
The 50th Dauphin Island Race 

By Andy Kohler 

 The last weekend of April is the set time for the annual Dauphin Island Race (DI race for short). 

It starts at upper Mobile Bay and ends under the bridge that is part of the cause-way 

connecting Dauphin Island to the main land. 

   

It is billed as the largest one day point to point regatta in the U.S.  In the past, (Pre-Katrina and 

Ivan) there have been as many as 350 boats at the start. Many boats were lost or damaged 3 or 

4 years ago but the fleet has been building up slowly to 214 boats at the start this year.  Hosting 

the event are the 4 yacht clubs on Mobile Bay (Fairhope, Lake Forrest on the East Bay, 

.ǳŎŎŀƴŜŜǊΣ aƻōƛƭŜ ¸ŀŎƘǘ /ƭǳō ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ²Ŝǎǘ ǎƛŘŜύ ƻƴ ŀ Ǌƻǘŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ōŀǎŜǎΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ CŀƛǊƘƻǇŜΩǎ ǘǳǊƴ 

this year. The club was wiped out by the hurricanes and is in the midst of a massive rebuilding 

process. Nevertheless the club put on a most spectacular event for Friday night. Since it was the 

50th anniversary, the theme of the evening was that of the late 1950Ωǎ, when the race began. 

Huge tents were set up for dining and dancing to an extraordinary life band, huts, booths, cars, 

fire-engines, drive-ƛƴ ƳƻǾƛŜ ǘƘŜŀǘŜǊ ǿŜǊŜ ǎŜǘ ǳǇ ŀƭƭ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŀ ƎǊŜŀǘ рлΩǎ ŀǘƳƻǎǇƘŜǊŜΦ  

The weather was also cooperating very much: dry and warm during the day, cool at night.  

    



Mark Press and I linked up in Canton for this trip and hitched my Catalina 22 to his truck on 

Thursday evening;  We stopped several times along the way to fix the trailer light connector 

and one of the headlights. We also provisioned in Bay Minette and got the Fairhope Yacht Club 

harbor around midnight. We parked the rig near the ramp and crawled into the boat for the 

first of 4 nights in it. 

Rigging in the morning was no problem, eyeing the water-level at the ramp caused some 

concern because we needed a bit more than just 3.5 feet to get the boat of the trailer. Backing 

down and tapping the brakes made her slide right of the bunks with a splash. Retrieving on 

Sunday, at high ςtide was no problem at all. 

Many out of town sailors had arrived on Thursday already and taken up the prime dock spots 

inside the harbor, we got lucky though and snatched a great site on the seawall just inside the 

harbor; easy access to the party and the Bay, being gently rocked by the waves and wakes of 

passer bys all night. 

It was a great sight to see the FYC harbor personnel juggle with the available space and the 

number of boats. Often there was one mooring post and 3-5 boats attached to it with their 

bow;  In the harbor boats were lashed between the rows of slips from one dock to the other (In 

our marina it would be between dock 3 and 4, or dock 3 and the gas dock.) Every ft of water 

had a boat floating on it.  Given the weatƘŜǊ ŦƻǊŜŎŀǎǘ ƻŦ Ψbƻ ǿƛƴŘΩ ǘƛƭƭ morning, made this jury 

rigging possible.  

  

We got to test our boat on Friday for a very enjoyable sail almost to Middle Bay Light and back. 

We passed a Coast Guard helicopter which was practicing deploying and retrieving swimmers 

on station. There was a safety boat in the water and they let us get really close, just outside the 

substantial prop wash. Back to the seawall, a quick wash and we were ready for the party which 

lasted almost till midnight; The highlight was the 11 member band of musicians and singers that 

kept the audience on their feet continuously; they played without a break and each successive 

song emerged from the previous one after just a couple of drum beats. Mark and I watch them 



in amazement for 2 hours straight before we went back to the boat and tucked in. We kept a 

good old tradition alive, by calling Richard Deason and also Fred Pope late at night just to let 

them know that we had fun. 

 

  

The C22 national association had promoted this regatta heavily and there were 12 Catalina 22 

racers in their own one-design class.  Since I have a roller furler on my cruising boatΣ L ŎŀƴΩǘ ǊŀŎŜ 

with these boats (per class rules) and was in the proper Portsmouth bracket with a 26 ft Cat-

Boat, a Hunter 240 and a Hunter 23. 

The starts between 9:30 and 10:00 were in almost absolute zero wind. While a small local puff 

pushed some boats a bit more than others, all fleets stayed pretty much together right on top 

of the starting line for the first 90 minutes- Everybody was afraid of a very long day. 

We were clicking at best at 0.2 mph but often the GPS showed 0.0 and we were not gaining on 

the committee boat to cross the starting line ς turns out the tide was still coming in at about 

0.2 mph, negating any progress we made under sail for that time. 

At 11:00am the breeze stated to fill in, slowly at first but continuing to strengthen. From the 

South at first, later clocking around towards the south east and building  up to about 15 mph. 

