from feeding tube to cruising the med

  As has often been noted, one of the great things about sailing is the wonderful people you meet and the great stories they have to tell.  Last month, for instance, we had weighed anchor at Harbor Reef at Catalina to go sailing with some riff-raff friends, when we were approached by a couple in a dinghy asking if our cat was Profligate.  We said it was and, partly because the woman was wearing what appeared to be a brand new Latitude T-shirt, we suggested that they join us for an afternoon sail.  They were all over it.
  The couple turned out to be Richard and Sharon Drechsler.  During the course of the sail, Richard told his story to Shannon Green.  We hadn’t heard it, but when the sail was over, Shannon said, “I’d had a hard week and was feeling kind of sorry for myself, but then I hear Richard’s story.  It was incredibly inspiring and made me realize how much I have to be grateful for.”
  Some of the older sailors might remember Drechsler as the guy who sailed his Catalina 38 Irish Mist out of Richmond for about 10 years.  In ’92, he and Sharon moved to Long Beach, which has been their homeport ever since.  They were enjoying life just fine until ’05, when Drechsler was diagnosed with a more-complicated-than-normal case of throat cancer.  The then-59-year-old Drechsler had quit smoking at age 30, and although the doctors can’t be sure, they believe the cancer was caused by a long history of acid reflux problems weakening his immune system in his tonsils, where the cancer started.  Drechsler claims he’s always been a positive guy, but it must have been tough to maintain that attitude after chemo and radiation, for it all but closed his throat.  The blockage fortunately wasn’t in an area that affected his breathing, but the only way he could take sustenance was through a feeding tube.
  Naturally, he looked everywhere for some kind of procedure that would allow him to take nourishment via his throat once again.  But the folks at Scottsdale Health Care, the Mayo Clinic, UCLA, and Stony Brook in New York all said there was nothing that could be done for him.  Even after being told repeatedly there was no hope, he kept his positive attitude – which he says is “50% of the battle when it comes to cancer” – and visited the M.D. Anderson Cancer Center in Houston.  The doctors there told him they had developed a procedure they’d used just five times, in which two surgeons working simultaneously attacked the blockage, one up the feeding canal and the other down the esophagus.  Meeting in the middle, like miners boring a tunnel from both sides, they were able to slide a tiny wire through his throat, and later expand it – similar to an angioplasty procedure.  “Even though the opening in my throat is now only the diameter of a pencil, the operation was a success.  I can’t tell you how wonderful it felt for me to be able to take a sip of water for the first time in a year.”
  The opening is still so narrow that Drechsler won’t ever be able to eat solid food again – which has had a good side.  “I’ve gone from 250 pounds to my current fighting weight of 190 pounds.”  He gets all his sustenance from Nestle’ Carnation’s Very High Calorie Instant Breakfast drinks, which are only available from medical supply houses.  His entire diet consists of four of these 560 calorie liquid meals a day, to which he adds flavors or Gatorade for variety.  “I missed eating food for the longest time,” he says, “but if you put a steak in front of me today, I wouldn’t want to eat it.”
  During cancer and recovery, Drechsler and Sharon started a website (www.voyagesoflastresort.com), and had his oncologist look at it.  Word soon got around and, much to Drechsler’s delight, the site has gotten 12,000 hits.  “People have told me that it’s been a great inspiration to them, which has made me very happy.”

  Cancer free, last November Richard and Sharon took delivery of Last Resort, a brand new Catalina 470.  They love the boat – and even more so since they replaced the in-mast furling set-up with a Leisure Furl in-boom furling system.  “We love the Leisure Furl because the boat is no longer top-heavy and now we never wait too long to reef.”

  Although Last Resort was well-equipped for cruising when she came from the factory, Richard and Sharon continued to add things – soon a water tank is to be replaced by another fuel tank – because they have big cruising plans.  “In February of next year we’ll cruise north, going all the way to Alaska for summer.  We’ll then spend another year in Southern California, joining the Ha-Ha in the fall of ’09.   After that, we’ll cruise Mexico and Central America to Panama, and take our time in the Caribbean.  Lastly, we’ll have Dockwise deliver the boat to Europe.  My goal is to go directly from Last Resort to assisted living,” laughs Drechsler.
  While the healthcare system in the United States is far from perfect, it worked well for Drechsler.  For one thing, you have to wonder if there was anywhere else in the world that would have done the innovative surgery at M.D. Anderson, and secondly, the United Health Care insurance associated with Sharon’s small public relations firm picked up $247,600 of the $250,000 in medical bills.  

  Where did Sharon’s brand new-looking Latitude 38 T-shirt come from?  When Queen Elizabeth visited San Francisco in ’82 aboard the now destroyed Royal Yacht Brittania, Drechsler wrote a short article for Latitude complaining that the big yacht hadn’t flown a courtesy flag.  Even though it turns out that royal yachts aren’t required to fly courtesy flags, we rewarded him with a Roving Reporter T-Shirt.

  It turned out to be a great day of sailing for everyone on Profligate. Despite the light winds and the fact that we were only carrying a chicken screecher, the ladies hit the big numbers.  Sharon Drechsler’s 12.6 was top – until she was bested by Caren Edward’s 12.7.
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