
  

  



  Appreciations


  I would like to extend special thanks to: Captain Marge Pratt, whose boundless enthusiasm and never-spared words of encouragement would, when my fire started to smolder, be right there with the rekindling; Spencer Apollonio for his endless editing, a task that stretched his patience to near breaking and dog-eared his old Webster’s; Virginia Thorndike, who would nudge me with her optimism and invigoration; Joseph E. Garland for showing me how to do it with gusto as he did in Adventure, Queen of the Windjammers, and many other volumes; Shelly Johnson with words of wisdom for a novice writer: Johanna Calderwood, who said “forget about composing, spelling, and the like — just write it down!” Thanks to Llewellyn Howland lll, Peter Spectre, Fredrick Gunther for guidance and encouragement and to Stan Grayson of Devereux Books, Marblehead, Massachusetts, whose direction was indispensable.


  The last is best — my wife Meg, who has made all things possible in my life.
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  Chapter 1
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  Tough Times and Wet Feet


  I had no idea that my father, who had become stricken with a long-lasting and tortuous illness, was being helped to his bed for the last time. It was the middle of what was soon to become the long, oppressive summer of ’53. Having just completed one year of college, I was busily engaged in an unusual summer of cultural studies at the University of Oslo. I’d gone to Norway comfortable with the understanding that Dad was recovering. Instead, when I returned home, I learned that Dad would no longer be coming downstairs.


  Mother gave me the choice of continuing my studies or running my father’s personal finance company, a family business in the suburban Philadelphia community of Upper Darby, Pennsylvania. I chose the latter. For one thing, I wasn’t a very good student. For another, what would I do with a certificate in business administration and not the foggiest idea of where to hang it? So, dressed in a second-hand blue serge suit, I assumed the duties of the office where my very elderly and mostly crotchety Aunt Connie, my father’s sister, was then managing.


  I did enroll at Temple University night school, but with the preparations for my father’s passing, learning all I could about the business, and supporting my mother, I had little time for studying. I found night school an incredible chore. The five nights a week were soon reduced to four, and then to three. I transferred to the Wharton School for two evenings, and finally I only took those subjects apropos to the finance business on one night a week.


  I soon discovered how just gloomy and forlorn was this business of finance. Our customers would come in with pleading, pained expressions on their faces and tell me every problem from which they were suffering and how they’d become mired down in such desperate straits. Sometimes it was real — sometimes it was a two-dollar sideshow. I would console the unhappy borrowers, and they would depart with a fleeting relief and a few bucks in their wallet. Then, on the date due, in order to recover the money, I would have to listen to a whole new list of reasons why they hadn’t met their obligations, why they couldn’t pay now, and perhaps why they couldn’t ever repay their loan. In spite of my feelings, I doubled the volume of the business in four years. The future looked promising, but was this any way for a fellow to enjoy living?


  Between customers, I would sit at my desk behind a partition, reading a book or playing my practice guitar and gazing out the window across 69th and Market Streets, Upper Darby, Pennsylvania, where the Red Arrow Terminal was home to a fleet of buses, streetcars, subway trains, and taxicabs. The business was named Terminal Finance Company in honor of the bus terminal, but the “terminal” part seemed a perfect fit for my mood. If I opened the window, the smell of the exhausts, the cacophony of horns, the screech of subway wheels, the hubbub of voices, and the tweet of police whistles would rain in, washing away my sanity. I used to gaze out over the buildings and mutter to myself, “Th ere has got to be more to life than this!”


  My father had brought me up imbued with his love of small powerboats, music, travel and a lust for life that few enjoy. In his twenties, he’d been a professional musician. After college, he had his own band and then moved on to be first-chair trombonist with Fred Warring and his Pennsylvanians, playing, traveling, and touring all over the world. As the family expanded, Mom prevailed upon him to give up the fame and fortune of the roaring twenties (and, with one of the best bands in the country, lucrative it was) and settle down to fatherhood on the eve of the Great Depression. In spite of the hardships of the business world, Dad, through his Scottish parsimony, provided well for the family. He and mom dragged us (my sisters and me) all over the United States, three times to Europe and to many other foreign countries, seriously infecting us with his own wanderlust.


  I should add that all this happened after an unfortunate event that created profound changes in all our lives, an event that I would spend the rest of my life doing my best to ignore. In 1937, at age four, while playing with sister Chris at the beach in Ocean Gate, New Jersey, I contracted polio in my entire lower body. Chris also became infected with the virus but was able to throw it off with few aftereffects. Not quite so lucky, I was left with an emaciated, shortened right leg and very little muscular dexterity. The leg would continually collapse under me. I couldn’t run with the other kids, and the simple act of walking had the look of an acrobatic exercise.


  Then, when I was twelve, a talented, forward-thinking orthopedic surgeon performed an experimental procedure that he had contrived. He transplanted two of the three unaffected muscles in the back of the leg and, by tying the ligaments to the kneecap, was able to create sort of a “Rube Goldberg” muscle to straighten the leg. Now, being on the wrong side of the leg, these muscles not only stretched the tissue in an odd way, but my mind had to get used to the leg snapping straight when I would think to bend it.


  As the disease had bent the leg bones, the doctor had to break the leg in three places to lengthen and straighten it. Then, he lengthened the heel cord by severing it in half and periodically stretching it by driving wedges into a hinged slit on a damnable plaster cast that went from my toes to my waist. I spent one entire hot summer in that itchy thing, scratching my 148 stitches by stuffing a stick, coat hook, or back scratcher down inside the cast.


  The next year was spent on crutches, braces, and canes. It was all terribly embarrassing to a teenager about to enter junior high school, but I finally came out the other end with a half-decent walking capability, albeit with a stiffleg and a decided limp. Years later, I would discover to my amusement that landlubbers seem to delight in a limping seaman. Those that have the nerve to ask are aghast when I explain, trying to hide the twinkle in my eye, that a shark bit the leg in ’02 on a voyage ’round the Horn!


  Perhaps the most telling result of this childhood illness was its impact on my general approach to problems. I developed a kind of stubbornness, and a seeming recklessness that refused to acknowledge the damn leg a handicap. Years later, I discovered that I could climb a ship’s rigging quicker than most because my upper body was so powerful, for I had insisted that my arm muscles would make up for what I lacked in legs. Although my disability did keep me from doing sports in school and although it made me cripplingly shy around girls, it also kept me out of a foxhole in Korea.


