Seamanship under Adverse Conditions
How to Avoid Broaching

How Wilmington Power Squadron Made the USPS Teaching Videotape
By P/C Harry Winnerling, SN

It all began on Mother’s Day, 1982 when I was watching the evening news from KYW TV from Philadelphia. Jessica Savitch was the commentator. A short part of the broadcast concerned an unbelievable sea rescue filmed at Moreton Bay, Australia. It involved a dismasted sailboat that had broached in very heavy seas, a coastguard rescue vessel that also broached, and the heroic rescue by a coastguard helicopter. Although the TV clip lasted no longer than a normal commercial I recognized the material might be useful as a squadron training aid or as an attention getter at local boat shows.  Next week I discussed this with others in our squadron and no one else had seen it.  P/C Robert P. David, SN, who was active in the National Educational Department expressed great interest.  We contacted KYW but they could not help us because it was only a time filler in the network feed and was now long gone. Our only recourse would be to contact Channel 7 in Brisbane Australia. At lunch a week or so later, Bob David remarked that he had to prepare some data for a DuPont associate to take with him that evening for his flight to “Sydney, Australia”.  “Australia,” I said, “tell him to see if he can pick up the tape from Channel 7 Brisbane.” The next week Bob called to tell me he had the requested tape on his desk!

The next day Bob called me to tell me the good news and the bad news. The tape was much longer and had more action than what I apparently saw on the broadcast. They could tell from the voice of the commentator that this was a dramatic and extremely complex rescue. That was the good news. The bad news was that there was no video to go with it! However, the visual arts people at DuPont assured Bob that the video signal was there but was in the PAL format as used throughout the world except the United States. They said we could have it converted to the USA system in New York. Some weeks later we had our first look at the tape with the accompanying sound at a cost of $75 to the Squadron and the assistance of a DuPont employee in New York City.  Simply fantastic, we knew we had a winner.

Instead of simply reproducing and circulating the video tape as is, Bob suggested that we make it into a full blown production about broaching as discussed in the text in the USPS Seamanship course. It would then have a wider appeal as a new training aid for squadron use. To do this would require some “up front money.” Bob then said he would talk to some folks at the DuPont Company to convince them fund at least the initial stages of the project as a public service in the interest of boating safety. We both knew it would be difficult get money from the USPS Educational Fund with only a video tape to show for it, no matter how good we thought it was. Bob was successful in his quest and DuPont said they would contribute, with certain limitations, their Graphic Arts personnel and facilities. Our work began in earnest.


Our overall plan was to work in the video format. Once we had a final master in video we would have it converted to 16 mm motion picture film, with sound. The reason for this was that video technology in the early 1980’s was very new. Video was severely limited with respect to viewing size and home video players were very expensive. On the other hand, all squadrons had access to movie projection equipment and there was no limit on screen size. The Moreton Bay rescue would be the centerpiece of the work but we wanted to include ideas like crew and vessel preparation, how wave conditions promote broaching, how to steer one’s vessel to minimize the effect of broaching, and, if possible, to show live examples of good, and perhaps bad, boat handling when running an inlet under adverse wind and tidal current. For starters, we were loaned the services of Mr. Terry Cressy, a technical writer who worked closely with the Graphic Arts Department, whose services we were to use for any and all of our video programming. Mr. Cressy turned out to be a real gem. He wrote a great script, all he had to work with was the USPS Seamanship Course book, the Moreton tape and minimum advice from Bob David and me.

In January 1983, I presented a program at the USPS annual meeting in Florida. I showed the Moreton tape at the Boating Course Committee booth and discussed the other features we plan to include so the end result would be complete “stand alone” squadron teaching aid. (It was at this meeting Bob was elected R/C and Chairman of the Boating Course Committee.  The other purpose of this meeting was to alert the USPS Educational Fund managers that we are now completely dependent on the charity of the DuPont Company. Very soon we will need financial help from USPS to finish our work and to distribute the finished product, providing USPS were to accept our final production. No answers were forthcoming then but the presentation was received with great interest. Later, USPS agreed to cover the cost of the transfer from video tape to 16 mm. sound motion picture film. They would also cover the cost of making and distributing one film copy to each district plus several other copies for the archives and possible later video tape conversion. Eventually Bob David, after very intensive and persistent negotiation, was able to convince DuPont to cover all the cost of producing the master tape, thus relieving the squadron of any expense. Credit for their generous contribution (and also USPS) was to appear in the closing credits of the film.

