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SANTOS
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Brave spirit of a dog, burning more brightly than any tiger yet.

Chasing the hoofed intruders of the world through high and low, thick and thin.

Leaving no stone unmoistened, no passing boat unbarked.

May your little light shine on, wherever you are

—and may your spirit roam free on the endless beaches of the hereafter.

—Raf Muilenburg
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PROLOGUE

A biography of a dog?

Why not? Since long before Zoroaster declared them sacred, people have loved dogs; and ever since Plutarch’s Lives of the Noble Greeks and Romans, literature has valued accounts of exceptional lives, for their own sake as well as for the light they cast on their times.

So … this book details such a life, that of Santos, a noble dog. Hey, don’t laugh; after all, the choice spirits of an age come to animals as well as to people. As much as Pericles or Brutus, the story of Santos illuminates its little corner of life and history, and it provides a new twist on a timeless subject—seafaring.

And after all, people are a lot like dogs. Of all the animals, dogs are probably the closest to us in spirit (if we charitably draw a veil over war, soccer hooliganism, child abuse, and classroom massacres), and they present us with a model of life that is recognizably close to our own.

To use an automotive analogy, if people were Ferraris, dogs would be Model T’s. Ferraris are more advanced, more complicated, more likely to break down, and much more likely to end up in a fiery highspeed wreck. Anyone trying to deduce the basic operating principles of an automobile engine would learn more looking under the hood of a bare-bones Model T than peering at the mass of wiring and computerized components under the stylish cowl of a Ferrari.

All of which is to say, watching dogs is a way of watching ourselves.

Santos, a schipperke, came to us as a tiny puppy and sailed with us all his life, 75,000 deep-sea miles. He sailed four times across the Atlantic, crisscrossed the Caribbean, ranged far up African rivers, gunkholed the Eastern seaboard of America, and explored the Med. He survived kidnap, hurricane, raging surf, and being lost overboard. We gave him up for dead twice. His adventures were written up in SAIL magazine and were the subject of two Reader’s Digest articles. Time and again people who met him on charter aboard his boat Breath went home and acquired schipperkes of their own. He was a celebrity on his home island of St. John. Charisma streamed off him. He may have been an 11-pound dog, but he strode through life like a lion.

While writing this book I periodically wondered if my unbridled memory was galloping afield from reality. Yet every time such doubts assailed me, as if on cue, someone who’d sailed with us years ago would show up in Coral Bay or hail us at the bar at Skinny Legs or on the old Moravian dock, and always the first question would be, “Do you still have that amazing dog?”

In fact it happened again just the other night, as I finalized the last draft of this story. A friend who’d sailed with us up the Gambia River years ago had just returned to Africa to see how the friends we’d made there were doing. “You know,” he told us, “the first thing everybody wanted to know was, ‘How’s Santos?’”

Santos joined us during Breath‘s maiden voyage and was there, an integral member of the crew, throughout our family voyaging, when Breath made her most memorable trips and when our two sons formed their tight bonds with each other, with their dog, and with the sea. He was a third brother and an inspiration to our family—an authentic, questing adventurer, without fear or compromise, true to himself and to us. Climbing a mountain in the Cape Verdes, running before a North Atlantic gale, discovering ancient ruins on the coast of Turkey—always the dog’s keen spirit augmented the event.

When our sons left the nest, our era of family voyaging passed, and, not long after, Santos left us, too. He checked out quick and clean and left a lasting memory behind—of an incandescent spirit like a bright, steadfast little flame.

He showed us how to live, and he showed us how to die.

One thing we know for sure—we’ll never have a dog that cool again.





ONE

INDIAN RIVER GIFT

White water exploded from Breath‘s bow as she forged through the river chop, her hull as sturdy as a 20-ton boulder, her two stout masts silhouetted against the sky.

“Heavy squalls coming, boys! Better pack up the cards,” I shouted down the companionway. “Get your foul-weather gear on and stand by… .” Two boys, 6 and 13, still blond-haired from the salt sea and tropic sun, wriggled quickly into rain wear and took their places on deck. Right behind them came their mother, pulling the companionway hatch shut behind her with a bang.

Thunderheads towered over the flat Florida terrain. Sickly daytime lightning flickered like a snake’s tongue. A powerful, rapidly moving cold front was on a collision course with our boat and there was no avoiding it—we were hemmed in on a river, and intense black line squalls stretched both ways to the horizon. Already powering at hull speed up the broad stretches of the Indian River, we were trying to reach the shelter of the Eau Gallie anchorage before the weather did.