  Shortly before Dad died of cancer in 1953, he had sold the last and largest of his beloved yachts, a 30-foot Chris-Craft sedan cruiser built in 1941. I had grown from kid to teenager going “down to the boat” on weekends and vacations. One of my fondest early memories was the day I stole my father’s skiff and pretended to play sea captain. I must have been all of ten, maybe eleven years, old, and after having helped him with the construction of that small rowing boat in the basement the winter before, felt like I had uncommon rights to the thing.


  A couple of broom handles mysteriously disappeared from mother’s closet, and then I pilfered one of her bed sheets to fashion a square sail. I sailed, as if in command of a Cape Horn square-rigged clipper ship, straight across the treacherous waters of Dredge Harbor, New Jersey. I set off before the breeze and had an exciting sail the length and breadth of that pond-sized harbor. Then, when I fetched up on the beach at the lee side, it dawned on me — I now had to row all the way back upwind! That moment vividly illustrated why my father had powerboats. I thought all sailors must be demented. It was not until some years later that I understood the principle of beating to windward, and then became a hopeless sailing addict.


  Desperate for my first sailboat, when I turned 20, I convinced my school chum Don Sager to go with me to buy an old 20-foot plywood-built sloop. I had located the boat in a barn up-country where it had reposed for at least the prior 10 years. We were some excited! She was on a trailer of more rust than steel, with two flat tires and a mountain of dirt, straw and barnyard junk that had to be moved to get at her. The boat was covered inches thick in dust and bird droppings and had gobs of little treasures down inside, left there by the various animals that had come and gone. Still, the price was right and we were happy. The seller, for some odd reason, seemed more than overjoyed!


  We took her home, painted her up, got the old, rusty engine running, gussied-up the interior and even hung little kerosene lamps in the cabin. Proud of our first boat, we named her the Bay Wolves and we took her to Gaskill’s Dock, on Brant Beach, Long Beach Island, New Jersey. This is the marina where in the early 1940s, my Dad and I had first cruised when I was a little tyke. We held our breath when the crane picked up the Wolves and set her overboard. Looking like a swan in the water, she quietly, surreptitiously started leaking in great gulps. Ignoring the inrush of water for the moment, we went to work and rigged the absolutely enormous mast. It was built of steel and weighed what seemed like half a ton. The former owner must have broken the original wooden mast and then he overbuilt this one as if he intended to sail through another ’38 hurricane. I could almost hear him saying, “Well, laddie, this mast won’t break.”


  The old Wolves leaked a little bit (our denial) or a lot (the reality), but with great confidence and new-found knowledge about such things, I said, “She’ll soon swell up and be tight as a jug!” We tied her up in an assigned slip, and that evening, wrung out by exhaustion, Don and I blew up our air mattresses and unfolded our sleeping bags. We bailed again, and again, and then crawled into our bunks to dream of sailing into a peaceful sunset.


  Instead, about two in the morning, sailing through a terrible storm, I awoke with a start. A strange feeling of panic gripped me as I tried to sit up. I couldn’t rise. Was I paralyzed? Instead of snapping bolt upright, my sleeping bag sank atop a collapsing mattress. Cold water, shocking and chilling, was filling in around my buttocks. As I came to my senses, I realized the “terrible storm” was only the motion of our air mattresses floating around the cabin with us aboard, bumping and thumping against the centerboard trunk. Don woke up and we accepted the obvious. It was time to bail yet again!


  [image: First learning experience on a wooden knockabout sloop. (author’s collection)]


  First learning experience on a wooden knockabout sloop. (author’s collection)


  By the next day the leaks had slowed down not at all and another lesson had been learned — plywood does not swell like planking. With heavy hearts, we unrigged and unstepped that unwieldy mast and hauled the boat out of the water again. We lugged her back home, put her in the garage, turned her upside-down, and, in the middle of a hot summer, ground all the paint from her bottom and completely encased it in fiberglass. Dumb and unthinking, we did it shirtless. The fiberglass dust got into our skin sticking to the perspiration. Even now, remembering back to the ’glass dust, I start to itch. Well, in 1953 fiberglass was a comparatively new boat building material. The centerboard trunk was rebuilt. We threw away that old engine and mounted a Johnson outboard on the side of the hull. Little did we realize that old outboard would often be doused in the sea as the vessel rolled.


  Don and I and friends sailed the Bay Wolves for many years, mostly around Toms River, New Jersey. That old boat bent our learning curves into pretzels, and I only once suffered the terrible embarrassment of capsizing her. At the time we were bound down Barney Google’s Bay — as we called Barnegat Bay — and a very obvious weather front was approaching. I had been reading books about weather fronts and concluded this one would be full of wind. So, with all nautical prudence, we furled and lashed the mainsail. My old high-school buddy Fred went forward on the foredeck to run down the jib and put the anchor out.


  Just before Fred was able to stow the jib, the wind and rain roared down. He had struggled the sail halfway down, and it was flapping and thrashing in the fresh gale. I, in a panic, was shouting, “Th row out the blasted anchor, for God’s sake!” He grabbed the anchor and proceeded to throw it through the jib, putting a large hole in the center of it. Fortunately, he did have the foresight to make the anchor line fast, but when the anchor fetched up, its line was running out through our sail.


  That didn’t much matter anyway because the anchor never had a chance to hold. The breeze was so strong it blew the boat off sideways, and the wind, pressing against that enormously heavy steel mast, rolled us down, filling the cockpit and cabin with cold salt water. Fred’s wife, Tammy, who had never learned to swim, was seated in the cockpit. We were all hanging onto the swamped boat, wind roaring, mast stuck in the mud, bread, brassieres, and blankets all bobbing up from the flooded cabin when Tam turned and queried, “What do we do now, Captain?”


  I think I yelled something like, “Save my guitar!”


