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“The days pass happily with me wherever my
ship sails.” —Joshua Slocum, (first person to single-handedly
circumnavigate)


My Life As A Sailor

by

Jim Gravelyn

 


Published by Travelyn Publishing

Copyright 2023 Jim Gravelyn and Travelyn
Publishing

 


License Notes

This book is licensed for your personal
enjoyment only. Copies of this book may not be sold or given away
to other people if you intend to keep a copy for yourself. If you
would like to share this book with another person, please purchase
an additional copy for each recipient. If you are reading this book
and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only,
then please return to Travelyn Publishing and purchase your own
copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

 


See what else we offer at

TravelynPublishing.com


To

my wife Glenda

and

my daughters Casey and Samantha

who reviewed my words with objective
eyes,

pointed out the typos,

occasionally shook their heads in dismay

before suggesting (in one or two places),

“No, you really can’t say that!”—

which suggestions were mostly ignored—

this mess is lovingly dedicated.


 Table
of Contents

Introduction

Chapter 1 How it all started: Dad buys a
Hobie Cat 14

Chapter 2 The Storm

Chapter 3 Hobie Cats and
Girls

Chapter 4 Sailboat Racing with
Dad

Chapter 5 Pulling the Chrysler 22 Home
from Charlevoix

Chapter 6 Adventures in
Muskegon

Chapter 7 Sailboards and
Sunfish

Chapter 8 Cruising Class in
Wisconsin

Chapter 9 Assuming Command of Islander
37

Chapter 10 Scaring
Rowboats, Running aground, etc.

Chapter 11 Late Night Cruise with
Jay

Chapter 12 Race across Lake
Michigan

Chapter 13 Crewing for a Slip
Neighbor

Chapter 14 Night Beat through
Manitou Strait

Chapter 15 Sailing Vacation
with Wife & Kids

Chapter 16 Spinnaker
Adventure in Frankfort

Chapter 17 All Night Cruise with
Mary

About the author


 Introduction

Oh, great, another book about sailing.

I know that’s what you’re thinking—but this
one is different, swear to God. Because this book is written by a
moron instead of a sailing expert.

In this book you will find no yachting clubs
or high-society regattas or ’round-the-world adventures; nor any
crafty advice about how-to-build-it, how-to-repair-it,
how-to-sail-it, how-to-spruce-it-up, or even
how-to-sell-it-when-the-stupid-thing-gets-too-damned-expensive-to-keep—nope,
none of that—just stories about a guy who loves sailing but
unfortunately grew up in a family which had nothing to do with
sailing, so everything had to be learned the hard way when he
finally got aboard a boat.

And when I finally grew up and started
buying cruising boats, yep, you betcha, I was that guy—the guy other sailors make jokes about—the one
they steer clear of out on the water—an ignoramus with a big
sailboat.

But my love affair with sailing has endured
in spite of my various foibles and underlying ignorance. I will
always love sailing: the concept of it, the practice of it, the
impracticability of it, the struggles of it, the pure,
unadulterated beauty of it. Love of sailing is the real
subject of this book. The viewpoint, that of a non-expert sailor,
may be suspect; but the love is pure and bona fide.

I loved sailing before I even knew sailing
because I loved and admired my father, and viewed any words uttered
by his mouth as equivalent to something etched in stone and
delivered by God to Moses on a mountain top. (In fact, forget about
“equivalent:” if Dad and Moses disputed I would side with Dad.) So
when he looked down the beach at a Sunfish one day and casually
said, “Hmm, I’d like to own a sailboat someday—sailing looks fun,”
I took note of this brand new irreproachable fact, namely that
Thou Shalt Consider Sailing A Very Good Thing, and etched it
into my cerebral cortex where it still lives in permanent place of
honor as the Eleventh Commandment.

I was less than five years old at the time.
His comment was probably just idle talk for him but for me it
colored every glimpse of a sailboat and every contact I had with
sailing for the rest of my life. Fathers take note: this is the
effect your words can have on a boy.

Because nobody in my family sailed and I
didn’t even know someone who sailed, my love for sailing bobbed
along aimlessly in a vast knowledge-vacuum through most of my
childhood, which made me somewhat unique on the water when I
finally started sailing. These stories chronicling my sailing
history are inspired by, inhabited by, and thoroughly dominated by
this preternatural ignorance, and by the uncanny lack of common
sense which accompanied it—those two characteristics teaming up to
infuse every aspect of my sailing career, and therefore this book,
with its rather unique character.