One of the more difficult problems facing us was how to illustrate schematically, and in motion, an oncoming wave front as it approaches a vessel that we place in a variety of headings. The Graphic Arts specialists recommended to Terry that he contact a firm in Alexandria, Vir. The firm’s name was “FX’s”. After various conversations with Terry, the company suggested we come and see what they produced. Their first attempts were not too satisfactory. I had with me some sketches to show our concept of what we needed and how the relative motions should occur. That was what they needed. Several weeks later they called Terry back to see the result. They had done exactly what we asked and we forthwith incorporated their final videotape into our own production. This was a breakthrough because in those days computer graphics contained little or no sequential motion.

In order to portray the advance preparation needed to sustain vessel and crew under adverse conditions we used the sailboat “Stinger” owned and captained by P/C C. Harwin Smith, SN. This segment was videotaped by the DuPont crew while we had “Stinger” at dockside at the Georgetown Yacht Basin on the Sassafras River. The “stars” of this episode were: Jim O’Kane, Dick Spraker, Harwin Smith, and Tom Webster, all WPS members. Harry Winnerling supplied a minor amount of direction. Speaking parts were not included since this segment was to be narrated in the studio. But we did record some quacking from the marina wildlife under the pier!

In order to get some real live examples of boat handling appropriate to our production we decided that our best chance would be to have the video crew stationed at the Indian River Inlet, DE at a time when a spring tide would be flooding and, hopefully, a significant east wind to augment the wave action would develop. And additionally, it would be ideal if the weather were clear to aid in the photography. It would be nice if all these conditions would be fulfilled on a weekend when boat traffic would be heaviest. We could wish for the moon. In May 1983, I had a call from Bob David who said the next opportunity at Indian River would occur the following Saturday morning. He had already notified the video crew and it would be up to me to carry out the program because he (Bob) would be on the road for Dupont. I met the crew at the inlet (they had come separately in their equipment van). As we made our way very carefully over the huge and slippery rocks of the breakwater we could see the wave action was building. When we were far enough out on the breakwater for good camera coverage I told the crew to set up their equipment and be ready to record the action. Before and during the flooding tide we photographed almost a dozen boats negotiating the inlet turbulence brought about by the conditions we had hoped for. We recorded some very interesting and useful footage. None of us fell on the slippery rocks, and nobody dropped the expensive video equipment. It was a very successful day.

The final operation was to dub in the commentary. I had suggested we ask Walter Cronkite since he not only has a notably fine narrative voice but he is an avid sailor. He wrote back that he could not accept the invitation because he is under contract to CBS and they call the shots. DuPont came through again and supplied one of its own professional narrators. He did an excellent job; his name also appears in the film’s closing credits.

At long last, in 1985, at the USPS Governing Board meeting in Columbus, Ohio, P/C Wolfgang Kutter, SN, our squadron commander at that tine, had the honor to formally present our film and master tape to Chief Commander Bruce M. Steere, SN. The comment from the attendees afterward was very favorable. We had a winner! 


Now fast forward, if you please, to early 2005. I had been talking to some of  our younger squadron members and asked if any of them remember seeing the squadron’s broaching film. None had, they wondered what I was talking about. I recalled then that many years ago the broaching film had virtually worn out and it was impossible to retrieve a copy from the processor in Hollywood. Also our projector was irreparable. For those reasons alone the Seamanship teachers discontinued using the film. In fact, most didn’t even know about the film. It then occurred to me that if we could find an existing and useable videotape copy it could be made into a digital video disk (DVD) which could very easily be brought back into the teaching program, either in the classroom or for personal viewing. I broached (pun intended) this idea to Bob David. He emphatically agreed it was an excellent idea and furthermore he would like to propose the idea to USPS Educational Department. And hopefully get some action. After being told Headquarters didn’t have the 1” master tape and some intervention by Bob advising them where to look for it, in late September Bob told me the master tape had been located and they were proceeding with production of the DVD’s. 

PS (by Bob David):  DVDs have been sent to all squadrons and districts. I also took  a couple of copies to a European Boating Association meeting and a copy was given to the Royal Yachting Association in the UK. 
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