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Captain Matthew Reynolds stood in the fading light of his sister’s front room and watched through his binoculars as the rising gale ripped across Vineyard Haven harbor. He was looking at his beloved yacht Mary Ellen, as she tugged and reared at her anchors. So far, she showed no signs of dragging, though already he had seen several large schooners break free from their moorings and come skidding across the increasingly violent harbor to pile up on the near shore.

Reynolds was a widower in his early sixties, a slim, dapper looking man of medium height with a short grey beard and quick inquisitive eyes. He wore a fashionable dark sack suit with a single-breasted vest, a round banker’s collar, and a blue silk four-in-hand necktie.

Only that morning he had delayed his departure from the island for lack of wind, the harbor being so still and calm and the sky so clear and blue it could have been a morning in mid-August rather than late November, the Saturday after Thanksgiving. Now, as the wind continued to rise, and larger and larger waves piled into the harbor, a genuine New England nor’easter seemed in the making and showed no sign of slacking. 

Though it was called a ‘haven,’ Vineyard Haven Harbor was wide open to the northeast and no place to lie in a nor’easter. Still, through the afternoon as the weather had steadily deteriorated, more and more coastal shipping – mostly schooners – had pulled in and dropped anchor. Now, as Matthew scanned the harbor, he guessed there were well over a hundred ships crowded in, seeking what sanctuary they could. He did not know what to fear more: his boat dragging or some other boat breaking free and smashing into him.

“Matthew, come and eat! Everything is on the table!” This was his sister, Lydia, who, according to her daughter, was supposed to be ‘faring poorly,’ which diagnosis was the reason for his late-season sail to Martha’s Vineyard. Lydia was more than ten years his senior and – again, according to daughter Elizabeth – with her now past seventy, “Who knows how many more Thanksgivings we have to celebrate together as a family?”

But from what he could see, Lydia showed fair to outlast him and the real reason Elizabeth had cajoled him out here at this time of the year was her old school chum who also happened to be visiting, the widow Martha Dickinson. 

It was not that he had anything against Mrs. Dickinson. Indeed, she was a very pleasant, even an attractive woman. But as a recent widower himself – hence the name of his yacht – he had no wish to seek further entanglements in that arena, despite the blatant intentions of friends and relatives far and wide. Thus far, he had managed to avoid any extended contact with the lady, spending the days on his boat or walking about the town and retiring in the evening as early as decently possible. Only at Thanksgiving dinner itself had there been any prolonged conversation, and that of the most general kind. With his departure planned for that morning, he had thought his escape was sure. But the rising gale had forced a change in plans.

As if to reinforce that change, a sudden gust – wilder than any thus far – shook the house, rattling the windows, and a cold draft rustled the heavy winter drapes.

“Matthew, are you coming? We’re all seated.”

“Yes, yes, I’ll be right there,” he called over his shoulder, but raised his glasses again for a final look at the Mary Ellen in the growing darkness. She was still there, bucking and plunging like a wild horse, but holding. As he turned away, a heavy flurry of snow blanketed the view and he wondered fitfully if they had stitched enough chaffing gear around the snubber lines where they passed through the bow chocks.

The fire in the dining room was roaring and the light from the gas chandelier was bright and warm, a seeming safe haven from the raging storm and even from the dark drafty front room that the storm seemed to have claimed. The polished cherry wood table glistened with white china, silver cutlery and cut glass goblets, and was laden with platters of cured ham and beef, and bowls of boiled potatoes, preserved carrots and peas, and a deliciously scented loaf of fresh baked bread. 

There were five at table: Matthew’s sister Lydia at the far end; his niece Elizabeth on Lydia’s left with her back to the fire; her two daughters Melissa and Mary – twelve and nine respectively – opposite; and the Widow Dickinson on Elizabeth’s left. Matthew took the remaining seat at the head of the table with Mrs. Dickinson on his right, the seat normally reserved for Elizabeth’s husband Michael, the local police chief, who had taken the steam ferry to the mainland that morning for a conference in Boston.

“I apologize for keeping you waiting,” he said, smoothing his linen napkin onto his lap. “It’s really starting to blow out there.”

“That last gust really shook the house,” said Lydia.

“Do you think it will get worse?” asked Elizabeth. Matthew could see anxiety etched on her face.

“It’s certainly not easing off. It just started snowing too, which means the temperature has dropped. But Michael will have landed long since. He’s taking the train up, right?” Elizabeth nodded but the strain did not leave her face.

“How is your boat, Captain?” asked the widow. This was, as far as he could recall, the first time she had addressed him directly.

