NOT YOUR NORMAL PATROL

By Len Schulte, Division 3, Flotilla 08

The day started out quite normal as coxswains Don Audrain and Len Schulte began their patrol on Don’s Operational Facility LIBERTY.  We were just idling up the Dardeen Slough when very early in this patrol, we came upon a disabled boat so we towed them to their marina and did all the paper work.

Since we got a late start and it was about 1330, we went up toward the Winfield Lock and Dam for lunch at Cedar Hill, a riverside restaurant not far from Winfield.  The weather was spectacular out on the restaurant’s deck and we visited with some boating friends who just happened to also be there.

From this location, we thought we’d go down toward Alton, IL.  We stopped at Palisades Yacht Club in Portage de Sioux for a biological break and while in the rest room, a MAYDAY distress call came through on my hand-held marine radio.  We immediately rushed to Don’s facility while listening for information.  We understood there to be a large 47’ cruiser with a fire onboard, in the Dardeen Slough, in the vicinity of Woodland Marina.  Cruising along at about 35 mph, it took us about 20 minutes to arrive on scene.

Some boaters who had been in the area indicated that, at least by judging the smoke coming from the boat, the worst was over, but there was still some smoke coming from the vessel.  Fortunately, before being abandoned, the owner set an anchor line.
As this event unfolded, we learned that there were 7 persons onboard and one baby kitten.  All were removed by other boaters by the time we arrived and they were taken to the fuel dock at Woodland Marina where the captain/owner was being treated for smoke inhalation.

Two Missouri State Water Patrol boats were on scene and they asked us if we could transport some Orchard Farms Fire Department personnel from Woodland Marina to the burning vessel, which we did.  After the firemen were on board for about 10 minutes they asked us to go back to the marina to get them some additional “SCBAs” which I later learned were self-contained-breathing apparatus.

By the time we were back underway to the vessel, the Water Patrol was evacuating the fire department as the boat erupted into towering flames and black smoke.  The fire department small craft finally arrived on the scene and it took them some time to get their pumps operating at which point in time they began pumping water into and on the burning boat and continued this for several hours.

Throughout this episode, Coast Guard Group Upper in Keokuk Iowa kept requesting more information, so we went back to the marina to interview the owner, who was feeling okay other than the dismay of his burning boat.

When the owner became aware of the total devastation of his boat, he became emotionally distraught and informed us that he lived full-time aboard that boat and it was his only home.

We also learned that before the fire started, the vessel had 500 gallons of diesel fuel on board, so this caused additional interest from the Coast Guard Marine Safety Office in St. Louis.

Essentially, we spent until 2100 managing boat traffic to a no wake attitude as they passed the area where the fire department was still working.  Unfortunately, by 2100, we had been on patrol for 10 hours and Group Upper instructed us to secure.  Later that evening, Bob and Diana Arisman, of Flotilla 3-10, were called out at 2130 to provide a platform to take the MSO inspectors to the site of the burned hull so they could make their inspection.

It was a very sad event to witness but fortunately, there was no loss of life.  I will also add that we felt that the Missouri State Water Patrol really appreciated all the assistance that the Coast Guard Auxiliary was able to provide.
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