We had to tack 4 times to make it to Middle Bay Light (roughly the halfway point) and from 

there it was a close hauled sail for the rest of the way. Our GPS showed speeds between 5 and 

6 mph for the rest of the trip. The bay was in a better mood this year, and the waves although 

building to about 2-3 feet were very manageable as the mostly came from the same direction 

and the wind was blowing with the tide and kept the wave pattern smooth. We finished neck in 

neck with another C22 at 4 pm for a total trip time of about 6:15 hours. 



The anchorage at DI was full and boats had rafted up in clusters or docked side by side up to 12 

boats deep at the seawall. Just as we got into the harbor a spot on the far seawall appeared to 

be open; upon approach the skipper of a 27 ft boat said he had run aground there and was not 

using it- No problem for our 3.5 ft draft though. We got a prime seawall spot and could just step 

of the bow onto dry land without rowing dinghies etc. 

   

Saturday night was taken up mostly by rehashing the race with others, getting food and 

attending the awards ceremony. It was a very special surprise to hear my name and our boat 

called out for getting 2nd place in our class. We got t-shirts, a hat and a nice trophy as reward ς 

that alone made it worth the trip. It also makes Mark Press the distinct SWSC member who got 

into the trophy ranks on 2 different occasions; 4 years ago with Brian Mc Brayer and again this 

year with άGood Timesέ - both Catalina 22s L ƳƛƎƘǘ ŀŘŘΧ 

   

Norbert Falk, originally from Switzerland (Lake Constance), the 65 + year old skipper from the 

Rome Sailing Club, catapulted his C22 to victory in the one-design class ς beating all the 

ȅƻǳƴƎόŜǊύ Ƙƻǘ ǎƘƻǘǎ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ōƻŀǘ Ω{Ŝŀ²ƻƭŦΩΦ IŜ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǾŜǊȅ ŘŜƭƛƎƘǘŦǳƭ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǎŀƛƭƻǊ ǘƻ ŎƘŀǘ ŀƴŘ 

party with. His uncorrected time was almost an hour less than ours ς the main difference being 

my heavy cruising Catalina with a wing keel cannot point as high as the lighter swing keel boats. 



They got away with only 2 tacks the entire trip and when sitting at the dock, their transom is 

clear of the water, go figure. 

Sunday morning was cloudy and short rain showers pummel the harbor. Everybody was 

breaking camp, and tried to clear the anchorage. We had slept very well that night. A sailor who 

had pitched a tent on shore told us in the morning that DƻƻŘ ¢ƛƳŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƻǳǊ ƴŜƛƎƘōƻǊΩǎ ōƻŀǘ 

had set aground during the night, as was evident by the leaning masts. The tide came back early 

in the morning and up-righted us before neither Mark nor I had noticed it ς and we did not fall 

out of the bunks. 

The return trip was a partial race for us as we had not signed up for the official return race. We 

left the anchorage just in time to cross the area of the starting line slightly ahead of the official 

fleet. The winds were blowing 15mph plus from the east, choppy waters made for an 

interesting ride the first half and the incoming tide helped to push us back towards Fairhope. 

After we raised the sails in the start area, we stayed on the same starboard tack for the entire 

21 miles, in a full broad reach, surfing down waves whenever we had a chance. The GPS never 

went below 7mph for this trip and often passed 8.  The return trip took us a mere 2hours and 

50 minutes (as opposed to 6hours +) and we finished within a short distance ƻŦ Ψ{Ŝŀ²ƻƭŦΩΣ ǘƘŜ 

winning C22 from the original race; It was a very rewarding and thrilling ride back. 

Packing up and getting ready for the road put us back on the interstate in mid afternoon.  

Somewhere between Mobile and Montgomery, the trailer tire blew up in a cloud of blue 

smoke. Being prepared with jacks and spare tire we started to swap tires, only to notice that 

the valve stem on the spare had disintegrated and when we touched it, it broke off, alas no 

spare in the middle of nowhere. Just in case you wonder: replacing the valve stem at a gas 

ǎǘŀǘƛƻƴ ōȅ ŀ ΨǊƻŀŘ ǎƛŘŜ ǊŜǇŀƛǊ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƛǎǘΩ ƻƴ ŀ {ǳƴŘŀȅ ŜǾŜƴƛng will set you back $75 and is a job 

he managed in less than 3 minutes ς with a hammer ( a very large one..). ς Lesson learned: 

check the spare all over. 

We coaxed on the spare to Montgomery and spent our 4th ƴƛƎƘǘ ΨŀōƻŀǊŘΩ at a truck stop; 

replacing the torn tire took up most of the morning and we got back without any further 

problems to Atlanta on Monday evening. 

The sailing and the party was superb this time around ς a great trip that will not fade from 

memory and that will be repeated.  

Fair Winds 

Andy Kohler 

 



 

 

 

 

    

 

 

 