Like outriders sent to lash the river’s back, gusts raced ahead of the storm and rattled Breath‘s halyards fiercely against her solid spars—a warning of what was to come.

As the anchorage drew nearer, so did the approaching storm clouds, diminishing the daylight until it was eerie as an eclipse. Close ranks of whitecaps were goose-stepping down the river, but close to shore, protected by a narrow, rocky island, was a V of smooth water. We eased in past the stony outcrop into its lee and headed for the only other cruising boat in that little cove, an immaculate Chesapeake pinky with a sweeping sheer and dainty pointed ends.

As we approached it, a jet-black head with a bristly mane and pointed ears suddenly popped above the cockpit coaming, regarded us warily, then barked a sharp warning. We heard the scrape of a hatch being thrown open, and a man stuck his head out. His eyes narrowed as he beheld our bowsprit coming straight at him like the ram on a trireme.

“Look mom! A dog!” Six-year-old Diego wanted a pet more than anything else in the world. His cat had jumped ship in Nassau.

“It’s a neat little dog,” agreed Dorothy.

The sky overhead darkened even more as a sudden blast of cold air announced the arrival of the first squall. It rushed toward us, putting the treetops in a frenzy and raising a traveling shriek from the fleet of small craft moored outside the cove’s confines as halyards flogged against aluminum masts, sounding like a wind chime in torment. I swung the boat around to face the squall and shouted, “Drop it now!” Raff, poised at the bronze windlass, struck off the brake and stood back. The big CQR anchor plummeted toward the bottom, pulling out its heavy chain so fast it rattled and jumped like a runaway freight train barreling through the boat.

The blast of wind caught our bow and veered it off sharply. It stretched out the chain, blowing us down on the little pinky and her man and dog, who huddled in the shelter of the cabin wall, watching us fixedly. Then, to everybody’s relief, our bow fetched up with a sudden jerk and the boat spun around to face the wind as the big CQR bit deep into the mud bottom and its half-inch chain stretched link by link out of the water, dripping as it rose.

There she rode as the norther set on in earnest, one squall following another while we watched the fury from the warmth of the cabin. The big diesel radiated back the heat accumulated from the day’s run while Dorothy boiled up cocoa to go with the hot loaves of banana bread just drawn from the oven.

* * *

The little dog next door had made a distinct impression on the boys.

“Did you see how the dog called his master when he saw us getting close? That’s a smart dog,” said Diego.

“Right,” said Raffy. “And did you notice that as soon as the dog barked the man came up on deck, even in the rain? That means he must trust the dog’s judgment.”

Not much escaped The Raff’s keen mind. A skinny 13-year-old, a voracious reader with memory like a black hole, he was way ahead of grade level but took no pride in that. What he really wanted was muscles, to be unequivocally “buck.”

“Pretty useful on a boat, don’t you think Dad?” Diego continued with a wistful look at me. I nodded but said nothing. I knew what he was thinking, what the whole family but me was thinking—wouldn’t it be nice to have a pet on board?

The discussion had come up regularly ever since Theresa, the best cat we ever had, inexplicably jumped off the stern in the wee hours one morning. We were anchored off Paradise Island in the Bahamas when Dorothy and I both heard a low, strangled meeow, then a splash, but didn’t get out of our comfortable bunk in the after cabin, not believing our ears. But in the morning she was gone, and no searching aboard or on shore turned her up. The obvious possibility was that she hadn’t made it. The current ran strong in the cut between the islands. Now there was a void in our lives.

Especially Diego’s. Since the cat had disappeared, he’d clung more to Dorothy and been quicker to tears. We often thought that Diego should be a vet. He loved animals and they loved him.

Well, I loved animals too, but the time wasn’t right for another one, especially an untrained puppy. Our boat was still under construction inside. We had enough cleaning up to do without a puppy piddling in the sawdust or tracking wet paint all over the floor. When I got started on this line of talk, the rest of the family would reluctantly agree and subside, but they remained unconvinced.

* * *

An hour later the norther had blown through; the wind moderated, the sun broke into a rapidly clearing sky, and the temperature dropped. On the pinky, two black heads with pointed ears were alertly cocked our way. Perfectly silhouetted by the late afternoon light, they stared intently at Breath‘s crew, who stared back with equal interest.