I’ve done my best with the lingo. Nautical
terminology specific to sailing is legendarily complex and so
voluminous that if they tried to include every nautical term in a
standard English dictionary, the doggone book would end up too
heavy to lift. I poke a little fun at the lingo at times but you
will notice, as the chapters progress and my sailing knowledge grew
accordingly, more and more of that lingo creeps in. Not enough to
make me sound like I know what I’m talking about, mind you—just
enough to irritate you.

So you have that to look forward to.

Speaking of which, there is no need to
become overly irritated by my nautical stupidity. Honest to God, I
never actually killed anyone. Even that fisherman in the rowboat
(Chapter 10), did in fact escape unharmed. At most, I take
responsibility for a few grey hairs—mostly on people who happened
to be passengers on one of my boats. So please, all you true salts
and professional sailors, control your urge to hurl self-righteous
indignities in my direction. Instead, try to enjoy the stories and
the ensuing laughs you will have at my expense.

Amidst the humor I do try to impart a little
self-taught wisdom into my stories, to help anyone who might have
entered upon a life of sailing with a similar lack of experience.
And as a side benefit for those sailing neophytes, whatever your
sailing abilities might actually be, once you read this book you
will feel, relatively speaking, like a sailing genius.

If I have one sincere hope, it is that
readers, in the midst of their amusement, might actually learn
something from my misadventures. Like, specifically—probably
mostly—what not to do.


 Chapter 1

How it all started: Dad buys a Hobie Cat 14

“All great deeds and all great thoughts
have a ridiculous beginning.” —Albert Camus

So how did I arrive at the point promised in
the introduction, where I was actually sailing? Well, it all
started like this:

In May of 1968, my father walked into a boat
dealership in Cedar Springs, Michigan, a small farm town north of
Grand Rapids. (I think there was one stop light and two gas
stations in 1968 but that might be an exaggeration.) What he was
doing there, I don’t know. Maybe he was up there on business and
had time to kill, or maybe his car broke down on his way somewhere
else. Regardless of why, there he was and he walked into a store
called “The Sail Place.”

Cedar Springs, in spite of its name and in
spite of the fact that the state of Michigan is full of lakes, is a
town with no serious water nearby. No serious lake, no serious
river big enough to stop you from wading across it, nothing—and yet
they had a boat dealer. What’s more, they had a boat dealer,
judging by the name, who specialized in sailboats. Already an unlikely scenario, right? It’s like
selling saunas in the Galápagos Islands. Now add to the previous
unlikelihood the further unlikelihood of that dealer reading a
magazine article about a new 14-foot catamaran invented by a surfer
2,500 miles away in California, making a spur-of-the-moment
decision to add one to his inventory, and the doggone thing
arriving on the very day my father walked into his store for the
first time ever.

“Hey, cool, what’s that?” my father asked,
his interest piqued by two long white-and-yellow banana-shaped
hulls and other various pieces of unassembled boat scattered across
the dealer’s showroom floor.

After hearing the dealer’s explanation and
looking at the Hobie brochure, Dad pulled out his checkbook and
made an impulse purchase. He bought the first Hobie Cat sold in the
state of Michigan. Must have been one helluva brochure, that’s all
I can figure, because Dad was not generally an impulse buyer—he
used to haggle with car dealers for six months before buying a new
car. At the time of his first sailboat commitment, he had no idea
that Hobie Alter was in the process of revolutionizing sailing,
that Hobie Cat catamarans would become the most popular sailing
catamarans ever built, and that buying this boat would seal my fate
as a man obsessed with sailing. All Dad knew was that sailing
looked fun and the Hobie Cat had a big comfortable trampoline for
sitting on that looked like it would keep his middle-aged butt
dry.

Turns out he was wrong about that. The Hobie
14 doesn’t really keep your butt dry—not dependably anyway.

But here’s the important point: fourteen
years old, I would finally get a chance to sail; and because my
father happened to walk into that particular farm-country boat
store at exactly the right time, the Hobie Cat would make me a
star. Every sailor’s story has a beginning and this was mine.

