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​The Dutchman’s Revenge
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A "B Row" Adventure

by Jack Luckner

––––––––
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After Ralph Slocum met his grizzly end, his son sold Ralph's beloved Matthews to a wooden-boat nut up in Port Townsend, Washington.

The boat went north, diesels smoking all the way, and a slip opened up in our delightful marina. Which for its sins is located well south of the Tacoma Narrows. If it were any farther south, it would be on dry land next to a brewery.

Waitlists being what they are up and down Puget Sound, the vacancy didn't last long.

Max Galzebrooke—no, I can't pronounce it, either—moved from his spot out on the end into Ralph's old slip. Max's slip had been longer than he'd needed, but at the time he'd taken it, it had been the only slip available. Needs must.

Within a matter of hours—literally hours—Max's old slip had a new occupant, The Dutchman. She was a 47', custom-built, full-keel, teak-hulled schooner, complete with wooden spars and a bowsprit that would have done a Baltimore clipper proud. She had a gaff-headed foresail, while her main, quite sensibly, was Bermuda rigged. Winches, both manual and power, abounded.

She had a tall rig and a narrow beam, which meant that she liked to go fast but that she also liked to lay over and sail on her beam ends. As far as I could tell, she'd cut through the chop rather than hobby-horse across it.

On the other hand, she had peeling bright work, badly faded paint, frayed dock lines, and green gunge growing on her decks. And speaking of decks, they were spattered with dried seagull and heron shit. The crows had made their deposits, too. From what I could tell, the crows had been feasting on blackberries.

At the risk of tossing out too much "inside boating," a few more comments are needed. At 47', her schooner rig made her something of a character boat. She was like a 50' boat rigged with two masts and square sails. For a boat in the forty-foot range, a ketch or cutter rig would have been the usual setup.

All of that can be debated, naturally, but whatever the specifics, The Dutchman had character, as she was soon to prove.

But I'm getting ahead of myself.

Dick Philbrick, one of my liveaboard neighbors, and I had helped The Dutchman's owner make his landing when he'd first come in.

He had had three nearly collapsed, under-size fenders over the side, all of them filthy. Luckily it was a calm day.

Dick's face was an impassive mask. Apart from an unusual hardness around his eyes, it was hard to imagine what he was thinking. It was nothing good, though.

I'd once seen him tear up at the sight of a Tayana that was being broken up due to run-away dry rot and a blown engine. The boat had had wooden spars. Changing the changeable, the boom looked like a cedar fencepost that had been out in the snot for decades, and the mast had split open in at least two places. The inside of it was alive with various types of mold and fungal growths.

Day by day, as the people in the yard had salvaged what they could and then cut up what they couldn't, the rest of the boat had proven to have been just as bad. Rotted floor timbers, an engine that was no better than a rusted blob of metal, and on and on.

Dick's only comment had been, "The bastard ought to be shot."

Dick's a lot of things, many of them unsavory, but he is not a violent man.

Anyway, so there we were waiting on the dock, waiting for The Dutchman.

The guy at the helm was coming on up the channel, going way too fast. His wake was large enough to rock the handful of thirty-footers moored outboard.

He passed Dr. Chuck Davidson’s 43' Hans Christian ketch, China Doll, moored outboard at the end of the row, and then began his turn, a turn that would have to be a 180 in a narrow channel.

The channel had the outboard docks on one hand and shallow, shallow water on the other.

Adding that certain inimitable zest to the boating life, it was low tide, leaving precious little room for either maneuver or error.

The guy's self-evident intention was to land nose-to-nose with China Doll, portside to.

Best intentions . . .

As I said, he was coming in way too fast, and adding insult to injury, he made his turn way too soon.

Instead of pivoting gracefully into his slip, he looked as though he intended either to T-bone the dock or to slam into Doc's port bow. Neither outcome had much to recommend it.

"Turn, you mother-fucker! Turn!" The words came roaring across the scant distance between The Dutchman's cockpit and where we were standing.

"BACK DOWN!" Dick yelled. "REVERSE!"

"SHIT!" came rolling like thunder back across.

You'd better believe shit. The guy was sure to hit. He had way too much way on. From what I could tell, he couldn't turn and he couldn't stop. Boats of that size and type are more like prancing Clydesdales than they are like nimble quarter horses.