Soon the man reemerged from the companionway hatch of the pinky. He gave a friendly wave, and we all waved back, glad he didn’t feel we were anchored too close to him—some boaters petulantly demand excessive “swinging room” even in obviously tight anchorages.

He was a lean and leathery man in his thirties with a taut look but a ready smile, as we soon found out when he got into his dinghy and rowed over for a chat. In the bow rode the bigger of the two dogs. It lay on the bow cover with its forepaws over the edge, a dignified look on its sensitive, fox-like face. A striking ruff, distinctive as a lion’s mane, spread out behind his head, the sable hairs silvered enough to show.

“Nice boat you got here,” he said, looking up and holding on to the rub rail. “Some kind’a solid! Massive!” he said, his eyes taking in the mainmast and rigging.

“You got a nice boat yourself. Very fine and dainty.”

“Yeah, she’s a sweety. Small, though. Just right for two … but right now there’s nine of us living aboard.”

“Nine!?” we exclaimed in disbelief.

“Well, seven of us are dogs. This here’s the dad, Winnie the Pup.” He gave the old dog a scratch behind its ears.

“Cool… . What kind of dogs are they?” asked Raff, as we all stared down at the dinghy and its crew. Vince—that was his name—chuckled fondly and said nothing for a moment as if trying to decide how best to impart something momentous.

“Why, these dogs are pure-bred schipperkes, the Belgian canal barge dogs, genuine boat dogs, bred for centuries just to live and work on boats. And let me tell you something.” His eyes squinted conspiratorially. “They are the smartest damn dogs you ever seen. And the two you’ve seen are just the tip of the iceberg,” he said. “Down below are their five puppies—cutest little bear cubs you ever saw! And,” he continued, avoiding my eyes and shamelessly focusing on Dorothy and the boys, “they’re for sale—got all their shots and papers.”

“Hold on a second,” I interjected hastily, wanting to nip this in the bud. “We’re not in the market for a pedigreed dog. We have to watch our bucks, and besides, we always get mongrels from the pound.”

“Good for you! I did the same ‘til I moved in with Jean. She breeds skipps, and I guess I just fell in love with the little black devils. Now it’s the only dog I’d have… . Then again, I’m a seafaring man, and these dogs are just so good aboard a boat!”

Then he set the hook. “But hey, I understand about money being tight … story of my life … but that shouldn’t stop you from just coming over to play with them. It’s good for the pups to socialize with people.”

He hit a responsive chord there. It didn’t take long for Dorothy and the boys to take up his offer, and so, what the hell, I went along too.

The puppies were down in the tiny cabin, fast asleep atop each other and so uniformly black they were hard to distinguish from the shadows. Vince threw open the main hatch and sunlight streamed below. The tiny black felt ears started to twitch, their eyes opened, their heads wobbled to attention—then they were clambering all over each other, little limbs propelling comically round bellies. Each one was bright-eyed, fat, and jet black from nose to closely cropped tail—everything except their bright pink tongue tips. With their blunt muzzles and their ears cocked over, they looked exactly like little black bear cubs.

“Aren’t they cute … ?” said my wife adoringly.

“Yes, they’re marvelous tiny beasts, but we’ve never paid $500 for a dog and we’re not about to start now.”

“Oh I know …” she said, not really hearing. She picked one up and held it wriggling while she kissed its muzzle. “Actually, he said only $350 for boat people—and they have all their shots.”

“Dorothy, if you want a dog let’s go rescue one from the pound. Anyway, now is a terrible time to take on a leaky puppy. Remember, the boat is still under construction inside.”

“Oh really … still?,” she said tartly.

I winced.

* * *

I had built the boat under a palm tree next to the beach of a remote cove at the end of the road in St. John, the smallest of the U.S. Virgin Islands. After the project had taken three years and all of our money, rock fever struck my wife. We had to set sail, finished or not. She needed a change. So we packed the essentials aboard, stored the rest of our belongings in the old West Indian rum shop that had been our home, and set sail for the U.S. Eastern seaboard, where we had been alternating between working for money and working on the boat.

Hence there was still no door on the bathroom, just a curtain. Lumber and plywood were stacked beneath the main saloon table. Dorothy had to climb over boxes of caulking and paint to get into our bed. I had often been told by single sailors that they couldn’t understand why she stayed.