The only slight hurdle between me and
sailing nirvana was that Dad had no idea how to sail. I
don’t just mean how to sail a Hobie Cat, specifically—he had no
idea in general how to sail any boat. And I, being my father’s son, was in the same
boat (so to speak). I knew nothing. Same with the rest of the
family. We were the antithesis of sailors—we were motor boaters. We
water skied. (My cousin Patti and I could water ski almost as soon
as we could walk.) That’s how things stood when we brought that
catamaran sailboat—still in pieces because once Dad bought it the
dealer threw up his hands, said, “Thank God, now I don’t have to
figure out how to put it together!” and stopped assembling it for
his showroom—up to Silver Lake, in Mears, Michigan, for Memorial
Day weekend.

Silver Lake is a Lake Michigan feeder lake
separated from the Big Lake by a mile or two of giant sand dunes
and back then, in the 1960s, it was one of the most beautiful
places in the world. The water in Silver Lake was crystal clear,
the long western border of the lake was entirely state-owned sand
dunes which were available to whomever came across the lake from
their cottages or campgrounds to spend the day at the beach, and
the area was relatively unknown and undeveloped. When I hear Linda
Ronstadt singing “Blue Bayou,” I always think of Silver Lake the
way it was then, in the 1960s, and mourn the loss of that pristine
gone-forever paradise of my childhood.

[Maudlin nostalgia-infused moment of silence
here... okay, that’s enough.]

At first the new boat assembly was fun, in a
male-bonding sort of way. You know how guys are. Four men and two
boys with a bunch of tools and something new and complicated that
needs putting together on a long holiday weekend? And it’s
something designed to float and give you a
ride? It doesn’t get any better than that for
guys. Especially when most of them are related and get perverse
pleasure from carping at each other and highlighting each other’s
stupidity while they work. Which is what families do, right?
Arguing about how to put something together? hooting about other
people’s dumb ideas and mistakes? that’s half the fun, right?

Okay, maybe my family isn’t entirely
normal.

The two boys were me and my friend, Bobby
Byrne. The four men were my dad, my oldest brother, Terry, my
brother-in-law, Gary, and my brother Bob who was freshly returned
from Vietnam, freshly married, and for some reason that day a bit
grouchy, a mood unusual for him. I mention that because it figures
into some of what happened later.

My brothers, especially Bob, spent much of
their day poking fun at Gary with sarcastic comments about his lack
of common sense, their favorite hobby at the time. Bob’s being
especially harsh was no doubt driven by his mood. Meanwhile, being
an observant boy, I noticed that my brothers didn’t really have
much worthwhile advice to contribute themselves. Mostly it was my
ever-practical father who quietly figured everything out and told
everybody what to do, based entirely upon the little instruction
manual that came with the boat and the picture of an assembled
Hobie Cat on the brochure cover. The picture was especially
helpful, maybe more helpful than the written instructions
because... well, you know how guys feel about reading instructions.
Real men don’t need written instructions any more than they need
maps.

Lo and behold, and much to my delight, the
only person who seemed to be on the same wavelength with Dad, able
to help decipher the manual and provide worthwhile suggestions, was
me! For a fourteen-year-old boy with older brothers that was heady
stuff. The lure of the sail cemented its hold right then by giving
me a touch of validation as a man. I was thrilled with that boat
before it even hit the water.

(I’ve waited half a century for a second
touch of validation, doggone it... okay, enough about that.)

Eventually, after a morning full of
intra-family pecking, one-upmanship, laughs, and curses—and after a
bad start when the asymmetric hulls were placed left-on-the-right
and right-on-the-left, leaving the hulls looking splayfooted and
awkward—we finally managed to get most of the pieces of the damn
boat screwed, thumped, and pounded together; probably in the way it
was supposed to be put together, although there was no way to be
sure since it was the first sailboat any of us had ever touched. It
looked right, pretty much. It seemed to resemble
the picture on the brochure. As a whole it seemed to make a kind of
crazy sense. And there were only a couple of pieces left over so
how far off could we be?

In our ignorance, we assumed that only the
fun of “driving it” was left. Stick it in the water, give it some
gas—or wind, whatever—and steer it where we wanted to go. Simple.
We couldn’t wait!

Memorial Day weekend along the Lake Michigan
shoreline in West Michigan isn’t generally very warm. In fact, most
often it’s cold—too cold to enjoy the water, anyway—and 1968 was no
exception. The wind was straight out of the northwest and after
traveling across sixty miles of Lake Michigan ice water it was
colder than when it started its journey in Wisconsin. The water in
Silver Lake was barely warmer than Lake Michigan and, worst of all
(although we were too ignorant to realize it), the wind was
rather... brisk.

