“It’s All Good”
or

“The Search for the Best Ice Cream in the Abacos”

or

“How Can Trevor Sleep That Long?”
“It’s All Good”.  That was the mantra of Mike Cash on this trip.  Things didn’t go wrong often, but when they did, Mike just said, “It’s All Good”.  How could it be bad when you were in the Bahamas?
Saturday June 17
You left us at the airport Saturday morning.  Little did you (or we) know you would be back home napping before we were in the air to Charlotte.  The gate attendant told us the lavatory door was not locking properly and would have to be fixed before we could take off.  Someone suggested we go on without the use of the lavatory, but the gate attendant told us Federal regulations prohibited the plane taking off with a broken lavatory door.  The worst part was the plane had been sitting at the gate in Birmingham since the previous night and had not been repaired.  The plane was due to leave at 6:30am.  The maintenance man showed up at 7:40am, walked into the plane with a small tool kit and fixed the problem in less than 15 minutes.  We ended up taking off right after the 8am flight to Charlotte.
The delay meant we missed our flight from Charlotte to Ft. Lauderdale.  Mike Cash was able to get us all on a later flight and was also able to hold up the Bimini Air flight from Ft Lauderdale to Marsh Harbor.  When we boarded the Bimini Air flight, the temperature inside was stifling.   I am fairly sure it was close to 100 degrees.  The pilot said it was due to the plane sitting out in the sun for three hours, but we found out later the air conditioner had broken and a replacement part wasn’t available right away.  At least we didn’t have to work in that heat, like the stewardess did.  She was soaked with sweat by the time we landed.  Stepping out into the Bahamas sunshine, it felt like air conditioning.  
The airport at Marsh Harbor was a single airstrip with a terminal building and a separate building for charters.  We cleared Customs there (a Customs official simply stamped our passports, never asking a question) and headed to Marsh Harbor.  After an initial meeting with Sea Base officials (they warned the adults, the legal drinking age in the Bahamas is a $5 bill), we headed off to meet our Captain and boat.  The boat was a 48 footer named the Vita.  As we found out later, that is the nickname of the Captain’s Russian wife.  Captain Jim looked like someone who was looking for the laid back life of the Bahamas and the Florida Keys – sunburned, balding, with a pony tail.  We very quickly found out there was only one way to do anything – his way.  The boys got reminded of that all week.  Because we arrived fairly late in the afternoon, we spent the evening at a mooring in Marsh Harbor, learning Captain Jim’s sailing methods.  As was the case all week, some people slept out on deck while the majority of the crew slept below.  With the hatches open, it wasn’t bad below.  If the hatches had to be closed due to rain, it got rather warm.  In the daytime the temperature got up to the mid-80’s but a constant light breeze kept us cooled down.  
Sunday June 18
We took our longest sail of the trip.  From Marsh Harbor we headed across the Sea of Abaco and north to Crab Cay.  In the islands Cays are pronounced “Keys”.  Great Abaco Island is long, probably 50 miles north to south.  Much of it is uninhabited.  Marsh Harbor is the largest settlement on the island.  It is located a little south of the middle of the island.  The Sea of Abaco stretches along the east side of the island and averages about 3-4 miles wide.  In most places it is 5-20 feet deep and crystal clear.  You could see the bottom fairly easily no matter how deep.  Lining the east side of the Sea is a series of Cays (Keys), small islands.  Almost directly across from Marsh Harbor is Man-O-War Cay.  Crab Cay is about 6-7 islands north, approximately 20 miles from Marsh Harbor.  Sailing up there we had to go to the windward (east) side of one of the Cays, Whale Cay.  It got pretty choppy there because we were almost out into the Atlantic at that point.
We anchored in the shelter of Crab Cay and did some snorkeling at a few wrecks close to shore.  Not a whole lot to see.
I have been a father for 22 years now and I would have to say this is the best Father’s Day I have ever had. 
Monday June 19
We sailed south to New Plymouth on Green Turtle Cay (such colorful names), anchored, and walked through the town.  The roads were very narrow, about one vehicle wide.  The favored mode of transportation for resort guests and natives alike was the golf cart.  On almost every island except for Marsh Harbor the only transportation was golf carts and small, narrow cars and trucks.  As would become our standard procedure in coming ashore, we stopped at the grocery store for provisions and then found an ice cream shop.

