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First Contact

I first met Cap’n Billy on a warm Alabama morning in early April. He was sitting in my seat on the Porch of Wisdom in front of the marina dock store animatedly chatting with some of the early morning regulars. I say my seat because I was a regular myself, almost always starting out my day on that very dock store porch lounging in that very seat, drinking coffee and swapping stories with three or four of the other marina residents. We referred to the porch as the Porch of Wisdom for reasons obvious to anyone spending even only a few minutes with us. We completely rejected the alternate name used by some of the less astute residents of the marina – Liar’s Roost. The other residents acknowledged my arrival with a soft chorus of, “Hey, Neal” and gentle nods followed by furtive glances at Cap’n Billy.

I climbed the four steps up to the porch and paused slightly to examine this interloper who had settled down in my seat. “Neal, this here’s Cap’n Billy,” offered Randy, my best friend at the marina. “He’s got fresh shrimp for sale.”  I just nodded and continued on into the dock store to fill up my coffee cup. I returned to the porch and with an intentionally heavy and very audible sigh resigned myself to leaning up against the porch railing, my seat now being occupied.

Cap’n Billy was unmistakably a local fisherman. He was small and wiry. A head of close-cropped dark hair blended seamlessly into his unshaven face, clumping briefly to form a short mustache and continuing to flow as stubble extending all the way down his throat. He wore a light, short-sleeved shirt spotted with oil stains. It was completely unbuttoned and hung open by his sides revealing a sunken, hairless chest and a slightly pot-bellied but tanned stomach. Both his shirtsleeves were rolled all the way up to his shoulders fully revealing a pair of tattoos, one on each arm. His right arm was adorned with a sleek black panther lounging lazily on a tree branch. His left arm sported a multi-colored bust of a clown with a skull for a face and a large cigar protruding from its mouth. The skull was topped off with a brown derby hat cocked jauntily to one side and propped up by a red-and-yellow polka-dotted collar. It was a very strange sight, like something exhumed from an old Grateful Dead album cover. I later asked him what his tattoos meant to him and why he chose them, but he claimed to remember very little. He was sure however that the choices had something to do with alcohol and women. His hands were almost completely black from oil stains and his fingers were short and blunt, as were the well-chewed nails. He wore dark blue cotton sweatpants that were smudged with oil and rode low on what would have been his hips if he had had hips. He was very thin. The sweatpants were tucked inside a pair of rubber boots that came halfway up his shins and had once been white with orange-red soles. Now faded swirls of oil had turned them into a dingy gray with dark brown soles. He wore a dirty, dark green baseball cap with an outline of a leaping marlin and the slogan Gon' Fishin’ on the front. The cap was crumpled and the right side of the bill was black from where he had held it while taking it on and off - which I later learned he didn’t do much at all, even when he was sleeping in his boat. When he did take the cap off it revealed a milk-white forehead high up near the hairline, a characteristic shared by fisherman, farmers and golfers.

I no sooner got settled onto my new and hopefully temporary place leaning up against the porch railing then two Alabama Marine Police officers ambled up and looked us all over very carefully. We looked them all over very carefully right back. Southern Alabama is not a good place to show intimidation to anyone, even the police – especially the police. I was glad to see the Marine Police had not relaxed its requirement that all officers had to be under 6-feet tall but weigh over 250 pounds. These two were well-qualified. They both were dressed in freshly pressed uniforms. The shirts were a light-tan color and short-sleeved. They had a cloth police badge sewn on above the left front pocket and the shield insignia of the Alabama Department of Conversation and Natural Resources on their left sleeve. They were both wearing the presumably department-issued large and intimidating mirrored sunglasses. Even with the glasses I recognized the younger officer as Warren Rodnick, a frequent patron at The Keg, our local watering hole, and an occasional alternate on the pool team it sponsored of which I was a co-captain.

“Hey Warren,” I called out signaling to the group that I knew one of the officers.

“Hey Neal,” the younger officer chimed back acknowledging my greeting which took some of the edge off their early morning visit. “How’s your pool game?”

“Not as good as some, but better than most,” I quipped back.

“Ha! From what I’ve seen it’s a lot better than most. When’s the last time you’ve lost a game at The Keg?”

“I do lose from time to time. We’ll play a game the next time I see you up there and maybe that will be one of the times.”

“Yeah, fat chance on that,” Warren laughed, “but I’d like that. Let’s make it happen.” 

The attention of the senior officer quickly settled on Cap’n Billy, but when he spoke he seemed to address us all as a group, “Who’s got the little shrimper at the end of the dock?”

All our eyes involuntarily shifted towards Cap’n Billy. He leaned forward in my chair and immediately owned up in his heavy Southern Alabama drawl, “You mean Miss Tiffany? She’s mine. What’s the problem officer?”