  A Good Samaritan came along in a powerboat after the squall had passed and towed us into Forked River for a session of “beach and bail.” We had to come back a week later and move her to her dock in Toms River. The poor old outboard had been done-in with that sinking, and though we fussed over her, coaxed her, and changed her plugs, we had gone only a couple of miles when she died a quick and permanent death. Of course, there was no wind, and of course it had to be late in the afternoon with the sun going down, and mosquitoes coming out. Can there be anything worse than a hungry New Jersey mosquito? We had to paddle some five miles back to the Island Heights Marina. One cannot swat while paddling; one can only curse while paddling. Our backs were black with the critters feasting at the bloody trough. We finally arrived about four in the morning wishing for a transfusion to replace what they took.


  The Bay Wolves was fun, but I needed more. In the wee hours of the evening, especially in the dead of winter, rather than go sit in a bar with beer-drinking friends, I would putter around in the shop my father had set up in the basement. There, I built a 14-foot wooden Sunfish. It was only a little too big to get up the curved cellar stairway. We pushed and pulled, jerked and jigged, and, just like the jokes you see in the comics, that beautiful, shiny paint job, so lovingly, carefully applied, had several deep scratches in it before the launching. I called the vessel the Crab. She was as slick as a wet seal and would sail rings around the Bay Wolves in most any breeze.


  The addiction for this sailing thing now grabbed me like life itself. To gain more experience, I recruited friends and we would sail at every opportunity, fair weather or foul, aboard a variety of racing or cruising yachts in the Toms River area. In the coldest part of a dark February, we’d welcome the chance to freeze our buns office-boating. It was never enough. Because ice could be an iffy thing, I invested in a new Penguin-class sailing dinghy. With the ’Guin, I went “frostbiting” in the dead of winter on the beautifully polluted Schuylkill River, dodging the ice cakes and listening to the roar of the cars whizzing past the Philadelphia Art Museum. No doubt about it, the fine points of sailing are best learned while racing, half drowning, or freezing. Of course, the little Penguin only fed my habit. A bigger boat was the only cure!


  In the summer of 1959, Fred and Tammy and I decided to charter a schooner and spend a week cruising on the Chesapeake Bay. So, gathering my guitar and Fred, his wife, and his banjo, we, and three other friends, set out for John’s Army Surplus Shop on Market Street in Philadelphia. There we picked up a full-sized Air Force red-and-white-striped parachute. Although we were sure this old schooner was no racing machine and had never been graced with anything like a spinnaker, we decided it would have one this trip! Tossing the chute into the car, we drove to Whorton Creek where we were to meet the owner of the 42-foot Sea Cloud. She was a homely-looking cruising-type but she sported almost indestructible guardrails all around, and had a large cabin with lots of room for the six of us. The owner wanted to know just who, in this motley gang, was to be captain and I stepped forward. “You do know the rules of the road, don’t you?” he queried. I assented, but wasn’t sure exactly what he was talking about and was very grateful when he didn’t pursue the inquiry.


  He gave us a quick shakedown, seemed satisfied, and cast off our lines. Well, occasionally rubbing her keel on sand and mud, we bounced that old schooner all around the Chesapeake for a week. We set the parachute as a spinnaker, tying off the hundred or so lines all over the vessel like some huge spiderweb and sailed exaltedly under the Bay Bridge, running with this huge red-and-white bulb over our unsightly bow. Cars on the bridge stopped to watch in disbelief. We made music in Annapolis, survived a gale of wind in the Choptank, visited the maritime museum in St. Michaels, and had a generally fantastic cruise. Eventually, we got the schooner back to its owner in one piece and I was already looking ahead to whatever adventure would follow. The boat that came next changed my life.


  

  



  Chapter 2
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  Off the Deep End


  Fresh from my experience in the Chesapeake, I convinced two other friends that we all needed a boat of our own, a big one, a fancy sailing machine, one that would be all-consuming and a challenge of the first magnitude. As my pal Don had now enlisted in the service, it was Joe Erwin and Bill Herd who would be limited partners in the purchase of a classic yawl named Malabar XI. She was a John Alden original, 52 feet overall and replete with fourteen bags of racing sails, fifteen winches, a huge mainmast, a great bowsprit, a boomkin, a four-cylinder inboard, and yards and yards of varnished woodwork to maintain. Mr. Alden had her built as his own boat back in the 1930s when vessels were crafted with great care and pride. And — I was captain!


  My first act was to rig our spring line on the wrong side of a lifeline stanchion when backing out of the dock in Mamaroneck, New York, and I promptly broke that expensive bronze casting. Only a little daunted, we motored down the East River through Hell Gate, out by Sandy Hook, and then, in an increasing easterly breeze, headed south along the New Jersey shore. I knew well that the Jersey shore can be a hellacious place with an easterly blowing, but I figured this was one big and able vessel. It was time to get “out there” and, like real mariners, find out what the hairy-chested knew. At least I had sense enough to seek a good offing, rather than be caught too close to that dangerous New Jersey surf. We went off shore all that day and all night long, and by morning when the gale was blowing itself out, we were lost. We were also wallowing in seas that were running 15 to 20 feet high.


  [image: My first great pride, the Alden-designed Malabar XI crosses Biscayne Bay in a wholesail breeze. (author�s collection)]
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  Under shortened sail the vessel was rolling hard and we were taking quite a thrashing. The whole crew was seasick and, although I did not get sick, there was a time when my tummy rebelled. I had to clean the engine’s filters in the middle of the night. So, in the bowels of that engineroom, stretched out prone with the bulkhead jammed into my gut, my head jammed under the exhaust manifold and my nose jammed in the bilge, gasoline fumes soon started my stomach into a series of flip-flops. I got back up on deck just in time to avert disaster.


  When dawn broke, with everyone exhausted and demoralized, and our new boat looking a shambles, we finally set more sails and got underway for Atlantic City. Our first problem: where in hell is Atlantic City? There was only an empty horizon all around and we must have been 30 miles off shore. Well, one would figure if you go west, you’d eventually run into land, so off we went in that direction. I knew it would be humiliating, but I figured a little caution couldn’t hurt and demanded of the first fishing vessel we saw to give us the course to Atlantic City breakwater. He offered it, exuding sympathy and shaking his head.