From Green Turtle we sailed down to the Settlement on Great Guana Cay.  This may have been one of the most enjoyable stops on the trip.  We went ashore and walked up the hill to Nippers, probably the best-known restaurant in the Abacos.  From the harbor we hiked half a mile or less up the hill to Nippers.  While it sits on top of the hill, it also is right on the Atlantic beach.  As we were to discover, most of these islands are several miles long north to south, but usually not more than half a mile wide from east to west.  The restaurant itself is almost totally outdoors, with decks, picnic tables, and plastic furniture.  Some of the areas are covered, but none have sides (except the kitchen).  As part of the complex there was a pool (actually an upper pool and a lower pool) that had 60-40 water (60% salt water, 40% fresh water).  The crew had worn their swimsuits (you never have to dress up to go to dinner), so we jumped in.  Even with some salt water, it was still refreshing.  Later the scouts headed down to the beach and swam, but as we found time and again on the east (ocean) side beaches, the water was fairly rough and very dirty – lots of seaweed.  After a great dinner at Nippers, we headed down the hill to the boat.  On the way we passed a nice looking little shop on the harbor front, Art’s Café and Bakery.  Naturally we had to go in and get ice cream.  It turned out the owner, Art, was a young man from Colorado who sold everything and moved to the Abacos three months earlier to follow his dream.  He had a nice shop and big plans to add a wide screen TV and other amenities.  We were so impressed we ended up coming back the next morning for breakfast.  After our ice cream we headed off to the boat for the night.
A word about the places we stopped to spend the night.  The Abacos are a prime cruising area, meaning there are lots of boats stopping at each harbor for the night.  There isn’t enough dock space, so most boats pick up moorings – buoys that are anchored to thick concrete slabs on the harbor floor.  Individuals actually own the moorings – one harbor might have moorings owned by three or four different people – and collect mooring fees the next morning.  If all the moorings in a harbor are taken, or the harbor is too shallow for your boat, you anchor outside the harbor.  Either way, to go ashore or sight-see, eat, or pick up groceries, you need a dingy, a small motorboat or launch, to ferry people to shore and back.  The Vita had a dingy that could carry six people plus the Captain, so he would ferry us to shore in two groups, then ferry us back when we were finished.
Tuesday June 21
After a big breakfast at Art’s, we set sail.  This was the day we did the most sailing – the winds were good and the seas weren’t too rough (except when we sailed around the ‘Whale’ again).  The only problem was we wanted to go in the direction the winds were coming from.  In sailing, there is no way to go straight into the wind.  The closest to the wind a sailboat can sail is about 45 degrees.  If you want to get to a place and the wind is blowing straight at you, you have to ‘tack’ – sail at a 45 degree angle for a while, then re-rig the sails and sail 45 degrees to the other side of the wind.  This creates a zig-zag pattern.  Eventually you will get to where you are going, but it takes longer and is more physically demanding that a straight sail.  Each time you tack, the jib (front) sail has to be let out on one side and pulled in on the other.  The main sail has to be adjusted.  It has to be done quickly or the boat will lose momentum.  I’m not sure how many tacks we made, but the boys got good at changing tacks quickly.

We sailed into Hope Town Harbor on Elbow Cay, probably the most picturesque harbor and town in the Abacos.  We headed through the hotel and club on the island and over to the ocean side.  The seas at this beach weren’t as rough as at Nippers, but the water was still full of seaweed and the bottom was very uneven – sand in some areas, rocky bottom in others.  The boys gave up after a while and went up to the club pool for a swim.  Someone also discovered ice cream at the poolside snack bar ($6 a cone, but it was very good, according to the Crew experts).  Later we explored Hope Town and found another ice cream shop (the ice cream was less expensive here).  Hope Town was the first place we met other Troops – one from Germantown, TN who started the same day we did, and Troops from Ohio and Pennsylvania.  Crews rotate in and out on different days; one or two start each day.
We headed back to the boat for a spaghetti dinner.  That night it rained just as we were getting ready for bed, so everyone had to stay below for the night, except for the anchor watch.  The wind shifted during the night, so at times the large catamaran (twin hulled) sailboat that was originally anchored beside us swung back and forth across our bow with just a few feet clearance.  It was a nervous night.