Officer Warren now also zeroed-in on Cap’n Billy, leaned towards him slightly and politely but sternly commanded, “Come with us then.” 

Cap’n Billy looked around and his eyes caught mine, “Want my seat?” he asked. His seat? That was my seat anyway! “’Watch my sack for me, will you? It’s got my breakfast in it. I’ll be right back.” I immediately reclaimed my rightful seat while the two officers escorted Cap’n Billy down the dock towards his boat. I looked in the paper sack he had left with me and discovered it contained five cans left from a six-pack of Busch beer. Breakfast?

At the time I met Cap’n Billy I had been living at the marina on my sailboat Ob-la-di for the almost a year and a half. Before that I’d made a little money working for a start-up company in California - Silicon Valley. The company was trying to develop a computer-based system to detect fraudulent Worker’s Compensation claims. I had developed the predicative algorithms used to describe and find the fraud. The algorithms didn’t work as expected. Most of the fraud I was able to find involved collusion with the physician who provided the medical information for the claim. That didn’t work out so well since that wasn’t the answer they were looking for. I was paid well for my work anyway and given some shares in the company. During the following dot-com boom and with a few tips from some fellow consultants I had been able to parlay that money into a decent-sized nest egg. This had eventually enabled me to feel comfortable enough to pursue one of my lifelong dreams – to buy and live aboard a large sailboat. Ob-la-di was that dream come true.

I hadn’t purposely selected southern Alabama as my home port. In fact I’d always assumed I’d be living aboard somewhere back in California, like San Francisco or maybe San Diego; but when I discovered Ob-la-di, then called Anna B, for sale at this little, out-of-the-way marina in Orange Beach, Alabama I immediately went ahead with the purchase. Even then my intentions were to just live here long enough to do some minor refurbishing and then sail her down the Gulf to Key West and eventually on to the Caribbean. One refurbishment task, however, led to another - and then to another - and another. I’d always heard that sailing was 99% boredom and 1% terror. That is true alright, but this ratio refers only to the sailing part. Owning a sailboat, especially a live-aboard like Ob-la-di, is only about 1% sailing and 99% maintenance! Another quip that I quickly found certainly applies is: ‘A boat is a hole in the water in which you throw money’. The bigger the boat, the bigger the hole and the more money you have to throw in. Ob-la-di was big - very big, and so was the hole she made in the water and in my wallet.  In the meantime this laid-back, southern Alabama beach community slowly grew on me, so here I was a year and a half later, still refurbishing Ob-la-di and still living (very contently I might add) at this small southern Alabama marina.

Orange Beach is a small town on the coast of the Gulf of Mexico near Gulf Shores, Alabama and about midway between Mobile and Pensacola, Florida. The area is actually a coastal island whose western-most tip forms the eastern side of the entrance to Mobile Bay. This tip is called Mobile Point and is the site of Fort Morgan, a Civil War-era fort. The island is long and narrow. Its 32-mile length extends in a easterly direction from Mobile Point along the Gulf coast. It is only two miles wide at its widest point.  The island had been historically called Pleasure Island but only informally, and now officially has no name at all. The combined Gulf Shores and Orange Beach Chamber of Commerce recently lost their privilege of calling their island Pleasure Island when they acquiesced to the threat of a court case being filed against them by the Disney Corporation claiming copyright violation. The name was evidently too close to the name Treasure Island© for Disney’s economic comfort level. I don’t know if the Chamber of Commerce received any compensation for their acquiescence, but I hope so. I didn’t think the two names were that much alike.

Figure 1 - Island of Now No Name
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At the northeastern end of this island of Now No Name is a large and sheltered body of water called Perdido Bay. The Disney Corporation evidently had no interest in this name because it remains today the same as it did when the first Spanish explorers found and named it over five hundred years ago. The next island east towards Florida is also bordered by Perdido Bay and was both historically and currently called Perdido Key. Perdido Bay is shared by both Alabama and Florida in a defiant act of cooperation that must have left the Disney Corporation lawyers shaking their heads in disgust.

The beach areas of the island of Now No Name and the Alabama portions of Perdido Key are known by locals as the Redneck Riviera. It is blessed with the same sugary white sand beaches as the more prestigious and expensive beach towns just east in Florida such as Pensacola Beach, Destin and Panama City. The Redneck Riviera however, living up to its name, has a considerably lower cost of living. The only two drawbacks of living in the Redneck Riviera as far as I could tell were the Alabama prohibition of Sunday liquor sales and the absence of a state lottery. Both drawbacks however could be easily remedied with a ten-minute drive across the Florida state line. In addition to the beautiful beaches, the Gulf Shores and Orange Beach area is also a mecca for sport fishing and a focal point for commercial fishing. The warm Gulf waters are home to highly prized trophy fish such as cobia, sailfish and both blue and white marlin; and teem with vast quantities of commercially prized red snapper, grouper, amberjack, and tuna. Oysters are also plentiful, as is the sea staple of the entire Gulf Coast - shrimp.