Very brisk.

The collective enthusiasm for “driving” the
new boat ebbed considerably after we dragged it down to the water,
felt the full brunt of the wind, and stepped into the water. Ouch!
the water actually hurt it was so cold. Still thinking like motor
boaters, we figured the overall coldness wouldn’t matter so much
once we got the sail up, climbed aboard, and started sailing so we
quickly consulted the instruction book one more time; and, with a
touch of muscle and a few smidgeons of cursing, started raising the
sail, not bothering with the instruction in the manual that
suggested waxing the luff of the sail to make it slide up the
groove in the mast easier.

Nobody was exactly sure where or what the
“luff” of a sail might be, you see—although it seems fairly obvious
when you think about it—and we didn’t have any wax anyway, so there
was a general consensus to ignore the suggestion and apply more
muscle power as compensation.

Right away there was trouble. The boat
tipped over twice before the sail was halfway up because we were
trying to raise the sail while the boat was sideways to the wind.
At that point it began dawning on us that—gee, here’s a crazy
idea—the wind was going to be a factor when it came to sailing.

The rest of the extended family had come
down to the beach to watch and after the wind flipped the boat a
second time—the mast crashing down into a big lakeside lilac bush
while family members scattered in panic—Dad made an executive
decision to finish raising the sail with the boat lying on its side
in shallow water. “Safer that way,” he announced. He didn’t want
the big aluminum mast coming down on anybody’s head.

So there we stood, covered in goose bumps,
sometimes with one foot in the ice cold water at a time, going
numb, while the other foot rested against a thigh where it could
get warm—like pink flamingoes, in other words—other times dancing
around to avoid waves and keep blood flowing to our feet; one or
two of us pulling at the top of the sail while one or two others
pulled on the line that was designed to raise it—all of this with
the boat on its side and the mast top lying on a seawall.

I suspected we were not an impressive sight,
nautically speaking, and kept my eyes peeled for Popeye-looking men
with anchor tattoos on their arms—which is what I figured sailors
generally looked like—who might be watching and laughing at us.

Eventually the sail was raised, if “raised”
is even the appropriate word when a sail is pulled sideways along
the mast of a boat lying on its side. (Somebody look that up in a
nautical reference book and let me know.)

On Hobie Cats the line that raises the
sail—the halyard—changes from rope to metal cable (please don’t
write and tell me that, in sailing terminology, rope and cable are
often the same thing—that’s a discussion that still confuses me
and, anyway, you know what I mean) for the last ten or so feet and
the cable part has a metal catch that clicks into a forked bracket
on the front of the mast to lock the sail up, but we couldn’t quite
reach that bracket with the catch no matter how hard we pulled, no
matter how much we cursed at the damn thing, and no matter how much
we yelled at each other. After a short discussion we decided, as an
ad hoc committee, that we felt reasonably confident the sail
was sufficiently raised for general purposes.

It was raised as much as we were going to
raise it anyway.

So it was finally time to sail! After the
rigors and frustration of raising the damn sail, my father was
already souring on his new boat, big time, and my brother Bob had
been lampooning the whole idea of sailing from the start, in tune
with his overall negative attitude that day, so the actual sailing
trial was left to Terry, Gary, me, and Bobby. Fourteen-year-old
boys are generally game for anything, right? Silly boys that we
were, we thought it was going to be a lark.

After deciding to stay in toward shore in
case we needed to swim for our lives (back then there were no life
jacket laws—at least none that anyone knew about—the phrase
“personal flotation device” hadn’t been invented yet, everybody in
my family swam like a fish, as did Bobby, and West Michigan has so
many lakes and rivers that boys our age did pretty much everything,
from the day school let out in the spring until school started
again in the fall, wearing nothing but a swimsuit), we shoved the
boat out toward deep water and piled aboard, sans life
jackets of any sort.

The first thing you must do on a Hobie Cat
once you’re under way is lock down the rudders. They’re designed to
lift up when they hit the bottom in shallow water or when they hit
the beach, but they don’t really work right as rudders until
they’re locked down into their built-in catches. We knew that
because I’d read it in the manual and pedantically informed the
others, know-it-all-osity never being something I’ve held in short
supply.

Naturally, being guys curious about how
things worked, we all crawled to the back of the Hobie’s trampoline
to see how the rudders locked down and argue about how to
accomplish it.