Wednesday June 22

After a long cloudy night, the day dawned clear as always.  Before leaving Hope Town we climbed the Hope Town lighthouse for a magnificent view of the central Abacos.  The lighthouse is quite unique – it is fed by kerosene, not electricity and the turning mechanism has to be rewound every 90 minutes, similar to a grandfather clock.  It is the only one of its kind left in the world.  We headed north to Fowl Cay, just north of Man-O-War and just south of Scotland Cay.  Just to the east (ocean side) of Fowl Cay was a good diving reef.  We dropped anchor about 100 yards from the reef and got ready to snorkel.  We had to swim against the current to get to the reefs, but the view when we got there was magnificent.  All kinds of coral formations, some stretching almost up to the surface.  Colorful fish everywhere.  Among the other sea life spotted were two rays, a three-legged sea turtle and several large conchs.  After about thirty or forty-five minutes exploring the reef we headed back to the sailboat.  After lunch on the boat most of the scouts were so tired from the swim to the reef they fell asleep in their bunks.

As the afternoon wore on the seas got rougher, so the captain decided to head out.  We sailed south to Man-O-War Cay and anchored in the harbor.  Man-O-War is different from the other island communities in that it is “Dry”; it is alcohol-free.  That cuts back quite a bit on tourists and resort hotels, so Man-O-War is more of a working-man’s community.  It is the center of boatbuilding in the Abacos.  As we found out, it is also a fairly religious community; the two restaurants in town were both closed on Wednesday night.  We ended up eating supper at a small shop that specialized in hamburgers and ice cream treats (yes, more ice cream).  Between us and the Tennessee Troop that showed up, we overwhelmed the little shop.  The clerk had to call for reinforcements to man the grill.  Meeting the Tennessee scouts proved to be a stroke of good luck.  They told us about a ball field on top of the hill that overlooked the beach.  About half of the boys and a couple of leaders went up to see for themselves and ended up playing a quick game while the rest of the group was ferried out to the boat.
Thursday June 20

After breakfast we all went ashore and hiked up the hill to the baseball field.  It is truly unique; the field drops to the beach just beyond the leftfield fence.  We divided up and played six vs six and had a great time.  After the game ended and a quick dip in the water, we headed back toward the docks, stopping by the burger and ice cream shop for (what else?) more ice cream.  After that it was off to the boat for our final trip across the Sea of Abaco to Mermaid Reef.  This is reputed to be one of the best snorkeling areas in all of the Abacos.  The Captain prepared a treat for the fish at the reef – corn and baked beans in Ziploc bags.  At Mermaid, the fish swim all around you and they can be enticed to come closer by feeding them the corn and baked beans.

Unfortunately, as we sailed across from Man-O-War to the reef, the wind whipped up and whitecap seas spelled the end of the plan to snorkel.  Instead we sailed into Marsh Harbor.  That afternoon we had a big dinner at Snappas, an open-air restaurant on the harbor.  About the time we were ready to leave, a two man musical group started playing.  One used an electric guitar, the other, a saw with a knife.  No, we didn’t drink alcohol on the trip.  Apparently the sawist (a guitar player is a guitarist, so why not) is famous around the Abacos, hopefully for his music, not the use of a knife.
After supper it was back to the marina, where the crew split up.  One group of scouts headed to (it’s getting old now) an ice cream shop, others went swimming in the marina pool, and still others off for much-needed showers.