  Eventually, we did manage, without too many more incidents, to get up Delaware Bay and pass through the Chesapeake and Delaware Canal and into the tranquil Sassafras River. This was to be our homeport for the next three years as Malabar cruised Chesapeake Bay, raced with the fleet, and taught us the ways of a classic yacht. Of course, there was never enough time for sailing, and all my waterborne activity was promptly followed by a return home to the mentally deflating office of Terminal Finance Company, Upper Darby, Pennsylvania.


  Disenchantment with the business world flourished like a malignancy, and I lived to get out of the office and down to the boat. Then a crazy notion flew into my head. We would sail around the world! My old friend Don Sager was now out of the service and trying to decide what to do with his life. Oh, the picture I painted, the gushing adjectives I used to embellish visions of the tropical paradises we would visit in the next two years. Don was easy to convince. His major problem, so he thought, would be convincing his wife, Jocelyn. They had been married only a short time, but we went at convincing her with verve. Jocelyn was hesitant and sensible, but we had inexhaustible enthusiasm and gradually we wore her down. She finally saw there was no hope for it, and agreed to go along as well.


  Our plan was to sell Malabar, and I would purchase a double-ended, ketch-rigged, ocean cruising boat. Then it would be plan, plan, plan our blissful cruise over the next two-plus years. We spent hours and hours researching sailing routes, equipment, and places to visit. I went to Don’s tiny apartment almost every night while we listed every blessed thing we would need. In the midst of all this, suddenly, somehow I came across an ad in some magazine for a 120-foot, three-masted schooner called Amphitrite. She was built entirely of teak and was for sale for only $20,000. A new idea now entered my ever-active imagination. We could buy this vessel, convert her for passengers, and set up shop offering windjammer cruises in the Bahamas. Simple when you say it fast! Don’s wife thought this was a much better idea than the “world thing.” The only trouble now was that the vessel was in the Canary Islands. Ah, but that seemed only a bump in the road!


  “Okay,” I said. “I can go over and survey it and then it’s only a matter of sailing her home — and it’s all downwind from there!”


  I immediately started researching her history. Writing to the owner for details, I found she was built for the Guinness family of England, had silver doorknobs and hardware, etched glass and mirrors, a fieldstone fireplace in the saloon, and a long list of accoutrements. Prodigious! And, all the owner wanted at the outset was one-half as a down payment. It sounded too good to be true.


  I made my arrangements, bought my ticket, and set the date to fly to the Canaries to inspect this vessel. But, just before I went, the cerebral light bulb finally came on and I got the idea to call the harbormaster in Las Palmas. I rang him up looking for info on this three-masted vessel Amphitrite. I think he knew he was on the spot because he was pretty evasive. He did confirm the vessel was there, lying at the dock. He did confirm that she was for sale, but gave me very little more information.


  “Oh, by the way,” he said just before hanging up, “there was a man here from California a few days ago who looked her over.” I bamboozled the man’s name and telephone number from him before we hung up, and immediately dialed California. Then I talked to a man who had lost a bundle over this boat but was willing to give me the straight scoop.


  It seemed that the owner had been using the vessel to run drugs or contraband into Morocco or Algiers. He was caught and incarcerated. But, he managed to escape, boarded his vessel, and high-tailed it for the Pillars of Hercules. The authorities gave chase but he was already in the Atlantic and headed for the Canaries. They, with their speedy gunboat, overhauled and strafed him with a machine gun (the bullets of which were still in the hull) and towed him to the dock at Las Palmas. Before leaving they disassembled the engine and impounded the sails and rigging. He would not escape again. I was told that he paid off the authorities somehow and made his way back to England, sans ship. His scheme was to offer the vessel for sale, collect a deposit, renege on the sale because, of course, he had no right to sell it, and pocket the deposit. Trying to bring an action internationally would have been a terrible hassle and would cause anyone to just write it off! My friend in California had fallen into the trap, and it had cost him plenty. Bless his soul — his cooperation saved me much more than plane fare.


  The Amphitrite episode was only a temporary disappointment. Gathering up our courage, we went in search of another vessel. Curiously, the next one that popped up happened to be at Hog Island, Nassau, Bahamas. How convenient! She, the Cruise Del Sur, was a burdensome, three-masted training ship built for Elcano, the Spanish school of seamanship. The vessel was then owned by Huntington Hartford, the wealthy heir to A & P stores, but he had no idea what he would do with her. I inspected the ship, and we started to dicker in what we considered big bucks and he considered chicken feed. It just didn’t matter to him if he sold her or not, and we never were able to pry an answer from him.


  In the meantime, I decided I needed more experience in the windjammer business, so I hustled on over to Watson Island in Miami to apply for a job with a windjammer company there. Two vessels were tied up, and I approached the one named Cutty Sark, a Baltimore Clipper type with raked masts. I jumped on the rail and asked to speak with the mate. My courage was bottoming out in the pit of my stomach. I was praying that the vessel’s owner would be elsewhere because, only a few days earlier, I had put an application into the Board of Pilotage in Nassau for certification to run a large vessel (the Cruise Del Sur) in Bahamian waters. I knew that soon, very soon, this application would be aired in the Bahamian Gazette and that my prospective employer would not be pleased when he learned what I really had in mind.


  The mate appeared and growled, “What’s with you?”


  I sheepishly answered, “A job.”


  “Can you do, like, anything at all?” he growled.


  I had glanced around the deck and saw, besides many other things in disrepair, that there were several old sails that were ripped and torn. I had just finished reading a book on repairing commercial sails, so I took a deep breath and mumbled something about being a sailmaker. “Ah huh, sure, “ he said doubtfully. Then, picking up the corner of the topsail and putting his finger through a small hole, sneered, “And what would you do with this?”


  Without hesitating, I said, “I would star stitch it!” Well, I guess they were desperate enough to hire most anybody, and stars or not, I got the job. Working away at sewing sails for the next couple of days, I made friends with the crew, learned to avoid the mate, kept my head down and my ears open. The Cutty Sark’s foresail was too far gone to repair, so they had borrowed a spare foresail from the other vessel, the Mandalay, a grand 120-foot, Alden-designed, two-topmast schooner. Of course, that vessel had plumb masts, and the Sark’s masts had lots of rake. Obviously the Mandalay’s sail would never fit, but they still planned to use it. As the only sailmaker aboard, I was asked to pass judgment on its serviceability.


