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The Grenadine Islands enjoyed a pleasant hurricane season, no storm threats, good rains, and usually enough breeze for a pleasant sail, conditions that continued right through November.  Now it is December.  The breeze freshened some days back, today's forecast calls for the high side of twenty knots and nearly as much for days to come.  The winter trade winds have returned.


It is Saturday.  The kids of L'Esterre Junior Sailing are on the bay aboard a fleet of five prams and two Topaz go-faster dinghies.  Twelve kids showed up, so some are on the beach awaiting their turn.  (The club could use more boats.)  None of the kids have sailed this much wind for many months, some, never.


The five prams (three Optimist prams and two look-alike Mosquitoes) are the boats with which the club began in August of 2012, basic boats to get kids started.  They were old boats then, seasoned veterans of kids sailing, the lesser half of a fleet that got divided.  Many of the kids who before sailed them are grown.  One, Akim, is now an instructor in the club.


In the beginning and as it became LJS, half a dozen yachties had been involved in resurrecting the fleet and its infrastructure and keeping the program operational until finding a local team to take over.   They were Jim and Ellen of Boldly Go (http://www.boldlygo.us/), Bob and Debby of Chimayo, Mina of Cassiopeia, and me.


The fleet had been improvised together with what was available.  Some of the spars were plumbing pipe, one of the rigs was bamboo.  Most of the sails were shot.  Cleats were worn out, there was a strange assortment of tillers, and the whole fleet could've used a paint job.  But they all became operational and were out there doing their job, they were getting kids out on the water.


The lifejackets were an old and varied lot.  Mina, a Canadian grandma experienced at leading kids into adventure and bringing them back alive, kept an eye on the lifejackets and ordered the destruction of any that were suspect.


Then all of us yachties sailed away and it was just the local team, Allison, Olando, Akim, and Kirsann.


Saturday after Saturday the sailing went on with lots of kids, sometimes too many.  I told Allison that if the program never went beyond this I would be a happy man and deem it a success.


On the other hand, there is so much more that a kids sailing program might accomplish, especially for kids growing up on a small Caribbean island.  But just to give kids a chance to learn basic sailing, whether to seriously pursue it or just as an experience to add to their samples of life, is worthy in itself.


Visually, the scene today, fifteen months later, is little changed.  I am at one of the shaded tables scattered along the beach at Off the Hook Bar and Grill where the club is based, looking out over L'Esterre Bay into a picture postcard view and watching the kids sail.  All five of the original prams are out there, still doing their job.  Allison is still in charge, Kirsann and Akim are still doing escort and coaching.
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But that is not to say that things have not changed.


Early on, a donor realized what was happening and contributed some new rigs and sails and a full complement of new lifejackets.  And there are now two Topaz boats, one on loan, the other a club boat by virtue of a fundraiser many months back.  The escort, formerly a sailing/rowing dinghy, is now an outboard powered RIB, which can get around to a scattered fleet better... and makes towing in a disabled boat much easier.


Both Kirsann and Akim are now certified GSA level one sailing instructors.


Bob and Debby, Chimayo, are back and lending a hand.  Debby has adopted the kids en masse.  If she seems a bit proud of them, that's just how she feels.


As for the kids, I'm fairly proud of them too.  When I began working with the program seven years ago, then on Tyrrel Bay, it was a kind of chaos of kids, hectic.  But kids who wanted to sail got their chance so I reckoned it was good.  The kids in the current edition of the club behave much differently.  They show up on time.  They act as a team setting up the fleet and putting it away.  They pay attention to lessons and follow instructions.  They show respect, for which they receive respect.  They appreciate the opportunity, which they also earn.
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Dinghy sailing is fun.  In today's wind, it is exciting fun.  The boats sail fast and there is a risk of knock-downs, a sailor needs to pay attention and move quickly.  This much wind is more interesting for spectators too.  The downwind mark, which the boats must jibe around and where there is sometimes a crowd, is right off the beach.  Out on the bay, watch the gusts crossing the water towards the next sailor to be tested.


The two Topaz boats can run away from the pram fleet under mainsail alone, which is how they usually sail.  Today their crews, not wanting to waste this abundance of wind, have decided to fly jibs as well.  As you know, if one boat does, so must the other -- they are sailing against each other.  After a couple of rounds and several knock-downs one Topaz lands to take off the jib, then the other.  In this wind, the mainsail is plenty.  Then away they go for more.


Some of the prams are knocking down too.  When a Topaz knocks down it comes up essentially dry.  When a pram knocks down, it comes up half swamped.  So all of the prams have a bailer clipped in.  Not only that the kids have to pass a minimal swimming test, wear lifejackets, and have learned self-rescue.  Even so Kirsann, driving the escort dinghy, gets a workout.  In one instance he has two down at the same time drifting downwind of the practice area, one of which needs a tow in.  Akim and Bob help empty dinghies that land too swamped to pull up the beach.  In tropical waters, this is great fun.


Today there is also a surprise Christmas treat for the sailors.  Once everything is put away, the club goes for pizza.  After the pizzas are devoured, the kids are asked how many had knocked down.  At least seven hands went up, but I couldn't be sure, they came right down again.  That's when the ice cream arrived.
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