Friday June 21

Getaway Day – everyone (even Trevor) was up before 7am to get started cleaning the boat.  Mike Cash had nailed down with the captain what needed to be done and we all got to work.  The group worked together fairly well all week, but the cleanup was the best effort of all.  Everyone worked so well together, we finished a couple of hours early.  Nothing to do but go swimming again or eat a snack at the marina restaurant.  By 11:45am it was farewell to the Vita and Captain Jim and off to the airport.
All the boys (as well as the adults) were dreading the hot plane flight back to Ft. Lauderdale.  When the plane pulled in, it looked just like the one from the earlier flight.  More dread.  Then the crew walked in – same captain, same stewardess.  Our first question was “have you kept the plane in the shade?”.  That is when the pilot mentioned the A/C had been fixed since our last trip.  As it turned out, we were the only ones on this trip.  It was far more pleasant than the trip over.  We landed safely at the Executive Airport, breezed through Customs, and then headed to Ft Lauderdale International Airport.  The biggest problem we had was tracking down the van that was to take us to the International airport.  The van driver was waiting for us at the Customs building while the plane had taken us on to their hangar.  Fortunately we had plenty of time before our flight to Charlotte.  Dinner (a combination of lunch and supper) in the airport, a quick trip to (you guessed it) an ice cream shop, a trip through Security (they scanned Grey’s backpack three times before they decided it was harmless), and we headed to our gate.  We loaded up and pulled away from our gate right on time and… stopped.  The pilot came on the air and said there was severe weather in Charlotte and planes were already stacking up.  We were not allowed to take off until the Charlotte airport reopened and some of the backlog cleared up.  Thirty minutes later we were on our way.  No problem, we thought, we had a little over an hour layover in Charlotte, and so we would still have over thirty minutes to get to our gate.  We landed in Charlotte, taxied over toward the terminal… and stopped on the tarmac.  Looking out the windows, there were other planes also waiting.  The captain came on the intercom and told us another plane was at our gate boarding passengers and getting ready to leave.  Fifteen minutes later he announced the other plane was ready to leave – the ramp had been pulled away.  We waited and waited, watching our departure time go by.  Mike Cash was using his cell phone to check flight updates.  Up until five minutes before our departure time our flight to Birmingham was still listed as “On Time”.  Two minutes later, it was shown as “Delayed”.  At this point we had been sitting on the tarmac at Charlotte about 40 minutes.  The pilot came on and announced that, while the passengers had indeed been loaded on the plane at our gate earlier, baggage handling had stopped during a previous thunderstorm and was just now catching up.  Finally we were able to pull into the gate.  As (bad) luck would have it, we were coming in fairly far down on Concourse B.  We had to go all the way out to Concourse E.  That meant taking Concourse B all the way in to the main Terminal Building, past the Food Court, all the way out C, then through two or three sections of Concourse E to get to our gate.  Part of the group took off as quickly as they could get out of the plane, the rest of us stretched out behind.  Going through the terminals, I noticed a lot of people waiting at various gates.  We passed an information desk with a line that had to number a hundred people, probably waiting to change flight plans.  We finally got to our gate, which was surrounded by people.  It turned out our flight had not yet begun boarding, but would soon.  There was mass confusion as our gate was in a corner with another gate and a third gate was nearby.  The airline workers were having a tough time calling out which flights were boarding and at one point called out final boarding for Birmingham before they had begun initial boarding.  By this point the last remnants of our crew caught up and we were able to go on board together.  Things were still so chaotic I heard the stewardess mention to the pilot that there was no ice.  The pilot told her he would see what he could find and disappeared up the ramp.  He came back a few minutes later with a bag of ice.  As we were pulling away from the gate the stewardess told us on the intercom that we were leaving without full catering service; to us it didn’t matter, as long as we were on our way.  Our flight left Charlotte 45 minutes late.

As we landed in Birmingham the stewardess mentioned we need to thank the pilot and co-pilot.  Apparently they weren’t originally scheduled to fly this route and didn’t usually fly this type of plane.  I’m glad they didn’t tell us that before we took off.  We stepped off the plane in Birmingham at 11pm.  Seven days of 85 degree weather with a nice breeze, crystal clear waters, scenic harbors and towns, ice cream and fresh conch, was over.  Back to 95 Degrees and 100% humidity in Birmingham.
As mentioned before, the crew did a great job all week, no fighting or arguing was heard from anyone.  A few observations about the Scouts:

Grey 

Grey was responsible for bringing the most popular thing on the boat – an Alabama flag.  In several of the pictures you will see a large Alabama flag flying proudly above the boat.  Grey also became the dingy master during the week.  He did such a good job of cleaning the dingy (we were worried he was scrubbing so hard he might be taking off some of the fiberglass), the captain taught him how to run the little boat.  Grey was the only one other than the captain to run the dingy.  Grey also proved to be a tireless snorkeler.  When the rest of his group was ready to head back after exploring the reef off Foul Cay, Grey wanted to stay.

Jamie

Quite simply, Jamie was the best at whatever he did.  As the crew leader, he was responsible for setting up all the duty rosters and anchor watches.  He was also the lead on the anchor crew, the mainsail crew, and the jib sail crew.  He also played a great centerfield/second base in softball.  The one thing that took a while for him to master was the captain’s way of rolling up line (clockwise, clockwise!).  It’s probably going to take Park a while to get Jamie back to the Grimmer method of bundling line.

