Blind sailors rise to challenge of Lake Erie

Michael O’Mara

CLEVELAND -- On a beautiful fall day in Cleveland, a 24-foot Pearson sailboat heads out of the East 55th Street marina onto Lake Erie. 

The chirping of the winch echoes can be heard across the breakwall as the flapping jib sail is hoisted up the head stay.

From shore, you can't tell that the crew of the sailboat "Coqui" is blind. Vic Leanza, Shawn Martin, and Molly Marcinick may not be able to see the horizon, but they know every inch of this sailboat. 

"Give me a little bit of line on that sheet," suggests skipper George Connell while standing in the cockpit. 

He is the only person on board with normal vision. The Cleveland Sight Center sailing program places a captain like Connell with a team of blind or sight impaired sailors. 

The sailing program has two Pearson sailboats that go out every day of the week from May till almost November. On the water, the crew members say they learn to navigate using their other senses to compensate for their loss of vision. 

Shawn Martin pulls the boat's tiller to starboard and said, "I'm looking mainly for the wind and how strong it is against my right cheek. Then I listen to sails. If they are flapping, I know it's time to correct my steering." 

Sitting nearby, veteran blind mariner Vic Leanza helped start this unique sailing in Cleveland in 1994. Leanza enjoys convincing a sight impaired sailor to join the crew. He says the emotional response is almost immediate. 

"When they get out here and take the helm of this beautiful boat", said Leanza, "the new sailor's face just lights up. 

"I have to admit that when I'm out sailing, I lose total track of time and that's a good thing." 

Molly Marcinick has been a member of the sailing program for seven years. 

"We do everything," said Marcinick. "We hoist the sails, run the tiller and operate the outboard motor." 

Standing on the bow pulpit with her face against the gentle wind, she added, "We all take turns out here. The whole point of the program is to get the blind folks out on the water to feel this breeze." 

These crew members may not be able to see the horizon, but they can feel the boat soaring over the waves. Each one appreciates the power and the poetry of the sea. 

Pushing the tiller and slowly turning the boat across the waves, helmsman Shawn Martin smiled. 

"I know it may sound like a Christopher Cross song," Martin said, "but it really is a joy to be out here." 

For more information on the sailing program, click on the link on the right or contact: Cleveland Sight Center, 1909 East 101st Street, P.O. Box 1988, Cleveland, Ohio 44106-8696 or call (216) 791-8118, ext. 227.
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