain completely shut down visibility and stung skin as 
it was accompanied by sustained winds of 25 knots 
gusting over 30 and seas between four and six feet. 
As I worked to keep control of my own boat, I felt 
nervous for the rest of the sailors as I knew most of 
them had never sailed in this area before.  Every 
once in a while, the rain let up just enough so I could 
see three or four other boats in the general vicinity 
before it picked up again and obscured my view. 
Finally, when I reached the designated rally point at 
the head of the Mystic River at Noank, the rain let up 
and I could see more of the horizon. With only a few 
boats in sight, I radioed Tim and Erin Reiche (#2170 
Maggie) who I found out had gone up the river with 
a number of other boats to seek shelter in the lee of 
Mason Island just before the railroad bridge. A total 
count of only 14 boats left me feeling uneasy as the 
mother-daughter crew of Hot Flashes remained 
unaccounted for. Other sailors reported hearing over 
the radio that they had had enough of the conditions 
and were planning on tying up in New London for 
the day where relatives lived, and I was greatly 
relieved to talk to Jennifer on the phone later that 
afternoon after much searching to confirm they 
were indeed safe. 

After throwing a tow-line back to Rich on 
Dream Come True, the group of wet, weary, weather-beaten sailors motored single-file through the 
Mystic railroad bridge, catching the car bridge at its scheduled opening time of 2:40 pm. Half a dozen 
Mystic Seaport dock workers were waiting for us at the floating docks where we were all going to tie up 
together. Len Sawyer, Dock Master at the Seaport, later told me he was absolutely astounded we had 
made it through the storm and could not believe we had even attempted the trip. Once all the boats 
were secured, we all congratulated each other on arriving safely and our spirits soared. We had been 
through an extremely rough time together, and we came through it and were proud of our 
accomplishment. Because of this, it galvanized us into a team – dare I say, family – and that sense of 
family and community set the tone for the weekend. And, as I mentioned at the Saturday evening 
buffet, those who considered themselves novice sailors were now experienced sailors in my book.  

We were excited to meet up with other Association members who had come by car, and we 
spent time swapping stories, resting, cleaning our boats, erecting small covers and cockpit awnings and 
taking advantage of the Seaport’s hot showers and laundry facilities. That evening, we enjoyed a pizza 



party by the docks with food supplied by the famous “Mystic Pizza” before the rain returned, sending 
many sailors back to their boats and to nearby hotels for the night. When the rain finally ended around 
9:30 pm, the clouds broke up enough so we could see the stars, and weather forecasts predicted sunny 
days for the rest of the weekend, which they were. 

Sailors began poking 
their heads out of their boats 
on Saturday morning, waking 
up to beautiful sunshine and 
comfortable temperatures. The 
docks and boats were soon 
festooned with gear needing to 
dry in the sun. Throughout the 
day, members walked around 
the Seaport, taking in all the 
sights and visiting all the 
exhibits. Some had previously 
registered for special behind-
the-scenes garden, collections 
and boathall tours led by 
Seaport guides, and each 
member thoroughly enjoyed 
each one. A few folks watched 
a model yacht regatta at the 

North End of the Seaport, and others made the short walk downtown by the car bridge to explore the 
many shops and restaurants. The 56th Annual Mystic Outdoor Arts Festival was also happening that 
weekend and was a pleasure to see, stretching over two miles along the sidewalks of downtown Mystic 
and featuring over 100,000 works of art. A few boaters enjoyed simply staying put at the docks. There 
was no limit to the possibilities of things to see and do. In the midst of this, we were elated to see the 
crew of the disabled Tia Maria who had arrived by car, and we cheered as Dan Meaney and the 
O’Conners arrived with their boats in the afternoon. We also welcomed a brand-new member to the 
group: Mystic Seaport employee Alan Schaeffer with his young son Joseph who had trailered their 
newly-purchased Mariner to the Seaport and brought it alongside the others to join in the fun. 