  “Serviceable,” I said. The mate got a gang together, and with a few profane words, they went hot and heavy at bending on that sail. I glanced up from my work just as they were seizing on the mast hoops and, to my horror, realized they were lacing up the foot of the sail on the gaff — bending it on upside-down! I knew better than to tell the mate he was doing it all wrong so I grabbed one of the crewmen going by and told him. He knew the mate better than I, he having been aboard almost a week, and his response was, “You don’t expect me to tell him do you? No way, mister!”


  The Cuddy — as they called her — was bound out the next day. Happily, I was transferred to the Mandalay. I later found out that they finally rebent that sail right-side-up after they sailed with it for four days with its boom dragging back and forth across the deck. A few days of outfitting these schooners taught me a boatload about how not to run a vessel. Our mate arrived for final outfitting on the Mandalay, and we prepared to sail for the Bahamas where charter business awaited. We were to load our passengers in Bimini, as the Coast Guard would never allow this gang to take passengers from any U.S. port.


  I thanked my stars I was not on the Sark now, as our mate turned out to be a great guy, a real Polish count, an experienced seaman and a reasonable human being. The other deckhand, Freddie Huntington, and I more than willingly followed Count Christopher D. Grabowski’s orders and snapped-to, ready to show the captain, who would be arriving soon, that we were a crack crew. Soon after, however, we were to learn that we were wasting our efforts. The skipper was an old Norwegian fellow with a destructive drinking problem. One of the captain’s favorite expressions was, “You make me so mad, I could scratch out my own navel.” Of course, this and other expressions were colored with all imaginable profane blessings.


  As we steamed down through Government Cut headed for sea, all hands were called to set the mainsail. The captain, to teach us a lesson on discipline, decided not to use any of the automatic winches for setting the sails. We were a small crew and that mainsail was some heavy. Well, we started on throat and peak, Freddie and I on one and the mate and cook on the other, and we stalled out with the sail about one-third up the mast. The four of us then ganged up on the throat and we hove and hove while the captain shouted obscenities in both Norwegian and English. Switching between peak and throat, we finally got that sail raised. By that time, the cook had fainted, Freddie and I were frothing at the mouth, and the mate had sat down in complete exhaustion. The skipper, in a fit of great disgust, went aft. Muttering and swearing to himself, he got a little nip or three from his bottle and waited for us to set the rest of the sails.


  After the lowers were set, Freddie went up the foremast and I the main to set the topsails. I can still remember the sight she was, breasting the Gulf Stream, cleaving the seas, waves all blue and white on top, cascading this way and that! ’Twas glorious to be up in the rigging and away from the deck. ’Twas glorious to hear the sound of the breeze in the rig instead of all that Norwegian profanity!


  Arriving at Bimini with the wind onshore, the skipper dropped the anchor a bit too late, we backed up on the sand, and she started to thump. The skipper then hove the anchor up and proceeded to drive the vessel ahead at full throttle. She stuck fast and, as he tried backing and filling with machinery roaring at full throttle, the old engine started to overheat and eventually blew a head gasket. We called for a tow to get us off.


  Our passengers were flown over from Miami to Bimini, and we sent the small launch in to pick them up. As the overloaded boat returned, she poked her bow into the cresting waves, taking solid spray. By the time we helped our guests up to the deck, water streaming from their clothes and luggage, they were dripping like divers fresh up from the great deep. It was not a good beginning. Out came the rum swizzles. They would be the cure-all for spoiled food — the refrigeration was working poorly and many things tasted poorly — and we had a great number of deck leaks. With enough rum swizzles, however, the passengers soon forgot the inconveniences and just about everything else.


  Early in the cruise, we encountered a little gale of wind. While reefing the mainsail, the skipper took a line from the reef cringle to the end of the boom for an outhaul. Neglecting to take the necessary turn around the boom, he pulled right from the first leach cringle and tore the entire lower sail panel all to pieces. From then on, we had to permanently double-reef the mainsail and sail like a gull with a broken wing until we could have it repaired. As if these things were not enough, in an alcoholic rage, the skipper took exception to the mate and for no substantial reason, ordered him off the deck. One passenger fell from aloft where he should never have been allowed to go, and had to be taken ashore for medical attention. Out came the rum swizzles again. There was a host of other incidents but the crowning blow came when we started back for Miami in the night crossing of the Gulf Stream and the skipper proceeded to get drunk and passed out under the galley table.


  With the mate ordered off the deck, it was up to Freddie and me to get the vessel home to Florida. We figured we were up to the task because, of course, “it ain’t my boat” as Freddie would say, so we could afford to take chances. We made a perfect landfall at Fowey Rocks Lighthouse, corrected our course for Government Cut, and as we were steering through the breakwater, the skipper woke up and came on deck. He took command and brought the vessel in with a flourish so that, when the owner came aboard at the pier, he suspected nothing.


  We had no more than tied up when I was called aft and an ultimatum was delivered by the vessel’s owner: “You, Sharp, joined my ship under false pretenses, and I’ll give you thirty seconds to get off my vessel.”


  That being my intention anyway, I welcomed the news. “I’m on my way, Cap,” I said. I didn’t have to buy a copy of the Bahamian Gazette to know that my own application for a charter license had been aired in the news. Needless to say, the Bahamian government turned down our application. I often wondered how much my short tenure aboard the Mandalay had to do with that decision.


  Unsatisfactory as it was, this brush with the cruise business opened my eyes to a way of life far removed from the Terminal Finance Company, Upper Darby, Pennsylvania. In fact, it tickled my determination to move Malabar south, snuggle into Florida waters, and start chartering. I set up the finance business to be run “absentee,” and purchased the shares of my two Malabar partners. Then, with my friends Don Sager and Freddie Huntington, I swung off from the Sassafras Boat Company in Georgetown, Maryland, and pointed Malabar’s bow south. “Here we go,” I told my pals, “embarking on a new ‘era’ in our lives, and I only hope it’s not spelled ‘e-r-r-o-r’!”