Sometimes I wondered myself. Dorothy was definitely unusual by middle American standards. On the one hand she had been born with a silver spoon in her mouth, a doctor’s daughter with seven ancestors on the Mayflower, the family’s only girl in whom her dad and four brothers delighted. A girl of her background could have every expectation of a comfortable home and a steady income.

On the other hand, born of missionary parents and grandparents who had served in China, she’d grown up hearing stories of hardships surmounted, dangers run, and suffering endured. Her mother remembered living for days on a train stopped in the dead of winter by battling warlords. Dorothy’s aunt had been literally beheaded by Chinese bandits in the 1930s. Her doctor father had spent all of World War II in a Japanese prison camp in Manila, defying his captors and emerging a hero. Dorothy, the result of his return home, was of that same stock, indifferent to material indulgences. Hardships alone wouldn’t make her leave.

However, there had been questions about building a boat in the first place. How was an ex-1960s radical—a history major and, some said, a mechanical idiot—going to build a 42-foot, 20-ton gaff-rigged ketch? Would the result be a joke or a disaster?

Dorothy believed in me but questioned the wisdom of putting all our money and so much time into a boat, not only because she had tendencies toward seasickness but because she had just started a preschool program. If I needed a big project, I might consider getting behind her school.

On the other hand she loved the water, loved to travel, and knew from experience that going by boat had big advantages—you could sail to the earth’s ends and yet, at the end of the day, make a cup of tea just the way you like it and fall asleep in your own bed.

It also mattered to her that both sons loved the idea. They could swim and dive like otters. Raff had already acquired some Spanish from voyages in our first, smaller boat to Venezuela and Puerto Rico. And she also knew that life on the sea taught children the value of work and bred responsibility, self-reliance, and a familiarity with foreign cultures. She had cautiously acquiesced.

“With the proviso,” she had added, “that … sometime … we’ll have a house … just a little one … where I can feel bedrock beneath my feet and grow flowers on the mountain.”

“You got it babe, I swear.”

So, yes, she was well aware that the boat was under construction … still.

* * *

Just then, as if to back me up, the puppies started to leave little dollops of what looked like expensive gourmet mustard on the varnished cabin sole. Vince sprang into action with paper towels and cleaned up one mess, then another, lifted a third and fourth dog to the newspaper just in time, but missed with the fifth. For the moment, my point of view gained the upper hand.

The weather was clear but freezing, typical of a norther’s passage, and we decided to stay a couple of days until it warmed up. Jean and Vince were Bahamas-bound and we were northbound, so we traded the usual cruising shoptalk—favorite anchorages, where to get water, grocery stores near a free slip.. And of course we talked about schipperkes. Jean passionately felt that each dog she raised should fulfill its function—to live and work aboard a boat.

“That’s what they were bred for,” she asserted crisply.

She told us that back in medieval times, schipperkes were bred down from Belgian shepherds to develop a small, alert dog, powerful for its size, to work on canal and river barges, where they were as useful as any crew member. They guarded against thieves, scared off rats, gave the alarm if a child fell overboard, swam ashore in the cold canal water to nip at the heels of the tow horse when it slacked off pulling, and even helped the captain navigate in fog.

“Why did you cut their tails?” I asked. “Just for style?”

Jean looked stung. “I didn’t cut them! The vet did, when they were just three days old. There’s hardly any feeling there then—it’s not nearly as bad as being circumcised.”

“You circumcised them too?”

“Of course not!”

“Just kidding, Jean.”

“Anyway, it’s for their own good,” she added.

“How’s that?”

“Well, the tail grows in a curl like a husky or chow, and it can chafe the dog’s back when it wags—a happy dog can rub a hole in its skin, get infected, and die.”

This seemed farfetched to me, as did the bit about helping the captain navigate. Would the law of evolution devise a tail that killed its owner? But I let that pass, never suspecting the real explanation, which is both practical and aesthetic. In the close confines of a boat, a happy dog’s thrashing tail can knock over a coffee cup, a paint can, or worse.

One afternoon Dorothy took the dinghy over to Jean’s boat to drink tea and play with the puppies. Vince was ashore walking the two grownup dogs. He burst back into the cabin with a calamitous look on his face.

“Your dinghy! It’s sunk!”

Our old inflatable leaked air out of the pontoons and water in through the floor. By bailing, pumping, and patching, we were keeping it afloat until we could build or buy a better one. This time one of the pontoon valves had leaked out all its air; the dingy swamped, the oars and gas tank floated away, and the dingy anchor went to the bottom. The outboard engine was still held up by the surviving pontoon, but just below the surface.