The guy pulled a lever on his steering pedestal.

Without dropping a single RPM, he'd slammed the transmission into reverse.

Next he pushed the throttle control lever all the way forward.

The engine revved, the bow dipped, like one of those trained horses taking a bow, and black smoke gushed from the exhaust pipe.

The boat stopped within a yard of the dock, maybe less, and then began to gather sternway.

"NEUTRAL!" Dick shouted.

The guy nodded, and this time, had the presence of mind to cut his throttle before throwing the transmission out of gear.

Adding to the fun, his engine quit running—stopped dead—and the low-oil-pressure-warning buzzer filled the air with its frantic tone. In fairness, low-oil-pressure-warning buzzers don't have any sort of tone other than frantic. They are, by design, supposed to sound frantic. No oil pressure, no lubrication; no lubrication, within a matter of seconds no engine.

"Fuck, fuck, fuck!" the guy yelled. Enraged and panicked, his voice had jumped up the register.

"He's screaming like a girl," Dick commented, his voice barely above a whisper.

Meanwhile, going on momentum, the boat moved astern.

The guy restarted his engine, but had the brains not to put it in gear.

He shifted his helm, and ever so gradually the boat began to turn to starboard, pointing her stern back the way she'd come.

"Short bursts!" Dick said.

"Got it!" the guy yelled.

Back and forth, back and forth, hard left rudder, hard right rudder, burst, wait, burst, wait, forward, reverse, forward, reverse.

Eventually the guy worked The Dutchman well beyond the empty space.

He swung wide to make his turn into the space and in the process went aground on the far side of the channel, which, as I said, was damn narrow. And, too, the bottom was nothing but humps and bumps and deeper pockets in between. Also, along its edge, it wasn't all that reliably marked.

Anyway, we could tell he'd made friends with the bottom because, first, his boat teeter-tottered forward and back and then came to an abrupt stop and, second, the guy shouted, "Fuck me, Charlie Brown!"

I nearly made a joke about child molestation but thought better of it at the last minute.

By this time Doc Davidson had come out onto the dock.

He surveyed the scene and with the aplomb that only a jaded psychiatrist can muster said, "Someone's having a bad day."

"Yeah," Dick said, "and the guy running the boat ain't doin' too well, either."

Dick cupped his hands around his mouth. "Try backing off! It's kind of soft over there."

The guy nodded, put it in reverse, and opened the throttle a bit.

The engine died.

It was, I thought, behaving more like a gasoline engine with a dirty carburetor or a bum ignition than it was like a diesel. I mentally stepped through the possibilities and decided . . . that I didn't have the vaguest idea what was going on.

The guy restarted the engine and put it in gear.

He opened the throttle.

The engine did not die.

There was lots of churning water, which could, possibly, be considered a good sign. But the boat didn't move, not an inch . . . or not so much as 2.54 centimeters, for our friends out in the civilized world.

"Try it with a little authority!" Dick called.

The engine revved. There was more churning, but the same amount of movement. None.

"I hate this fucking boat!" the guy yelled. "I had her built and I've despised her from the moment I took delivery!"

"Then why don't you sell her?" Dick muttered.

"I'll try going forward," the guy called. "That usually works."

Usually? I thought. He goes aground often enough for there to be usually?

"You'll only drive yourself harder on."

"Thanks for the advice, but this isn't my first rodeo."

"Have it your way."

He put the transmission into forward and revved the engine.

The boat edged forward.

He shifted his rudder back and forth.

Nice try, but rather than pivoting the boat around and free, shifting the rudder only served to wriggle the boat farther into the mud.

I don't mean to Monday-morning-quarterback, but that trick only works if you leave the rudder to one side or the other and rev the engine to the point where you're likely to suck "stuff" into the raw-water pump or all the way into the heat exchanger. It also helps if you have a fin keel and not a full keel, which The Dutchman undoubtedly had, seeing as how she was schooner rigged.

"Bitch, bitch, and double bitch," the guy fumed. He finished with, "I hate this fucking boat! I really, truly, absolutely hate this fucking, son-of-a-bitching boat!"

He wasn't terribly inventive.