  Down the Inland Waterway we went, sometimes sailing, sometimes motoring, and sometimes both. The old boat fetched the bottom and stuck only six times. Hey, that’s not too bad with a draft of seven feet! We got a berth on Pier Three at Dinner Key, Coconut Grove, Florida, hung out our shingle, and said, “Come on, charter parties!” Unfortunately, it was by now the first of July 1961 and the height of the off-season. We got jobs working on other people’s boats and did what we could until we could book a charter and make our first million. We ate lots of peanut butter and pasta that summer, but by and by the season came on, and we managed to get a few customers.


  Then came the winter. The wind began to blow, and the Gulf Stream was waiting to dish out all of its pleasantries to us. On one of our early charters, we had four men who were gung ho to cross the Stream. I warned them it was too rough and that we should wait for better weather, but they, of course, wanted to see “how it really was.” We entered the Gulf Stream with wind and sea both against us, killing our headway and forcing us north. We were more than a day and a half trying to cross 40 miles of Gulf Stream. In the middle of the night we took a knock-down with such force that the guys in the bunks in the main cabin, starboard side, flew through the air and joined those on the port side without even touching the floor. A couple of them, with sick and pasty looks on their faces, asked me very seriously if anyone else knew we were out here.


  I assured them in a wry, none-too-comforting tone, “No. Not one soul knows we’re here, and there is no way to contact anyone!” This, of course, was back in the “old” days when there was only an AM radio, no GPS, and not much of anything but a compass. We took a second wave that night that completely filled the self-bailing cockpit and, when the water drained away, there was a fish flopping around at my feet. “Breakfast!” I exclaimed. Our passengers saw no humor in it and were a pretty sorry looking sight when they desperately inquired about airline flights back to Miami from West End.


  The old Malabar, with her seven foot draft, was really too deep for the shoal water in the Bahamas, but I was too stubborn or too stupid to care. The first time we approached Bimini, I carefully lined up the harbor entrance according to the cruising guide and with a little flood tide stood in for the buoy. A long, bony Bahamian in an outboard skiff ranged alongside and, with a big yellow-toothed smile, said, “Hey mon, you need pilot? I Henry. I pilot you in!”


  Mustering confidence, I declined, saying it looked passable to me from here. “Many shoals grab your keel, mon,” he retorted. “You follow me mon an’ I lead you over de bar.”


  Hoping to get some free advice I asked, “How much water is there over the bar at this tide?” He, being a little craftier than he looked, replied, “Oh, plenty water dere for you, mon. For two beers, I take you safely in. I find you de deep spot. How much do you draw?”


  I somehow felt the question of “how much” should come before the statement “plenty water dere” but I lied and said that our draft was eight feet so we would have a foot to spare. I agreed to the price of two cold ones. By and by, the old keel started bumping on the hard sand. I backed off and scolded the so-called “pilot.”


  “Hey, Henry. I thought you said there was plenty of water through here for me!”


  “Funny, mon. They’ was plenty water dere last week, mon! I took big ship in.”


  We found our own way to the deep water and drank the cold ones, washing down our first lesson on native expertise. Whatever the dangers posed by our boat’s relatively deep draft and the Bahamas’ relatively shallow waters, I found a certain magic there. Who could forget anchoring at Wardwick Wells, diving in the gin-clear water, picking up a couple of lobsters, and spearing a grouper for dinner! We all loved to go diving on the reefs. There was the time I sat up on the crosstrees of the mainmast watching hundreds of hammerhead sharks run before the vessel as Malabar dragged her heel across the Bahama Bank. Of course, I still have the horrors when I think of crossing the Yellow Bank in the late afternoon with the sun in our eyes, wind blowing, sea running and we straining to see the coral heads and scared to death of slamming into one. Our passengers, oblivious to the danger, thought it romantic.


  Overall, ours sure seemed like an idyllic life. In those days, I was brown as a berry and more in the water than out. Despite the problems I’d had in my initial attempt to get a Bahamas passenger license, I was still in the market. What’s more, Don and I were also on the lookout for a larger vessel that we’d use to sculpt out a career for the two of us.


  Back in Upper Darby, Pennsylvania, meanwhile, the finance business, had been running on an absentee basis for over a year, and the customers were beginning to realize that my two secretaries were the only ones in attendance. The girls would always say, “Oh, Mr. Sharp just stepped out for a minute.” But, the ruse must have been obvious, as the office was burglarized one night. After that, the girls started to get skittish. I had to fly home now and then to appease and encourage them. Things quieted down after a while and they continued acting out the charade. You need secretaries with spunk if you want to go sailing!


  

  Chapter 3

  [image: image]

  The Maine Idea


  The year 1963 was a lean one. In order to keep eating between charters I worked on other boats in the Miami marina where we were based. One day, while I was sanding and varnishing on a big powerboat, a lanky stranger came walking down the dock and struck up a conversation. He introduced himself as captain and owner of two large commercial passenger schooners on the coast of Maine. By co-incidence, and just to add to my résumé, I had studied and passed my Coast Guard license exam the previous year and now, age 30, was able to brag about having a sail license. We had a long talk about how ancient his captains were and how he was looking for some young blood to take their place. Soon enough, he offered me a job as mate on one of the boats and, remembering how slow the previous summer had been in the charter business, I jumped at the chance.


  I knew a little bit about the Maine coast schooners because, back in 1957, three high-school buddies and I had signed on an old vessel called Adventure for a week’s cruise on Penobscot Bay. We had heard somewhere that these boats carried a lot of single girls, so we picked out one of the largest schooners hoping for a good ratio. It was a great time. Captain Dayton Newton smoked a pipe, wore a pea coat, talked sailors’ talk, and sang sea chanteys. We four squeezed into a cabin they


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  



  Afterword


  Mulling over the almost twenty years since my retirement, I have become rather philosophical about the surprising outcome of my career. Had I not been shut down, it may have meant several more wrenching years negotiating the sale of my Adventure to a strange hand. Any new operator would have had to be a very special person to satisfy the likes of me. As it was, Meg and I had time to become a couple and get comfortable with each other. I bought a ring for her pretty finger in 1990 in Bangkok on an exciting world voyage aboard a Russian freight and passenger ship. We were married a year later, emotions soaring, on the top of Mount Battie overlooking Camden’s spectacular Penobscot Bay on a spanking, crystal-clear Maine day.