It was shrimp that had brought Cap’n Billy to Orange Beach, the marina and eventually to my seat on the Porch of Wisdom that fateful morning. He had been shrimping all the night before in the protected bays along the Intracoastal Waterway that weaves its way along the Gulf coast. He had tied up his small shrimp boat at the end of our pier and had come down to the dock store that morning to use the pay phone to arrange for sales of his catch, and to buy a breakfast six-pack of beer. ‘A sausage and egg in every can’, he used to say.

Cap’n Billy and the two officers soon returned from their visit to his boat. Thankfully he didn’t try to reclaim my seat and in fact had to assume my previous position leaning up against the porch railing.  After the officers left he offered a short explanation addressed to all of us about the incident, “They just wanted to check my papers. Wanted to see if my shrimpin’ ticket was up-to-date and look over some of my wiring. No sweat.” He leaned over to me and enquired, “Can I have my breakfast back now?” I handed him back his paper sack containing the remnants of the six-pack of Busch beer. “Want one?” he offered.

“No thanks,” I replied.

He pulled out a bright blue Busch beer can, popped the top and took a long pull. He settled back against the porch railing and easily inserted himself into the lazy banter of the early morning congregation. Every once in a while he would rise and go to the pay phone just around the corner of the porch to make a call to friends and former customers to sell his catch. He would place his beer on the wooden porch railing near the phone and dig though his pockets for a quarter and a small piece of paper that contained his phone list. Finding a name and number he would then stare quizzically at the phone as if he’d briefly forgotten how to dial, and glance back at the phone list a couple times. With a backward jerk of his head he’d suddenly punch in the numbers, then grab his beer off the railing and take a quick swig while waiting on someone to answer. He spoke loudly on the phone and I soon learned he had about sixty pounds of hoppers (sweet, white bay shrimp) for sale. By further eavesdropping I learned he claimed could readily sell them all to a wholesale seafood store for $2.60 per pound and not have to go through all the bother of the phone calls. After a series of markups the shrimp would eventually be sold in the local markets for $3.50 to $4.00 a pound.  His price directly to his friends and acquaintances was $3.00 a pound. I suspect the forty cents a pound difference wasn’t why Cap’n Billy preferred selling to individuals rather than the wholesale store, but for the pure enjoyment of personal contact: renewing relationships, spreading and receiving local gossip, and crowing about the quality of his shrimp and the righteousness of his price. No one he called declined to buy. In the space of a leisurely-paced hour he had generously contributed to the Porch of Wisdom discussions about the worsening state of the Intracoastal Waterway’s channel buoys, the wake produced by discourteous recreational boaters, the rules of right-of-way on the water and the growing intrusion of boating regulations. The boating regulations topic was Cap’n Billy’s offering and one on which he vigorously voiced his opinions, all while downing four breakfast beers and securing five- and ten-pound orders for most all of his sixty-odd pounds of shrimp.

Eventually the Porch of Wisdom early morning congregation dispersed one by one to go their various ways. Some went to work, some to play golf and some to perform the never-ending maintenance that is the aforementioned dark side of boat ownership. I was eventually left alone with Cap’n Billy. The severe reduction of the audience did nothing to reduce his enthusiasm for conversation or thirst for breakfast beers. He continued imbibing in both until I finally got up, stretched and excused myself to return to my boat.

“Do you have a boat here?” Cap’n Billy asked in his lazy drawl.

“Yeah,” I replied, “I’ve got a boat here.”

“Which one? Where’s it at?”

I stopped at the bottom of the stairs and shifted around to face him, “Ob-la-di, the big sailboat about halfway-down the dock toward your shrimper.”

“Oh-bee-what?” he winced.

“Ob-la-di, like the Beatle’s song: “Ob-la-di, Ob-la-da”. I’m a big Beatle’s fan so I named my boat Ob-la-di, and my dinghy’s named Ob-la-da.”

He thought about that for a while mouthing the name several times silently to himself as if for practice. Then he asked, “O-bee-dee? What does that mean?”

I didn’t bother correcting him this time. “I don’t think it means anything really. Maybe it could mean something like “whatever”. I just like the sound of it. It’s just nonsense syllables to me, like la-dee-da or whoop-dee-doo.”

“La-dee-da ain’t no nonsense!” he exclaimed indignantly. “Neither is whoop-de-doo!” La-dee-da means somebody’s puttin’ on airs. Like you see them all dressed up and say ‘Well, la-dee-da!’ Whoop-de-doo means it’s just a lot of nothin’. Like, ‘That’s all just a lot of whoop-de-doo!’”