Dick muttered, "Two bits says he's sucked a whole shitload of mud into his heat exchanger."

"No bet," I said.

The guy stared at us. He'd created the problem, and now he'd made it worse, but somehow or other, it had become ours to fix.

"I'll start my dinghy," Doc said.

"Yep," Dick said. "This looks like a job for Tugboat Annie."

"Watch who you're calling Annie."

"Tugboat Andy?"

"Better."

"It ought to be," Dick said. "After all, he was Divine."

Doc ran his dinghy over, secured it to The Dutchman, bow pointed toward The Dutchman's stern, and then the two of them got down to cases. The Dutchman went astern and Doc went ahead, goosing his throttle. He swung his helm back and forth, redirecting the thrust.

Back and forth, back and forth.

The hull cooperated, moving this way and that, port to starboard, starboard to port, again and again.

Suddenly, the schooner seemed to shudder in place. Next, she seemed to slip astern. The slip became a slide, and then she was clear, floating on her own.

The engines went to idle and dropped out of gear.

The guy looked relieved, and the boat looked relieved as well. Well, truthfully, she looked about as relieved as a boat can look without a set of expressively mobile features.

The air smelled like diesel exhaust, gasoline exhaust, and churned-up muddy saltwater.

Overhead the sky was a mix of sun and cloud, while the five-day forecast called for showers changing to rain toward the end of the period. A front was coming onshore.

Doc and the guy chatted back and forth for a while, then Doc shifted his dinghy to The Dutchman's starboard side.

Dick ran back to his boat and snagged a couple of spare mooring lines . . . just in case. He held onto one and put the other where I could reach it in case of need.

As per Doc's instructions, the guy aboard The Dutchman set his rudder amidships.

With the help of judicious shots of power from The Dutchman, Doc used his dinghy to maneuver the schooner across the narrow channel and into her slip, portside to.

Lines came over and Dick and Doc, who'd scrambled out of his dinghy and onto the dock, tied them.

The guy killed his engine, and we prettied up the job. We checked here and added there: bow, stern, forward spring, after spring, two additional fenders, and the shore power cord.

Dick flipped the breaker in the power stanchion, the guy flipped the breaker aboard his boat, and the 110 lights came on.

He was home.

No new gouges. No bones broken. Nothing busted up. As good a landing as needs be.

The guy came over onto the dock.

"Thanks," he said, his voice still strained, still on the verge of spewing out a string of invective.

"Welcome to the marina," Doc said.

"Glad to be here," the guy said, too mechanically.

The guy looked terminally pissed off, and The Dutchman looked, well, embarrassed.

I'd never seen a boat look that miserable.

Doc, Dick, and I went back to our boats, leaving The Dutchman to settle in.

Why hadn't he sold her?

***
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And settle in the guy did.

For the first couple of days, no one saw much of him. He filled his water tanks, he had his holding tank pumped out, he tinkered with his mooring lines, he moved a fender a little farther forward, and he tied back a halyard that had taken it into its head to bang against the foremast.

The bird shit dried where it had landed, and the green gunge turned greener. Long strings of grass were growing along the waterline, and actual, honest-to-God seaweed was taking hold on his rudder.

Two positives: he put a splitter on his hose bib and he didn't have a dog or play his music loud.

The guy introduced himself as Bill Decken. He had brown hair that had begun to grizzle, and he was short-ish and thick-ish. He had green eyes, and they never seemed to settle on anything. In a show of boaterly comradery, he joked that the family name used to be van der Decken, right up until the folks at Ellis Island had dropped the van der.

"How much do you know about flying?" Dick teased.

"Not a damn thing," Bill Decken said. Doubtless, if he'd heard one Flying Dutchman joke, he’d heard ten million, but there was an undercurrent of genuine anger in his voice, as though he might slug the next guy to go down that road.

A third positive: he kept to himself.

A countervailing negative: Yes, he kept to himself . . . but not enough.
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One evening, close to sunset but before dark, a few of us liveaboards gathered on the headwalk down by Doc's boat for our evening bull session. We were a bunch of guys and a couple of gals in deckchairs, gathered to drink beer, shoot the shit, and tell bad jokes.

Decken was there, plus another new guy, Izzy
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