  We have since traveled, cruised, and visited many lands all over this Earth, boated together through almost every canal, river, and lock on the European continent, and navigated through hundreds of waterways in and around these United States. Meg still insists that if I had two good legs, she would never have been able to keep up. What a mate! My two sons, of whom I am boastfully proud, have gone West to seek their own fortunes. Topher became a respected doctor at Stanford University Hospital and was married to a beautiful Hungarian gal, also a doctor, in the medieval Castle of Vesprem, Hungary, on Mother’s day, 2002. Strangely, that was the same day sister Chris passed away in North Carolina. The two docs recently honored us with our first grandchild, a hale and hearty little girl. Zeb is (like his Pop) a free spirit, hiking with his dog, bursting through snowdrifts on a snowboard, biking over the mountains, and working in security for the University of Nevada.


  As for Sharp’s Wharf, the twenty-some rentals I had created for my retirement reduced me from shipwright to landlord. It became more of a chore and a bore, much less fun than when we’d been banging and crashing with the dooryard filled full of a variety of vessels — so I sold it in 1997. Of course, I am still addicted to the sea and run the Maine, my 44-foot lobster boat type yacht from Camden in summers. In winter, we’re usually aboard the Funky-Old-Thing, a 47-foot shoal-draft river trawler, in Southern waters.


  Although I am now more than three score and ten and leaning hard on my cane and my dear wife, I realize that my early retirement at fifty-five years was a blessing. The post-polio syndrome (early deterioration of the nerve cells destroyed by my polio) was setting in at that time and the legs were already starting to weaken. It was time to hand the opportunity over to the younger generation. The big-schooner business, no matter how you slice it, takes a vast amount of energy and is taxing even for the able.


  However, in looking back over fifty years of schoonering and messing about in boats, I come off with a wondrous feeling of contentment. I think I have never been happier except, perhaps, on one of those bygone summer days when standing proudly at the wheel of my old Adventure with a hat full o’ wind in that ungodly mainsail, thumping the knots off and throwing spray all over Penobscot Bay — totally infected with reckless abandon.
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  List of vessels owned by

  Captain Jim Sharp

  



  
    
      	
    


    
      	Dates

      	Name, Type, Length

      	Remarks
    


    
      	
    


    
      	1953-58

      	Bay Wolves, 20-foot wooden knock-about sloop, outboard kicker

      	Plywood, leaked copiously at launch, ’glassed over hull, rebuilt decks, house, and centerboard
    


    
      	
    


    
      	1955-60

      	Crab, 14-foot basement-built, wooden lateen-rigged Sunfish

      	Learning experience, good and bad
    


    
      	
    


    
      	1956-65

      	’Guin, Penguin-class fiberglass racing dinghy

      	Jersey coast sailing and frostbiting on Schuylkill
    


    
      	
    


    
      	1959-63

      	Malabar XI, 45 foot (52 feet LOA) wooden, cruising, racing yawl, built for Mr. John Alden, himself

      	Cruised Chesapeake, took south for chartering in Bahamas and Florida waters
    


    
      	
    


    
      	1964-74

      	Stephen Taber, 68-foot by 22-foot (80 feet LOA) wooden, ex-coasting gaff schooner, pure sail

      	Maine coast vessel, 22 passengers — oldest in continuous service, built 1871 in Glen Cove, New York
    


    
      	
    


    
      	1964-74

      	Yawlboat, 16-foot wooden, 60-hp Gray engine

      	Power for maneuvering the Taber
    


    
      	
    


    
      	1964-74

      	Peapod, 14-foot, built by Capt. Buds Hawkins

      	Passenger rowboat aboard the Taber
    


    
      	
    


    
      	1965-88

      	Adventure, 122-foot by 25-foot (130 feet LOA) wooden, ex-Grand Banks fishing schooner, gaff topsail, pure sail vessel, 6,000 sq ft. 230 tons

      	Maine coast vessel, 37 passengers, 7 crew, built 1926, Essex, Massachusetts, fished until 1953 — known as the all-time high-liner — retired from windjammer fleet 1988
    


    
      	
    


    
      	1966-88

      	Hercules, 16-foot wooden yawl boat, 69 hp, Osco 3:1 reduction, 20 × 22 wheel

      	Power for schooner Adventure, Collemer built new in 1966, Camden, Maine
    


    
      	
    


    
      	1970-89

      	Nannie,14-foot original Whitehall wooden rowing/sailing boat

      	Rebuilt and restored for Adventure by Captain Erland Quinn
    


    
      	
    


    
      	1966-88

      	PB and J, matched 14-foot (over the bottom) wooden fishing dories

      	Malcolm Brewer-built new in 1966 for Adventure
    


    
      	
    


    
      	1968-89

      	Spastic Spider, 20-foot wooden double-ended ex-herring seiner converted to four-station rowing boat

      	Beautiful model of seine boat, carried 16 people and 2 crew ashore in comfort
    


    
      	
    


    
      	1965

      	Cat’s Paw, 42-foot (50 LOA) wooden Herreshoff cruising-racing yawl

      	A wonderful yacht saved from incineration
    


    
      	
    


    
      	1968-74

      	Bowdoin, 88-foot (93 feet LOA) wooden, historic ex-Arctic-exploration gaff schooner, Cummins diesel power

      	Museum and Maine coast passenger schooner, veteran of 26 scientific voyages above Arctic Circle with Captain Donald MacMillan
    


    
      	
    


    
      	1971-74

      	Old Zeb, 65-foot wooden, doubleended, Nova Scotia, ex-sardine carrier, GM 4-71 power

      	Four passengers + crew, Maine Coast and Great Circle cruise via Great Lakes and Mississippi to Florida Keys to Maine
    


    
      	
    


    
      	1975-80

      	Wrestler, 50-foot by 13½-foot, wooden New York Harbor tugboat, built in 1926, Staten Island, 150 hp Cooper-Bessemer diesel, planetary gear

      	Maine coast towing, wonderful old antique tug and engine, stained glass windows in pilothouse, cruised inland waterway to Florida
    


    
      	
    


    
      	1975-88

      	Roseway, 112-foot by 25- foot (140 feet LOA) wooden, ex-fishing-schooner-style yacht and Boston Harbor pilot, gaff-topsail schooner, built, Essex, Massachusetts, 1925, two GMC 6-71 engines coupled together on single shaft