“Well, that’s right.” I laughingly admitted. “I can’t argue with you there. But Ob-la-di doesn’t really mean anything special to me. It’s just the name for my boat. The lyrics to the song go: “Ob-la-di, ob-la-da. Life goes on, bro’. Lordy how the life goes on!”[1].  So I guess if the name means anything it just means that my life goes on. Ob-la-di’s just the next chapter.

“O-bee-dee... Well I’ll be danged! ‘That’s a name for sure.” My boat’s name is Miss Tiffany. I named her too, but I guess her name don’t mean nothin’ neither.” He paused slightly, lowered his gaze and then added in a quiet voice, “Leastwise not anymore.” He then looked up at me and returned in his usual languid drawl, “You say Ob-bee-dee’s a big sailboat?”

“Yeah, she’s a sailboat, a little over fifty feet. She’s a 1978 Formosa 51 Pilothouse Ketch and in real good condition too. I’ve had her about a year and a half. Want to see her?”

“Sure!” Cap’n Billy glanced down at his now empty breakfast bag. “Do you have any beer onboard?” 

“I do. What kind do you like?”

“Any kind’s alright. I was drinkin’ Busch right now, but any kind will do as long as it’s cold. I do like cold beer,” he added with a wink and a smile. 

“Okay, let’s go,” I said getting up to lead him down the dock to my boat.

On our way Cap’n Billy continued to offer information on his drinking preferences, “I do like cold beer, but I especially like bourbon – Old Crow. That’s my favorite, but I don’t get it much. Do you got any Old Crow?”

“No, but I think I have some Jack Daniel’s. How about that?” I offered. “How do you like it? With some Coke?”

“Jack Daniel’s sounds okay, but no Coke. I don’t need no Coke. Just bourbon and a little ice. You got ice on Ob-bee-dee?”

“Yep, I’ve got plenty of ice,” I assured him. “Jack Daniel’s on the rocks it’ll be. That’s how I like it too.”

When we reached the finger pier next to Ob-la-di Cap’n Billy stood on the dock for a moment taking in the masts and rigging. “Whoo-ee!” he said, taking off his cap, wiping his brow with his forearm then standing with his hands on his hips. “That’s a big one for sure. I worked on the water all my life but I never been on a sailboat as big as this one. How do you ever know what line to pull for what? Whoo-ee!”

I stepped back to get a better look at the two tall masts and the impressive rigging system myself. “It’s not as complicated as it looks,” I replied. “Come on board and I’ll show you around.”
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Ob-la-di

Ob-la-di was indeed an impressive sight. As I said, she was very big. Her length overall was fifty-one feet. Her beam was fifteen feet. She was built in a traditional style and rode high in the water with a freeboard of over six feet. Her technical seafaring description was an “aft cockpit, cutter-rigged pilothouse ketch”. The aft cockpit means her main steering station was aft, on her stern. Cutter-rigged means she was also equipped with multiple jibs (sails at the bow).  Pilothouse meant she had a raised cabin with an alternate steering station below decks. The pilothouse was made of teak wood and was low and sleek, ringed with lights (windows) affording good visibility forward, to starboard and to port. The term ketch means she had two masts: a main mast located approximately halfway down her deck, and a smaller mizzen mast towards her stern which sprouted up just behind her pilothouse and just in front of her rudder.

Besides the two masted sails Ob-la-di had two free-flying jibs attached to her 8-foot bowsprit which jutted out from the deck and the bow itself. Ob-la-di had a third, clubfooted jib which could be deployed directly behind them. Clubfooted means this third jib had a boom which is a heavy wooden pole that runs horizontal with and just above the deck and to which the sail itself is attached. Both the main and mizzen sails also have booms. This sail plan gives Ob-la-di not only a very large amount of sail area which is needed to drive her large and bulky hull through the water, but also provides a good variety of different configurations which can be used in different wind and sea conditions. Her main mast reached up well over fifty-feet above the water making inshore navigation under bridges and power lines crossing some of the local channels a precarious proposition. Her hull was made of fiberglass but molded so as to appear to be made of wooden planks. She was painted in a cream-white and was wide for her length. Ob-la-di was definitely built more for comfort than for speed, much like her present owner.  She had a generous amount of well-kept, varnished teak, including all her trim and the sides and top of her pilothouse. Her decks were also of teak, but were a rugged, gray color having been left unvarnished to weather in constant exposure to the sun and sea.

We quickly stepped on board, ducked into the companionway of the pilothouse and descended four steps into the spacious pilothouse. Cap’n Billy stood in the middle of the pilothouse and slowly pivoted in a complete circle looking out the windows at the gray deck and gunnels, and then at the pilothouse’s interior while I made him a drink. “Would you look at all that wood? Whoo-ee! You got wood everywhere, and real shiny too!”

“Yep, and it’s all teak,” I said proudly while I began to fix his drink. “Except the soles, they
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