Vince retrieved the oars and the gas tank, which thankfully hadn’t leaked into the river. While I worked on the faulty valve and pumped it back up, he and Raff dredged the river with a grapnel for our anchor and line.

Since Vince worked in maintenance on an oceanographic vessel, he knew mechanical stuff and insisted on helping me resuscitate the outboard. We talked as we worked, and he told me that the boat was Jean’s, as were the dogs and most of the funds. He wanted to get certified as an engineer, but drink and drifting had interfered. He and Jean’s future together was uncertain; still, they were enjoying their cruise and meshed well. They both loved schipperkes, she kept him off the sauce, and he kept the boat together.

“And what about you?” he asked me. “You got it made. Great boat, lovely wife, good kids… . All you need now is a schipperke.”

“I wish!” I replied. “It wasn’t a terribly successful maiden voyage. Dorothy’s not convinced she wants to live indefinitely on the boat. She gets seasick.”

“She’ll get used to it,” he said, with the blithe assurance of one who’d never suffered mal de mer.

“Actually, Diego is a bigger problem—he nearly died of dehydration on the way up here… . Couldn’t hold down a thing for days.”

“Why didn’t you put into a port?”

“We couldn’t.” And I told him the story of our maiden voyage

* * *

When we left the Virgin Islands to sail to the States, Raf had gone to summer camp and was not with us. Diego was 6, the age most susceptible to seasickness. He had been living ashore and doing occasional overnights in the protected waters of the Sir Francis Drake Passage without serious trouble, but when we went four days straight down the rough north coast of Puerto Rico and Hispaniola, he fell into a cask of misery and couldn’t climb out. We tried to put in when we reached the Dominican Republic but were prevented by weather. When the wind moderated and Diego started to feel better, we opted to continue on another 150 miles to Great Inagua instead.

As soon as we were far enough to leeward to make beating back a prohibitive ordeal, the wind picked up again with a vengeance, raising a steep sea between Hispaniola and the Caicos Banks a hundred miles north. Breath roared down the waves with a rush of white water in her wake, making great speed but rolling violently as well. Diego promptly relapsed into nausea, and I could hear him gagging down below even over the wind. “I hate sailing,” he moaned. I hate this boat!”

“I’m worried about him, Peter,” Dorothy said. “Look at his face. I think he may be getting dehydrated. He can’t even keep down water!” Her face accused me as she cuddled the moaning boy’s head.

His skin did have an unhealthy pallor. Sweat bathed his brow, there were dark shadows under his eyes, and his lips showed a bluish tinge.

“He doesn’t look good,” I said, a weak reply. Diego retched again, painful dry heaves that brought up a little bile and left him wracked and panting. It was pitiful to see, and a bit scary. Were prolonged spasms dangerous? Could a person die of seasickness? A young, delicate child? Neither of us voiced our fears, but there was no masking the apprehension in his mother’s eyes.

“You’ve got to do something!”

“Well, what… ? Go on deck, spread my arms wide, and command the sea to be still?”

“What about heaving-to? The way we read about in the Hiscock book, so they could rest in a gale?”

“I don’t know, honey… . Might not be such a great motion.”

“It’s got to be better than this if that’s what they did to get some sleep!”

“Well, let’s try it.” The truth was, I’d practiced the technique once or twice in the sheltered waters of the Virgins, but never at sea. Heaving-to is a way to stall a boat so that she won’t need steering and won’t go anywhere, and it’s said to be especially effective on heavy, long-keeled boats like the ones Eric and Susan Hiscock sailed around the world—and like Breath. I went back on deck and dropped the jib, backed the stays’l by lashing it against the wind to a shroud, sheeted the mizzen close, let the mainsail out until it luffed, and tied the helm hard to leeward.

The boat stopped and just hung there, nicely balanced, her mizzen levering her bow up into the wind and the backed stays’l pushing it back down. The motion, however, was atrocious—she was bucking like a bronco with a burr under its saddle cloth. All the dishes clanked with every heave, and everything that wasn’t nailed down rolled or shifted, creaked or clacked. Sleep was out of the question—the heaving was too much. Suddenly Dorothy convulsed and ran up topsides to kneel at the rail. Just then a fluke wave rolled up and broke against the hull, apparently with the sole purpose of soaking her. She knelt there for a while, wet, sick, sorry for herself, and then came back below to comfort her son, pausing only to inform me, icily, “If a ship comes by and is willing to rescue us, I’ll give them my half of the boat!”