Jeff

Comparing notes, we adults discovered Jeff’s mom had mentioned to each one of us multiple times to help make sure Jeff didn’t get sunburned.  So who got sunburned first?  Jeff, naturally.  He had one of the oddest sunburns we had ever seen.  It looked like someone had put sunscreen on their fingers and scraped it across his cheeks, like scratching a chalkboard.  He had three or four streaks of white on each cheek among the sunburn red.  Warpaint, maybe?  It turned out he had used a stick sunscreen and didn’t realize he needed to rub it in.  We leaders were all dreading bringing him home and having to face Linda.  Fortunately he got enough sunburn on the white streaks that they blended in by the end of the week.

Jonathan

Jonathan is a master of being around without being noticed.  About the only thing we noticed about him was how comfortable he appeared while steering the boat.  He was too young to sail on his granddad’s sailboat in Mobile before it was sold, so it must be something genetic.  Jonathan has a constant case of allergy-induced eczema (skin rash).  The salt water did wonders for it.  Perhaps he should think about living in the Abacos full-time.
Josh

When people asked how many people were in the crew, we would respond “four adults, seven scouts, and Josh”.  There were times when he was treated as an adult and other times as a scout.  He had the best beard of any of us (of course, he had a head start).  What he was most famous for was his sleeping positions.  He slept on the deck most nights, but when he had to sleep inside he would end up squeezed into seemingly impossible positions.  One morning I noticed he was sleeping with his body on the floor and his head laying on a counter.  If any of the adults had tried that for five minutes, we would have needed a chiropractor.

Michael

Along with Josh, Michael was our designate fisherman.  Whenever we went out on the sea, we trolled a fishing line behind the boat.  We caught a couple of barracudas and lost a snapper or flounder.  Michael was also one of the two people who managed to sleep in the “coffin bunk” (his dad was the other).  One bunk was so close to the ceiling, there was literally about a foot of headroom, maybe less.  It was only slept in two nights (when it was rainy outside).  Michael also found the biggest conch shell on the trip (and the conch was still home), but unfortunately it was in the protected reef area and had to be left behind.
Scott

We adults are glad we don’t have to feed Scott on a regular basis.  At one of the restaurants, as the boys were finishing up, Scott picked up the menu and said, “I need to decide what to order for my second meal”.  And order he did.  Having Scott around came in handy when we were looking for ice cream; he seemed to always know where to find it.

Trevor

“The Battery Guy” was Trevor’s first title.  As soon as he came on board the captain put Trevor in charge of switching the batteries when he started the engine (the engine started on one battery, then the switch was made to the other battery to charge it while the engine was running).  It was ironic, because while the boat battery was charging, Trevor’s personal battery was discharging.  It was amazing how much he could sleep.  We decided to switch his nickname to “Rip Van Winkle”.  I guess the salt air and bunks agreed with him.  We didn’t have to worry about Trevor falling overboard while we were sailing; he was usually in his bunk fast asleep.  While Trevor wasn’t too excited about chores, he turned out to be the best reefer cleaner.  The reefer (refrigerator to you land-lubbers) was a built-in ice box that stored the cold food along with a few blocks of ice to keep it cold.  The reefer had to bailed out every day to remove the water that accumulated from the melted ice.  It was tough work because it was in tight quarters (access was from the top instead of the front and there was a low bulkhead above).  Also, since the ice was sitting in the water pooled at the bottom, it was extremely cold.  One day Trevor bailed so long we thought he had fallen in.  Perhaps he just liked the cold of the reefer.
Finally, I want to thank all of you for allowing us to make the trip.  Without scouts and Scouting, we adults wouldn’t be allowed to go on trips like this.  As I told my family, the Bahamas was the most beautiful place I have ever been, with the possible exception of Yosemite.  The weather was great, the sailing was great, the snorkeling was great (if only we could have done more).  Thanks to Park Grimmer for his steadying influence (nothing seems to bother him).  Thanks to Carl Rossomme for making sure we didn’t take things too seriously, and for an interesting night of conversation on anchor watch.  And finally, thanks to Mike Cash for putting the trip together and doing all the worrying on the trip, so the rest of us could enjoy it.
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