That was the first time we tipped over,
approximately thirty seconds into our cruise. Mind you, we hadn’t
moved one inch in any kind of forward direction when it happened
so, technically, the word “cruise” is mostly anticipatory in this
context. The aforementioned “brisk” wind powering across Silver
Lake gathered under the front of the trampoline, which was somewhat
up because our combined weight had the stern of the boat somewhat
down, and, as the four of us leaned over the stern looking down at
the rudder catches, arguing about how they worked, each of us
offering wise suggestions regarding the matter and each of us
scoffing at the stupid suggestions of everyone else, the wind
picked up the front of the boat and dumped us into the ice
water.

There was a great deal of enthusiastic
screaming and cursing as everybody tried to crawl out of the water
at the same time, stepping on heads as needed, climbing frantically
up the now-sideways trampoline as the boat slowly rolled onto its
“left” side (“port” & “starboard” being terms we hadn’t fully
embraced yet). All that nobility you’ve heard about when the
Titanic was sinking? Completely absent.

Even though we were boys, Bobby and I held
no disadvantage in this mad scramble for dry perches because we
were quicker and more limber than the two grown men. I specifically
remember planting a foot in my brother Terry’s face as I clambered
out of the water. I also remember what he said to me but it’s not
worth repeating as I am almost 100% sure he did not really want to
kill me, not deep in his heart, and certainly not in the gruesome
manner he described.

Important to remember at this point is that
we’d merely pushed the boat out toward deep
water before piling aboard and had yet to make any forward
progress—probably even backed up a few yards because of the wind—so
even a dummy should have realized we were still in shallow water.
But we didn’t. Bob and Dad were sitting in Bob’s motorboat with the
motor idling, prepared to accompany us on the initial voyage, and
after the four of us climbed to the upper hull of the sideways boat
and calmed down enough to look around, we were greeted by two
incredulous looks of disdain.

“You know, all that yelling and clawing for
higher ground was probably unnecessary,” said Dad, skewering us
with understatement as only a father can do, “since you’re only in
waist-deep water.”

Oh. Sheepishly, we climbed down from our
perches, winced as we eased ourselves back into the cold water, and
righted the sailboat. This time we decided to lock down the rudders
before boarding, thinking now we were getting smart. Unfortunately,
while we were standing in waist-deep ice water puttering around
with the rudders, still offering each other wise suggestions at
full volume, the boat got a bit sideways to the wind, caught a gust
in its sail from the left side, and took off like a racehorse who’s
thrown his jockey.

The first Hobie Cat in Michigan almost made
a great escape right there on its first day in the water; but,
luckily, we all grabbed a piece of boat, hung on for dear life, and
started dragging ourselves aboard, something we were good at, being
water skiers. Bobby almost didn’t make it because he only managed a
slim hold on the very back edge of the starboard hull, and he was
dragged almost fifty yards before my brother-in-law reached over
and hauled him up on the trampoline. I thought it was hilarious
watching him get pulled through the ice water. Bobby’s cursing and
yelling wasn’t up to the sophisticated level reached by Terry when
I’d stepped on his face but for a fourteen-year-old Catholic school
boy he did very well. I was proud of him.

We were surprised and gratified at how fast
the boat moved once it was no longer dragging human beings through
the water. Sunfish (Sunfishes?), Porpoises, and such being the only
sailboats we’d ever seen in operation, we didn’t expect so much
sheer, unadulterated, thrilling speed!
Catamarans can really scoot! For a minute or two we actually
started to believe we knew what we were doing and commenced
a-hootin’ and a-hollerin’ to express our exhilaration and
sophisticated mastery of the sailing arts.

Suddenly our angle to the wind must have
become optimized—I’m just assuming, because we were far too
ignorant at the time to be paying attention to the wind’s
direction—and the left hull started to rise. When a catamaran lifts
one hull out of the water it goes even faster—because there’s less
resistance—and that’s all we noticed at first. Our hootin’ and
hollerin’ rose in volume and achieved new levels of redneckish
sophistication. But then, instead of stopping at a reasonable
elevation like the picture with the smiling, happy sailors on the
cover of the Hobie brochure, the hull just kept rising. Slowly but
surely. Inexorably.