“Look, I’ve been studying the chart. Let’s try making for the lee of the Caicos Bank. It’s shallow enough to maybe stop the worst waves.”

The Caicos Bank is a huge area of shallows that comes to within feet of the surface. Much of it consists of long, skinny sandbars and flats that dry at extreme low tides. Breaking reefs and uninhabited barrier islands border some of its perimeter, and the whole of it is the domain of seabirds and fish. Sailing behind it had to be an improvement over the open sea. Our new course, a beam reach for the lee of West Caicos, was so much steadier that Diego managed to hold down some soup and fall asleep with Theresa by his pillow.

He woke up to the seas subsiding as we got farther behind the bank, and in mid-afternoon we anchored behind the low cliffs of West Caicos with a profound sense of relief. The boat lay still and silent. There wasn’t a soul in sight. The water was incredibly clear, and we could see coral thirty feet below the keel. A soft fluttering came to our ears, the sound of thousands of minnows jumping into thin air to escape a mackerel slashing past beneath. To help Diego recover his spirits, we baited a hook with chicken skin and tossed it over the side. The boy sat on the aft cabin roof with the hand reel, looking hopeful, a little color back in his wan cheeks.

“Fishing should be good here,” I opined. “It drops off like a stone just behind us to a quarter of a mile deep. Anything could cruise on up out of the depths. Feeling any nibbles, son?”

“Yes… . Something’s eating my bait right now!” He gave a tug on the line to jerk it away from a hungry little fish and immediately got a hit that almost tore the hand reel out of his grip.

“Wow! It’s huge! I can’t hold it!”

“Give it line, more line!” I shouted, scrambling over the cabintop to help him. He let out line as best he could but was just about to lose his grip when it suddenly relaxed.

“He got off?”

“I still feel a weight … but it’s not fighting.” He pulled it in hand over hand and up came the head of what must have been a 40-pound grouper. Everything below the gills was gone. A stunned look was in its eyes, fading.

That did a lot to improve the mood aboard the good ship Breath. There was enough meat in the grouper’s head to make a fine meal, which Dorothy served up at sunset and which Diego devoured with a four-day hunger.

“This is more like it, eh guys? I wish we could stay here and never leave,” said Diego feelingly.

“What’s the next leg like?” asked Dorothy.

“Piece of cake from here to Florida. All downwind, mostly behind islands, flat water. No sweat, we’ve done the worst.”

* * *

While Vince and I got the outboard engine back together, Dorothy and Jean cooked a great dinner. During the course of the evening both guests made much of Breath‘s seaworthy lines, her traditional rig with solid yellow pine masts, and especially her immense room below. In contrast with their tiny cabin, our interior seemed like a huge cave. Vince appreciated the sheer labor of building her, and Jean admired Dorothy for raising a family aboard without recourse to washer/drier, microwave, blender, and all the other American “necessities.”

We had to push on in the morning, so this night was a farewell, fonder because the dinghy disaster had brought us closer together. Vince raised a glass and made a final toast.

“You’ve got a fine vessel—a young ship. May she always fare well on the ocean highway.” He emptied his drink and sat back, glowing with contentment.

“And here’s to the crew,” chimed in Jean. “May their wishes be granted.”

Next morning we waved goodbye and the boys started cranking up the chain, when suddenly, although we’d said our goodbyes the night before, Jean and Vince got into their dinghy and came alongside. Jean had a glow in her face that wasn’t from the cold.

“Vince and I have decided that your ship needs a schipperke. We want you to take your pick of the litter. It’s our gift to Breath.”

There was a hushed silence on board. I cast about in my mind for a way to refuse tactfully, but looking into my boys’ happy eyes, I could see that anything I said would be like slapping them in the face. I was also aware of an electric charge of lightning-like proportions behind my back, where Dorothy stood. I got the strongest possible vibes that the whole family was holding their breath and begging me to accept. Faltering, I turned to Dorothy.

“What do you think, do we want a dog … ?” I was going to continue with how it really wouldn’t be fair to the dog right now, the usual line, but they didn’t give me the chance. A williwaw of delight almost blew me off the deck. “YES!!!!” The boys were hopping with delight, excitement cresting in their faces. Dorothy’s eyes burned with a brilliance that caught my breath.