After everybody (nearly 60) gathered 
for a group photo in the late afternoon, we 
all walked to the Seaport’s Boat Shed, a 
pavilion overlooking the Mystic Seaport 
basin specifically created for wedding 
functions and gatherings like ours. A 
delicious dinner was provided by Coastal 
Gourmet, a catering company affiliated with 
the Seaport. The highlight of the night was 
listening to our two guest speakers, Mariner 
live-aboard Angela Morley and current 
Mariner manufacturer Dave Whittier, owner 
of Stuart Marine. Angela discussed how she 
was able to live onboard a small boat like the 
Mariner and provided details and insight into 
simplistic living. Dave, having traveled all the 



way from Maine to speak at the dinner, talked about the history of the company and how he became its 
owner. Imagine my surprise to find out Stuart Scharaga, founder of Stuart Marine, acquired the 
abandoned Mariner molds in 1983 after he had fallen in love with his Mariner purchased from my own 
family’s marina, Bayreuther Boat Yard, in the 1970’s! Dave went on to talk about changes they had 
made to the boat, strengths of the Mariner they had left unchanged, and his perspective as a small boat 
business owner in Maine. He encouraged us to continue using our boats, take others sailing, share 
stories and support the Class Association as that is what has helped keep the Mariner alive and thriving 
for 50 years. Everybody was thrilled to hear him speak and engaged in an informative question-and-
answer session before we all retired for the night. 

Sailors were up early Sunday morning and proceeded to make their boats ready for the sail back 
to Niantic. Eric Lesniak (#3485 Shoal Mate) had brought a spare motor with him and, with a little help 

from photographer Steve Hock, 
had traveled back to Niantic by 
car the previous evening to 
retrieve it for Rich Ballou whose 
own motor was still not working. 
The motor was installed and 
tested that morning and found 
to be sufficient for the trip 
home. We left the docks, waving 
goodbye to fellow Association 
members who had come to see 
us off, and we slipped through 
the bridges. We motored all the 
way down the Mystic River and 
were met with nearly no wind – 
quite a difference from Friday – 
and continued motoring until 
the wind started to fill in off of 
Groton Long Point. One by one, 

sails went up and motors were shut off as the impromptu and friendly race home began. It was a 
picture-perfect day, and the winds increased to provide us all with a lively sail into Niantic Bay. Each 
crew eventually took their sails down and made their way through the Niantic bridges to the busy 
Sunday afternoon launch ramp. Boats were plucked out of the water and de-rigged with plenty of time 
left to fight the traffic going home on Interstate 95. Many new friendships had been made, and several 
sailors likened the Rendezvous to a big “family reunion” and were already looking forward to another 
one. I eventually motored back to my mooring where I breathed a sigh of relief – everyone was safe, it 
seemed everyone had a great time, and the whole Rendezvous had been an enormous success. 

 

 
In my mind, the Mariner was built primarily for two reasons: first, for individuals and families to 

have a good time sailing a fast yet stable and forgiving boat, and second, for them to be safe while doing 
so. The fact that it can also be successfully raced as a one-design class is an added bonus and is done so 
on a regular basis at yacht clubs along the eastern seaboard.  But everyone who participated in the 
Rendezvous was there for fun – there was no competitive racing or judgment of sailing abilities. I believe 
it was this spirit of camaraderie and fun George O’Day had in mind when he created the Mariner based 
off of the popular Rhodes 19 racer, and the purpose of the Rendezvous was to promote this spirit and 
give thanks for 50 years of a wonderfully-designed boat. Hopefully, this event will spawn similar future 



Mariner gatherings. In regards to 
safety, the fact that the crews of all 
the boats remained safe despite the 
stormy weather and that only one 
boat suffered a mishap with the tiller 
and motor is a true testament to the 
abilities and construction of the 
Mariner. A number of people told me 
later how their confidence in their 
boats skyrocketed after Friday’s 
ordeal, and they felt they themselves 
would let the boat down long before 
the boat ever let them down. 

My father drove me back to 
Mystic Seaport that evening since I 
had left my own car there for the 
weekend, packed with supplies for 
the event. I walked to the gate and 
peered through to the floating docks, and I felt sad seeing everything gone – no Mariners, no Mariner 
burgees flying in the breeze, no welcome sign, no more familiar faces – it was completely empty. As I 
began the drive home, a very small part of me wondered if this whole event had been a dream. Just 
then, a car passed me headed the other way with a Mariner in tow. A quick glance in the mirror revealed 
it was Chris O’Brien with O’Mitzvah!, perhaps on his way to visit friends as Chris had lived in the area 
years ago. I could not help but smile and realize that no, this had not been a dream; simply put, it had 
been one of the greatest sailing experiences of my life. 

 
Nate Bayreuther 
President, Mariner Class Association 
O’Day Mariner #1922, Orion 
 

 