Martha Dickinson was a comely, very competent looking woman in her mid-forties. She wore a simple white blouse with a ruffled collar and just the slightest puff to the sleeves – not the hideously ballooning leg-o-mutton sleeves that had become so popular in recent years – and a plain cross on a gold chain. Her hair, of which there seemed an abundant quantity, was brown with just a few threads of grey and was swept up and secured with the latest “Newport” knot. Her face was long with a slightly bulbous jaw and straight mouth, which lent a seriousness to her mien. But her brown eyes were large and warm, and when she smiled the overall effect was quite pleasing.

“Holding so far,” he said, finding himself nervous at addressing her directly. “Murphy – my crewman – and I managed to set a second storm anchor this afternoon before it got too bad, and we’ve got good snubbers on both chains. My main fear is that some other boat will crash into us. Three have dragged up onto the flats that I could see.”

“A snubber?” she asked.

“Yes,” he said, clearing his throat, “it’s a line hooked onto the anchor chain to keep it from tugging too hard. Chain doesn’t stretch, you see, so when it’s rough and windy and the boat starts dancing around, the chain can jerk so hard it can pull the anchor loose from the bottom, or even damage the windlass. And if you’re sleeping aboard, it can rattle your teeth! That’s why you see so many toothless old sailors around,” he joked, turning to the girls.

Mary, the younger daughter’s eyes went wide at this. “Really!”

“He’s just teasing you,” said Melissa, who was older and much wiser in the ways of the world.

“No, Mary, not really,” said Matthew with a grin and a wink. “But it does shake you about and it is dangerous. So we hook a line on and secure it to the bits, then ease the chain off so the line absorbs some of the shock.”

“You will have to forgive my brother, Mrs. Dickinson,” said Lydia. “In addition to being a sailor, he is an engineer and machinist, and he makes things for the Navy. So he tends to go on about ‘things nautical.’ My husband was the same way.”

“Oh, I found it quite interesting,” said the widow with just a hint of asperity. Modern women could be interested in other things than fashion and housekeeping, after all. “And besides, we mustn’t blame a man for answering a question!”

“No,” Elizabeth cut in, “but we can blame them for what they’re interested in... especially when it’s not us!”

Mrs. Dickinson laughed politely at this, and Lydia cleared her throat.

“Well, let us say grace then,” she said, “and pray for all those poor sailors in peril on the sea. How awful to be out there on such a night!” As they clasped hands around the table and Lydia led the prayer, Matthew was struck by how warm and firm Martha Dickinson’s hand was. There were even calluses on her fingers. Obviously, not a woman who lay about doing nothing all day, he thought. 

But as they intoned the ‘Amen,’ another gust, greater than before, shook the house and a cold draft fluttered the candle flames. The wind moaned in the chimney and went howling about the house, shrieking defiance of god and man.

––––––––
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THE GALE CONTINUED to build throughout the night and screamed all the following day. Winds in Vineyard Haven veered northeast and then north, reaching hurricane force and beyond and sending the fury of the sea piling directly into the harbor. Ships began to drag their anchors. Others had their cables snap and went careening broadside downwind. Still others, seeing their fellows bearing down on them, cut their own cables, thinking it was safer to run aground – possibly onto soft sand – than risk collision and probable sinking in the middle of the harbor.

Aboard the 78-foot lime schooner Pricilla A. Stinson – 119 tons, Frank Fuller, captain – the crew in the forecastle was drunk, passed out in their bunks. In the cabin aft, the mate was also lost to the world, though through another means, an ornate opium pipe cradled in his left arm as he dreamed the storm away under a pile of blankets in his bunk. Sailors are a superstitious lot on the best of ships, and those on lime schooners were more fatalistic than most. This was because their cargo – quicklime, melted down from the limestone cliffs of Rockland, Maine, packaged in special water-tight spruce casks and shipped all up and down the coast for a variety of purposes including plaster and cement – was highly dangerous.

When quicklime is exposed to water, it undergoes a chemical reaction that creates heat. So much heat, in fact, that it can set fire to flammable materials around it, such as wood. Thus the dangers for lime schooners – built of wood and sailing in water – and the fatalism of many of their crews who would rather drink (or smoke) themselves into oblivion than face a horrible death by fire.

Aboard the Stinson, the situation was particularly dire. For one thing, the captain had gone ashore, taking their only boat. For another, the Stinson was not one of the newer lime schooners fitted with an extra layer of interior sheathing, caulked as tightly as the exterior planking to provide extra protection against water incursion should the exterior hull be breached. No, she was an older boat, one on whom the pumps were worked regularly even in good weather and whose garboard strake – at least according to the cook, that traditional oracle of seafarers – was rotten. She stood as little chance of surviving a grounding, sound and un-holed, said he, as a man in a noose stood of surviving a hanging.