Eventually, dense as we were, we realized
the hull was getting too high and we might have a problem. The
hootin’ and hollerin’ tailed off and we started casting furtive
glances at the ice water. My brother-in-law was ensconced in the
right side front (starboard forward) corner of the trampoline.
Thinking fast, he shouted at Terry, who was in the right side back
(starboard aft) corner of the trampoline, “Tighten the
mainsheet!”

I said he was thinking fast, not thinking
intelligently.

At this point the reader, if they happen to
be a sailor, has probably noted that both adults—approximately 400
pounds total—were sitting on the leeward side of the boat while the
two fourteen-year-old boys—each of us maybe 80 pounds soaking
wet—were sitting to windward. That’s how stupid we were. The
heavyweights were to leeward, pretty much encouraging the boat to
tip over. Which it did.

Terry’s tightening of the mainsheet
certainly didn’t help matters. To an experienced sailor it might
seem incredible that people with three-digit IQs (or at least
high-two-digit IQs) could think that tightening a mainsheet would
stop a sailboat from capsizing, but imagine that you have never
learned the physics of sailing, nor bothered to contemplate that
such physics exist, nor ever been on a sailboat, and consequently
are experiencing everything for the first time on a very cold and
windy day in May in West Michigan. There is a kind of logic to the
notion of tightening a mainsheet to slow down or ease the effect of
the wind. Not a good logic, of course, or a worthwhile logic, but a
logic nevertheless. Gary was thinking that a loose sail, with a big
cup-shaped bend, as we started with, would “scoop” the wind like an
ice cream scooper, holding the wind in its cup where it could
create maximum force, while a tightly-sheeted flat sail would have
no place to catch the wind.

See the logic?

Of course it’s the exact opposite. Being
sailors, we know that. It’s simple mathematics, no “scooping”
involved. The more taught the sail the more area it exposes to the
wind, so the more wind it catches, and the faster the boat goes
and/or the more it heels. I learned that later in the day while
drinking hot chocolate, wearing three sweatshirts, and sitting in
front of a hot fire reading the instruction manual for the Hobie,
which included some basic sailing theory.

This second capsize was like the first one,
including the cowardly scramble up the sideways trampoline like
demented monkeys climbing after the last banana in the jungle. (If
that description sounds overly melodramatic, all I can say is: you
weren’t there. It was ugly.) The big difference the second time was
that we were in deeper water which not only threatened us with
total immersion but meant even colder water. The shallow water is
at least warmed a few degrees by sunlight, but the deep water…
egad.

We learned a new thing on the second
capsize. We learned that deeper water provides an opportunity for a
Hobie Cat to turn completely upside down, which is called “going
turtle.” (I don’t know if that’s an official nautical term or
something we invented because it happened to us so often.) Once
upside down, the boat was much harder to right because Silver Lake
is not all that deep on the east side, and the mast is very tall
and therefore reaches all the way to the bottom of the lake where
it buries itself in the mud. Reviewing that day from the far
future, I can see that four people climbing up the trampoline in a
mad panic to stay out of the water and then perching along its
highest rail like a family of crows on a power line pretty much
forced the boat to go turtle, but we didn’t
think of that then. Even if we had, the temperature of the water
probably would have inspired the same panicky scramble anyway. We
were not a courageous, altruistic crowd.

Altogether, we proceeded to flip that poor
abused Hobie Cat eight times before managing to get back to where
we started, each time a slow-motion disaster as the sail caught the
wind, the boat gradually began to heel, and then majestically,
inexorably, continued on over with the four of us screaming bloody
murder, shouting insults at each other, cursing the sail, the cold
water, and the damned wind, wailing at the fickleness of the
universe and pleading with God for mercy, all the while fighting
viciously for higher position on the sideways trampoline. And each
time except for the last time we climbed upward and perched on the
upper hull until our weight turned the boat completely turtle,
sticking the top of the mast into the lake bottom, leaving us
sitting stupidly and forlornly on the bottoms of the two hulls.
Then one of us would have to dive into the ice water to attach the
halyard to the back of the motorboat so my brother Bob could slowly
pull the mast out of the muddy lake bottom and right us.

We alternated being the diver who attached
the tow rope, taking turns. Which should have resulted in two turns
each. The other three would sit shivering on the sailboat, trying
to stay dry as the orientation was corrected to the upright. Nobody
wanted to go into the water when it was their turn, even though it
needed to be done, and I feel guilty to this day that my best
friend Bobby lost track of the turns—his brain perhaps affected by
hypothermia—and took my second one. Although my guilt was not
sufficient to make me say anything at the time.