I turned and said, “Thank you! A great addition to the crew! Boys, you go over and pick your favorite. Take your time. Your mother and I will do some chores down below.”

So Raff and Diego went over to select a pup. My parting words of advice were to pick the liveliest one of the litter, wisdom I had received from my father years before. Appropriate as that advice may be for normal breeds, it should be reversed for schipperkes, but the boys followed it to the letter. The little ball of jet-black fluff they brought home sat jauntily in my palm, looked me dead in the eye—and growled.

Our life with Santos had begun. Hindsight is 20/20, but in retrospect, it was entirely fitting that Santos came to us on the heels of a storm.





TWO

CLOSE CALL ON THE INDIAN RIVER

Our brand-new puppy very nearly died its first night aboard.

He came to us not yet six weeks old, the first of his litter to leave his mother. Jean gave Dorothy a little baby bottle along with elaborate instructions, but Dorothy knew just what to do. She was in her element, tending a young creature that couldn’t live without her care.

The little rogue looked like a cross between a panda and an ewok, something created by a Disney or Starwars studio for the express purpose of being cute. He had a squarish, foreshortened muzzle with very fine, silky hairs on his face, the most expressive, soulful black eyes, and quick pointed ears that lay back, perked up, or tilted forward according to mood.

His first acts were characteristic—explore and get into trouble. We put him down on the floor, and immediately he began exploring every cranny of his new home with martial vigor. He flung himself in a wobbly headlong rush at the stack of teak lumber stored beneath the table, clambered with great difficulty over the boards as if assaulting a city wall under a rain of arrows and boiling oil—and got stuck between the stacks.

Nothing deterred, he pushed headfirst into one of Raffy’s boots, intrigued by the smell of old leather and sweaty feet. Following his nose, he worked tightly up into the toe and then couldn’t get out. Only the quivering of the leather uppers alerted us to his where-abouts.

Diego rescued him and brought him into the cockpit to see the wide world. Tracing its perimeter doggedly, he found, while we weren’t looking, the cockpit drain that opened onto the deck. Scooting through the dark tunnel of 3-inch PVC pipe, he almost fell overboard through a scupper hole in the bulwarks before we could react. Like a 2-year-old child, he had boundless energy, little control, and absolutely no fear. Diego, concerned, went around on deck blocking the scupper holes with 2 x 4 scraps and duct tape.

The puppy needed a name. We sat in the cockpit and brain-stormed as we motored up the protected Intracoastal Waterway—the ICW, or what boaters call “the Ditch”—mugs of cocoa steaming in the brisk air. The day was beautiful with a crisp blue sky. An invigorating wind whitened the tops of the wavelets and rippled and furrowed the tall golden marsh grass. Small gray dolphins worked the low tide, their smooth, wet skins gleaming against the rich brown mud as they wriggled halfway out of the water up the slippery banks looking for food.

Theseus, Napoleon, Houdini, or Zorba would have been good had we but known. We tried Odysseus, but a dog, like a boat, needs a name one can call out from a dock loud and clear without hissing. We tried Jet … Sable … Bear … Apocalypse … even Sun King, the name I’d wanted to give Raf. Then when the conversation had drifted to other subjects, Raf suddenly said, “Hey, how about Santos?” That was the name of a 16th-century mestizo boy who roamed the Caribbean with a profane old parrot named Jack—characters in an ongoing story I had told the boys to entertain them on long passages. “Because he’s such an explorer and he’s going to sail all over the West Indies and have lots of adventures—just like Santos.”

Santos he was.

The boys put him on the floor midway between them and started calling his name, beating the floor to get his attention, luring him with bits of cookie to see who he would go to first. He wobbled back and forth, confused but clearly delighted to be the focus of the excitement. He growled excitedly, a ridiculously comical sound! Barely old enough to leave his mother, tripping over his own belly—he couldn’t even bark yet—but here this preposterous little hoodlum was, growling! It was a stitch to see how seriously he was already training himself to be a warrior. Though he barely weighed a full pound, nothing pleased him more than combat. Given the corner of a washcloth, he immediately clamped his needle-sharp teeth into it and hung on for dear life, growling ferociously. He might be a fluffball, but he would be a formidable one.