      	Maine coast vessel, 37 passengers, 6 crew, distinctive tanbark sails, veteran of five OpSail events, cruised from New York to Nova Scotia
    


    
      	
    


    
      	1976-88

      	Double-ended lifeboat with four rowing stations, 20-feet long, built new by Captain Orvil Young,1976

      	For ferrying 16 passengers and 2 crew ashore, rowed with haphazard rowing pizzazz by city folk
    


    
      	
    


    
      	1976-78

      	Claws, 28-foot wooden Maine-style lobster boat

      	Tourist attraction to demonstrate catching and eating lobster
    


    
      	
    


    
      	1976-77

      	Resi, 38-foot, wooden, ex-German WW II police patrol boat, teak and mahogany construction, Mercedes diesel

      	Cruised canal system of Holland, Belgium, and France
    


    
      	
    


    
      	1977-80

      	SS John Wanamaker, 125-foot by 26-foot, steel, Philadelphia tugboat, 1000-hp compound steam engine, scotch boiler, oil fired

      	Saved from the breakers, last coastal steam tug, outfitted as elegant museum/restaurant
    


    
      	
    


    
      	1979-83

      	Record, 60-foot wooden, ex-Norwegian interfj ord freight and passenger ferry, auxiliary sail, built 1914, 2- cylinder Brunvoll semi-diesel 1934

      	Two-deck little ship with working mast and boom and capstan forward, tanbark sails, used for freighting coal and Maine coast cruising
    


    
      	
    


    
      	1981-91

      	Tallow, 30-foot wooden cruising cutter, Malcolm Brewer-built

      	Yankee Sailing School for training students
    


    
      	
    


    
      	1981-84

      	Sir Tom, 26-foot wooden Herreshoff daysailer

      	Yankee Sailing School
    


    
      	
    


    
      	1981-83

      	Pequot-Black Rock One Design, 22- foot Alden wooden sloop

      	Yankee Sailing School
    


    
      	
    


    
      	1982-88

      	Commuter, 22-foot fiberglass Boston Whaler, 25-hp Evinrude

      	Half-hour harbor cruises and ferry to Curtis Island
    


    
      	
    


    
      	1982-85

      	Port Assist, 65-foot by 15-foot wooden tug, Florida-built, Dade County pine, 397 Caterpillar 600-hp, Faulk 3.6 gear, GMC 2-71 generator

      	Yankee Towing Company, hard working, Maine coast, commercial tugboat
    


    
      	
    


    
      	1984-95

      	Hoop Op Zegen, 50-foot by 12-foot, wrought iron, Dutch-built, ex-cargo canal barge, BMC 4-cyl. diesel

      	Cruising hundreds of canals and locks in Holland, Belgium, France, and Germany
    


    
      	
    


    
      	1989-92

      	Dubbin’ Around, 50-foot steel Florida cruising houseboat, V8 gas engine

      	An escape from Maine winters to Southern wilderness
    


    
      	
    


    
      	1991-present

      	Maine, 44-foot by 15-foot (48 feet LOA), fiberglass, Ralph Stanley design, built by Joc Williams, ex-Maine fisheries patrol boat, GM 8-71 diesel

      	Converted to Maine coast cruising, towing, emergency, passengers, and charter
    


    
      	
    


    
      	1993-95

      	Second Hand Rose, 40-foot, fiberglass, flying bridge, twin-screw, twin-gas V-8s

      	Pleasure yacht, Southern cruising
    


    
      	
    


    
      	1993-96

      	Roll Aid, 26-foot fiberglass Chris-Craft, single gas Chevy V-8

      	Gulf Stream fishing and pleasure boat
    


    
      	
    


    
      	1995-2004

      	Screech, 31-foot by 22-foot fiberglass, high-tech, high performance, Corsair racing trimaran

      	Passengers and demo (everyone loves a sports car)
    


    
      	
    


    
      	1998-present

      	Funky Old Thing, 47-foot by 12-foot (50 feet LOA) fiberglass Kenner, “Suwannee” river boat, Volvo gas V-8 outdrive

      	Cruising hundreds of miles, U.S. Eastern and Gulf Coast waterways, Western and Canadian rivers
    


    
      	
    


    
      	2000-06

      	Spodie Odie, 26-foot twin-screw powercat, twin 135 Evinrudes

      	Fishing and goin’ like hell
    


    
      	
    


    
      	

      	A parcel of other stuff including: two iceboats, a kit-built pontoon sea plane, canoes, kayaks, skiffs, dories, and a handful of nondescript sailing and rowing dinghies

      	That’s ’nuff
    


    
      	
    

  


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  



  Born in Philadelphia in 1933, Capt. Jim Sharp has spent a lifetime afloat. As a boy, he “went down to the boat” with his father, and he’s been at it ever since. From coastal New England to European canals to the high seas, Jim Sharp has pursued his passion wherever it led. Captain Sharp is the recipient of the Caffery Antique and Classic Boats award for his dedication to maritime preservation.
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Schooners, Tugs, and More!

Here is the inspiring story of a man who overcame childhood
polio to live an adventure-filled life as captain of Maine’s most
famous windjammer, the schooner Adventure, now a National

Historic Landmark in Gloucester, Massachusetts. Captain Jim shares.

his adventures afloat, his battles with bureaucracy, and even
how he created one of Maine’s most unusual restaurants.

What People Are Saying:

“A natural-born storyteller; a sailor beyond compare, an optimist
even under the most difficult circumstances. Captain Jim
Sharp has written a book that is a compelling read.”

— Peter Spectre, author and editor of Maine Boats, Homes & Harbors

“Captain Jim is a storyteller and writes as he speaks. From life-
threatening situations at sea to funny incidents—all are irresistible.”
— Virginia L. Thorndike, author

“Prepare to wipe the salty spray from your checks as his storics
take you on wonderful voyages in the pages of this book.”
— Captain Marge Pratt, Chapman School of Seamanship

About the Author

From coastal New England to European canals to the high seas, Jim Sharp
has pursued his passion wherever it led. Captain Sharp is the recipient
of the Caffrey Antique and Classic Boats award for his dedication to
maritime preservation. Now living a predictably active retirement,
Captain Jim may be reached at www.sharpspointsouth.com.
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