Meanwhile, my brother Bob’s comments during
these capsizes began to annoy us to the point of distraction.
Nobody likes to be called cowardly when he’s in the very midst of
acting cowardly, ya know? The annoyance caused by such comments is
doubled when the comments are true—it’s a law or an axiom or
something. We knew how we were acting and we knew it wasn’t a manly
way of acting but each time that boat started to tip over the
desire to avoid the ice water overwhelmed any semblance of honor we
might have possessed. And it got worse every time we flipped,
because the ice water caused whatever tiny kernels of manly courage
we possessed at the start, to shrivel and pucker once again into
abject unseemly unmanliness. Finally, as Gary, a high school
wrestling coach, was muttering something under his breath about a
full nelson, Bob, and a toilet, Terry decided his younger brother
had said far too much from his warm, dry perch in the motorboat,
both about our sailing abilities and the concept of sailing itself,
and words were exchanged—Terry’s contribution being something along
the lines of, “Shut the #@$! up or I will #@$#@ tear you limb from
limb, you @$$##!”

Terry did have a temper. He was famous for
it.

Bob, hurt and offended to be addressed so
rudely, decided to drive his motorboat to shore and leave us to our
own devices. It’s a wonder we made it back, given the other-worldly
level of our ignorance. After all, we had no idea how to turn
around and go back the way we came, otherwise referred to as
“coming about” by actual sailing folk. Luckily, the boat
accidentally ended up headed toward home after the motorboat
righted us the last time, we only flipped the boat once more on the
trip home—probably because we were headed more downwind in that
direction—and we didn’t go turtle that time so we didn’t need Bob
and his stupid motorboat.

Did I say we flipped eight times? That
actually doesn’t include that last flip or the two times when we
were trying to put the sail up or what happened after we were
finally back on shore: because, yes, as we were standing there
shivering, the four of us congratulating each other on surviving
the horrible experience, discussing what might be wrong with this
damn boat that had it constantly tipping over, while nobody was
paying attention to the confounded thing as it bobbed happily—and
perhaps triumphantly—in shallow water, Dad’s brand new Hobie Cat 14
got a bit sideways to the brisk wind again and tipped over one more
time, scattering us like flies before a swatter.

Grumbling in disgust, we left the stupid
thing with its stupid mast in the stupid lilac bush and navigated
our stupid selves into the house to eat.

If Hobie Alter, the inventor and
manufacturer of the Hobie Cat, had seen us that first day, when his
company was still in its nascent stages and its ultimate success
still unsure, abusing as we were the first Hobie Cat in the state
of Michigan, it would have broken his heart and led him to despair.
He probably would have stopped building boats and gone into
something saner and more dependable, like accounting.


 Chapter 2

The Storm

“The fishermen know that the sea is
dangerous and the storm terrible, but they have never found these
dangers sufficient reason for remaining ashore.” —Vincent Van
Gogh

In July and August of 1969, when I was
fifteen, I spent a glorious almost-two-straight-months at my
sister’s house on Silver Lake. I had no job and no
responsibilities, and I sailed around all day every day on my Hobie
Cat 14, showing off. I was absolutely the best Hobie Cat sailor
around. Being the only one around helped, of
course.

Yes, although young and new to sailing, and
in spite of the boat being a fairly recent addition, I had taught
myself to sail the doggone thing and was, in fact, the official
family expert on sailing... partly because I was a pretty good
sailor but mostly because nobody else was interested in the title.
I could lift one hull out of the water—called “flying the hull”—and
balance the boat on the verge of capsizing, mainsheet in one hand
and tiller in the other, working them like a concert master for
minutes at a time; and, being no dummy and semi-educated on the
subtleties of wooing the fairer sex by my older brothers, I
generally tried to time those minutes for when girls in my general
age group were watching.

I was young, healthy, and no different than
99.9% of the rest of the healthy, male, fifteen-year-old
population—which is to say I was preoccupied with illicit thoughts
about sexual matters I knew little about while harboring high hopes
of acquiring the necessary remedial training. If you’ve ever been a
fifteen year old boy, or ever dated a fifteen year old boy, or ever
parented a fifteen year old boy, or ever had even a nodding
acquaintance with a fifteen year old boy, you know what I mean.

