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When Ron Tasker steps on board, the memories rush back like a gale wind. 

Once he's on the deck of Playfair - an enormous tall ship with wooden masts that shoot up into 

the blue sky and massive, weathered sails that hide the horizon from sight - Tasker is 

transformed. 

On land, he's what some people might call a physics nerd - a 38- year-old Kingstonian who 

designs and sells computer software to university scientists and military outfits. 

On water, he's a high-seas adventurer - a seaman who can cut a path through hull-shattering 

waves, torrid rainfall and powerful gusts that come screeching from the heavens. 

During Tasker's summer vacations as a teenager in Toronto in the early 1980s, the ship was his 

nautical playground. With calloused hands and weary legs, he helped lead voyages across the 

Great Lakes - in Lake Ontario, Lake Erie and Lake Huron - while learning about responsibility, 

grit and teamwork. 

"And humility," Tasker says. "You learn a lot of humility, like your place in the world against 

Mother Nature." 

"It's very nostalgic" he says, surveying the sleeping quarters that have been left as exactly as he 

remembers them. 

It's been about 17 years since he sailed on a tall ship, but after all these years he hasn't forgotten 

the No. 1 rule of life on board - how to throw a life preserver. 

That's exactly what Tasker and a handful of Kingstonians did this summer when they came to the 

rescue of the tall ships that changed their lives forever. 

Last fall, Toronto Brigantine Inc., a nonprofit organization that offers programs for teens to sail 

tall ships across the Great Lakes, announced that its $700,000 debt was too much to bear and it 

had decided to call it quits. 

Word spread quickly among the former teen sailors, who have since grown up, moved on and 

started jobs and families. They couldn't believe the bad news: The ships that had moulded them 

into men and women - Pathfinder and Playfair - were up for sale. 

So a group of ex-sailors got together, many of whom now live in Kingston and are involved with 

the local tall ship adventure company, Brigantine Inc. 
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The ex-sailors rallied around the troubled organization, formed a new board of directors and 

made a new business plan in a last-ditch attempt to salvage the financial wreck. 

"It was the heritage of Toronto and the Great Lakes that was at stake here," Tasker said. "It's 

hard to believe that it would have got to that point, but the important thing here is to look 

forward." 

Thanks to the efforts of ex-sailors in Kingston, Toronto Brigantine Inc. is up and running, and a 

whole new crew of youngsters will take the helm this summer. 

Last week, both brigs were at Portsmouth Olympic Harbour, along with the brig used for 

Kingston's tall ship adventure program, St. Lawrence II. 

Ex-sailors who grew up on the planks of Playfair and Pathfinder joined the current teenage crew 

of St. Lawrence II, and took all three vessels on a short cruise of Lake Ontario. 

The former sailors may have greying hair and less bounce in their steps and the teens may have 

pimples and voices that are cracking, but both have a love for the ships that bridges the 

generations. 

When Colin Hatch was just starting at Loyalist Collegiate, his parents handed him a brochure for 

the summer programs on St. Lawrence II. 

He and a friend signed up for a 10-day voyage, and were made trainees - the lowest of the low on 

the ship. 

Every day they had to polish the brass bars that line the ship. They had to tug on the lines and 

pull themselves up the mast. They had to leave their bunks at 4 a.m., go up on deck and replace 

the other trainees who worked the overnight shift. 

And yes, they even had to swab the deck. 

Hatch adored every minute of it. 

Two days into his maiden voyage, his friend was vomiting all over the place from sea sickness. 

The friend wanted to quit, get off at the next port and catch a ride back to Kingston - and he 

wanted Hatch to come with him. 

Hatch had to choose between his buddy and the boat. 

"Obviously, I picked the boat," says Hatch, 18, showing off the recent handiwork of a tattoo 

artist who etched an image of the St. Lawrence II on the teenager's shoulder. 

Four years after his experience as a grunt on the ship, Hatch is the executive officer on the St. 

Lawrence II, the highest-ranked teen on the vessel. 



An adult captain joins the teens on their summer voyages for safety, but for the most part, it's the 

youngsters who run the show. 

Hatch barks orders at his crew and they react like he's a drill sergeant. Three high schoolers run 

to the lines, yanking and straining on the lines that pull the sail out to its full width. 

"The lines used to look like spaghetti to me when I first started," Hatch says, pointing at the 

never-ending lines of rope that zigzag across the deck. 

"But now I know exactly what every one does." 

When the going gets tough, the paramilitary culture on the ship takes over. If a storm grips the 

vessel and starts to shake its contents, the chain of command becomes crucial; the younger 

sailors need someone to tell them what to do and where to go, he says. 

But it's not all work and no play on the tall ships, which are designed to look like brigs from the 

1812 British Navy. 

On a calm, sunny day, in the middle of the water, the hierarchy breaks down - and the games 

begin, Hatch explains. 

There's one game where the executive officer calls out a part on the boat and the first crew 

member to touch it gets a point - even if it is 60 metres up at the top of the mast. 

There's another game where the crew has to try to dangle and balance their way around the entire 

ship - along the narrow ropes and poles - without touching the deck. 

When Hatch talks about the games, his smile grows wide. 

He's off to university in New Brunswick in the fall and he has to give up the reins as executive 

officer. 

He's a teenager, full of bravado and testosterone, but he's not afraid to admit that he gets choked 

up when he thinks about saying goodbye to St. Lawrence II. 

When he stands on Kingston's shores and peers out over the water, he can't help but feel a little 

sappy, he says. 

"Sometimes at night I'll look across the lake and see the moon shining on the water. I just want to 

be out there." 
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Colin Hatch, executive officer on the St. Lawrence II, adjusts a sail on the brigantine Playfair on 

a recent voyage. In four years, Hatch has gone from young grunt to the highest-ranked teen on 



the St. Lawrence II - and learned plenty in the process. "The lines used to look like spaghetti to 

me when I first started," he says. 

 