So their rationale was this: if the Stinson made it through and her anchor held, all well and good. All hands had enjoyed a good drunk and would have only a hangover to suffer for it in the morning. If she did go ashore, or if some other vessel careened into her and sent her to a fiery death that way, well, it was better not to know.

And unbeknownst to the unconscious crew, another lime schooner did just that. 

In the middle of the night the 80 foot, 90-ton E.G. Willard lost her anchor and chain, and grounded on the flats on the east side of the harbor between the bridge and the old marine railway near the shipyard. She sprung a leak, water got into the cargo, and she went up like a torch. Fortunately for her crew – their captain being perhaps more humane and civic minded than Fuller of the Stinson – they were happily drunk in a tavern on Oak Bluffs, and not aboard their ship-turned-pyre.

But even the liberal application of drugs and alcohol will only deaden the senses for so long. In the early hours of the morning, just about false dawn, a tremendous roar shook the Stinson and the entire crew leapt up and out of their berths in terror. They all knew what it meant: her windlass had let go and both chains had rushed out through the hawse pipes with the roar of a freight train. In an instant the short jerking and bouncing motion of the ship tugging at her anchors gave way to the yawing lift and surge of a ship careening broadside to wind and sea. They were headed ashore to certain doom and their ploy to cheat death of its horrors had failed.

Still, men in terror will try to save themselves no matter how dire the circumstances. In the forecastle and the tiny cuddy cabin abaft the galley, crew and cook hastily donned what clothes were at hand, struggled into their oilskins and climbed up the ladder and out onto the foredeck in the screaming, frothing gale. There were only three of them: the cook, hobbled even more by the fact that he had only one leg, the other having been removed many years before after an accident at sea; an able seaman who, as a perpetual drunkard, was deemed somewhat less than able; and a boy of 15, an apprentice seaman on his first trip, brought along to aide his less than able crewmate.

These three clung to the fore shrouds, fully exposed to wind and sea, and watched helplessly as the Stinson swooped and slid rapidly towards the shore and the still roaring inferno that was the E.G. Willard. There was literally nothing they could do to save themselves.

In the aft cabin, the mate was only slightly slower in his reaction, but he too struggled into his oilskins in the pitching rolling darkness, his soft dreams of far-away sun and sandy shores shattered by brutal cold and sudden panic. But as he leapt for the companionway ladder to be up and out, his foot caught on something heavy and solid and he sprawled headlong. Groping about on hands and knees, his hand suddenly encountered something cold and horrifying: a nose, a gaping mouth, and a scraggly bearded chin. Screaming, he flew up the ladder and pulled open the sliding companion hatch. Looking down in the dim, pre-dawn light he saw sprawled on the cabin sole below the frozen body of Captain Frank Fuller.

Two thoughts flew through his mind. First, and obvious, that the captain must have returned during the night and fallen, and second, that he must have returned in the ship’s boat. The boat! If there was a boat, there was a chance. Giving no thought to how the captain might have met his end or how he might have managed to close the companion after himself if he had fallen, the mate burst out onto the deck. Caught there by a vicious gust just as the ship rolled, he almost went over the side, coming up hard against the rail and only saving himself by a wild grab for the running backstay. Undeterred in his panic, he clawed his way aft, looking over the counter for the boat.

But there was no boat aft. Neither was there a boat along the listing leeward side. Nor, when he staggered up the tilting deck into the wind, was there a boat streaming out to port as the ship drifted rapidly off the wind. There was no boat. Clinging there to the rail as the certainty of imminent doom hit him, he sagged in despair, only maintaining his hold through force of long habit.

Forward, the crew also scrambled to the high side as the ship rolled further and further in the steepening waves. Then she struck, a heavy bump at first as she dropped into a trough, then another bump and scrape as the flats shelved beneath her. Then she surged up and to leeward again on another swell, only to crash down hard this time, falling nearly onto her beam ends as both masts cracked and went by the board. Still she was pushed, bumping and scraping along as the steepening waves close inshore reared up and began to crash over her.

Freed of her heavy rig, the ship came upright again in the surging surf and her crew breathed a short sigh that she would not turn turtle beneath them and immediately drown them in the crashing waves. But then – it was the cook who saw it first – wisps of smoke began seeping out around the edges of the hatch cover. In moments, the smoke was billowing and soon flickering flames could be seen as well, hungry tongues licking all around the hatch preparing to devour the whole. 

Here truly was a choice of horrors: drown in the freezing crashing sea, or wait to be devoured by the flames. How long would it be? Fore and aft the crew of the Stinson watched mesmerized as the growing blaze began to crackle and roar.

Then a thing happened which threatened to cut their remaining time and smash them into oblivion. Out of the blowing snow and smoke and spray, another shape loomed to windward; yet another vessel dragging her anchors and bearing down upon them at what seemed ferocious speed
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