One day I was lying on the dunes in the
northwest corner of Silver Lake, in those days generally the
busiest part of the dunes because you could walk in from the state
park. I was lying next to my boat, half asleep, basking in the sun
while contemplating the beautiful blue sky and daydreaming about
sex—as per my daily habit at the time—when I noticed that a lot of
people were suddenly leaving the dunes and if they were pedestrians
heading for the parking lot, or across the lake if they had arrived
on a boat.

“Where the hell is everybody going?” I
thought to myself lazily, before re-closing my eyes and resuming my
daydream. I think the subject was Raquel Welch that day and I
vaguely remember her being sprawled provocatively on the trampoline
of my Hobie Cat, crooking her finger at me as if to say, “Come join
me, Jim.” Fifteen can be a very erotic age for a boy if he has a
good imagination.

My reverie was interrupted by a deep burp.
It sounded like a big inboard motor that wouldn’t start. It coughed
twice but didn’t seem to catch and after the second burp I rolled
over on my side in the warm sand to check it out, curious about a
boat with an engine big enough to make such a deep, reverberating
sound. That’s when I realized there was no such boat. In fact,
there was not one soul or one bit of human detritus left on the
dunes—just me and my sailboat. Along the stretch of beach where I
had been daydreaming, where there had been a fairly busy assortment
of people and boats, there was now no other boat and no other
people; and it dawned on me, finally, what that sound was that I’d
heard and why everyone had scurried away, leaving me all alone on
the dunes.

Lake Michigan thunderstorms are beautiful
creations of God and more fun to watch than TV—when you’re safe in
a house watching through a picture window. They scare the shit out
of you when you’re stuck on the far side of Silver Lake with
nothing but a sailboat to get you home.

I jumped up, looked to the west, and almost
cried for my mommy because this weird-looking Thing
was boiling over the dunes like some sort of alien monster. This
Thing didn’t look like the normal thunderstorm that
marches across the Big Lake from Wisconsin, all pissed off and
whipped into a mile-high dark frenzy by sixty miles of open
water—those are frightening enough but at least you understand
them. This one was low instead of high and looked like a giant
rolling pin coming toward me. A big, dark, ominous-looking rolling
pin that was bellowing thunder noises and showing lightning
flashes. The lightning flashes seemed to be inside the rolling pin. At the risk of sounding
redundant, it was a freaky-looking scary Storm
Thing.

In a panic, I sprinted to my boat and shoved
her off the dunes, flipped her around so she was pointing home, and
tried to climb aboard. Because of the clumsiness induced by panic,
though, and the fact that my drawstring was untied for additional
comfort during the afore-mentioned daydream, I caught the waistband
of my swimsuit on the edge of one of the fiberglass hulls and it
stuck there firmly. There’s a jagged edge there where the hulls
join with their topsides—all Hobie owners become familiar with that
edge eventually, usually in a painful way that draws blood. This
time it was my swimsuit rather than a patch of my skin that got
caught.

Anyway, with the swimsuit stuck on the hull,
the force of dragging myself aboard pulled it right off. Which was
doubly embarrassing, and a little painful, because my youthful
member was still feeling the effects of that Raquel Welch
daydream.

Oh, well, no big deal. There was absolutely
nobody around to see me and the suit was still there, caught firmly
on the back edge of the starboard hull and held there securely,
albeit out of my reach for the time being as I busied myself
getting the boat moving. I was fairly sure it would still be there
when the boat and I reached the other side of the lake—if the boat and I reached the other side of the lake—so I
appropriately ordered my priorities and proceeded with getting
underway, naked.

In spite of the storm boiling over the dunes
behind me, there was almost no wind—the infamous calm before the
storm. The tiny bit of breeze there was, though, blew straight
where I wanted to go; so, after locking down the rudders, I moved
the traveler all the way to starboard, released the mainsheet, and
pushed the boom out to starboard as far as I could, hoping to catch
enough air to at least get moving. And then I held it there. In
nautical terminology, I turned myself into a human boom vang,
propped on my left knee, stretched out with my hands on the boom,
ready to steer with my right foot extended behind me to the tiller
bar, and looking worriedly back over my shoulder at the storm—like
a bird dog with a bush full of pheasants in front of him who breaks
point just enough to make sure his owner is watching. Picture that
position in your mind while remembering the loss of the swimsuit
and the state of my member.

(I apologize for the imagery but I felt
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