* * *

All day, meanwhile, the big Ford diesel exuded power and warmth, driving the boat against the rhythmic slap, slap, slap of chop blown down the broad reaches of the Indian River. As the afternoon wore on we found a deserted side canal, which allowed us to anchor well out of the river’s mainstream. The sun set over the Florida flatlands, sinking into a wavy field of grass below a crisp blue sky. It looked like another cold night; the stars shone like ice crystals.

We had not expected freezing temperatures in Florida, and the boat still lacked a heater, so when it came time for bed we had to figure how to keep the dog warm. All we had was the Aladdin, a pressurized kerosene lamp. Too hot to use in the tropics, it was on nightly duty now, the family clustered around it. Now Dorothy put it next to Santos’s bed, a cardboard box lined with a blanket. Seeing how active he was, we had selected a high-sided box whose lowest edge he could barely reach with the tips of his forepaws, even when standing on his hind legs as straight as his puppy belly would let him.

Securely mounted close to his snug bed, the Aladdin radiated a small circle of light and warmth that took the edge off the chill. With the blankets and his thick baby down, he would handily survive the night. He fell asleep with a dribble of milk bright about his whiskers, his little tongue tip at rest outside his closed mouth, looking for all the world like a tiny teddy bear. We watched him for a moment, fondly and already a little proud, and then retired.

Night settled in. The sky and the river leached out the last warmth stored in the hull by the engine and the afternoon sun. We humans closed all hatches and ports and wrapped up like mummies in our blankets.

Dorothy got up to check on him in the night as the cabin temperature dropped. He took a little milk and then fell back asleep. She returned to our aft cabin bunk with a fond smile and cuddled up to me for warmth.

“How’s the dog?” I asked.

“Fine,” she murmured, already drifting back to sleep. The boat was still and cold; the wind had dropped away to a crisp calm.

Early the next morning, well before light, Dorothy woke again. The portholes were rimed with ice.

“I’d better go check on the pup,” she said.

“Save yourself the trouble. When he wakes up we’ll hear about it.”

“Well … I guess so,” she said uneasily. Ten minutes later she slipped silently out of the covers to go check on her charge, stopping to put a baby bottle of milk to warm in a pan of water on the stove.

I had drifted back to sleep when I heard her cry of distress.

“The dog! The puppy’s gone! He got out of the box!”

The whole family jumped from their bunks and converged to stare in disbelief at his empty box. How had he gotten out? Pulled himself up by the claws? It was a feat worthy of a gymnast—and he so fat and roly-poly!

We got a first glimpse of the little dog’s monomaniacal will.

The search began in the pre-dawn dark, assisted by flashlights in the dark corners. At first I wasn’t overly concerned, expecting to find him curled up somewhere near the lamp—but we didn’t. We spread out, calling his name, looking first in all the obvious places. No response.

“Let’s get organized,” I said. “We’ll go from bow to stern. Raffy, Diego, you start in Diego’s cabin and work back. Dorothy and I will work from the stern, and we’ll meet in the middle. Be methodical, take your time, and leave no stone unturned.”

The two boys started right in the point of the bow, where Diego had his little bunk on the port side and a simple desk with a bench to starboard. Beneath were cubicles stuffed with shoes, clothes, toys, and books. Raffy searched their cabins thoroughly, looking under piles of laundry and in the folds of the awning. I looked under the main saloon table between the stacks of tools and lumber. Dorothy checked the galley, under the stove, under the sink amidst cleansers and big pots. I looked in the engine crawl space and behind the battery boxes. Together, with mounting alarm, we examined every shoe and boot on the floor in the aft cabin bedroom.

He had disappeared.

“What on earth happened to our little dog? I wonder how long he’s been out of his box? He could have … he might have… .” Dorothy’s anxiety turned horror struck. None of us dared voice aloud the “f” word. Lying for hours in the cold interior, a 30-degree cave, might have frozen him!

Now we renewed our search in high gear, disrupting everything from its resting place. He had to be somewhere, for Pete’s sake! Suddenly we were tearing things apart, dumping out the laundry on the floor, overturning crates of tools and supplies, checking increasingly improbable spots. But the rascal might have wormed himself anywhere if he could hoist that fat belly out of such a high-sided box. A regular Houdini! Where the hell could he be?!

Suddenly Raffy stopped, revelation illuminating his face.

“Could he have gotten into the bilge?”

“The bilge!” we gasped. It was possible—and though bone dry, it was the coldest place in the boat—the low spot where the coldest air pooled.

One of many unfinished interior details was a narrow gap in the floorboards where the mast went through to its step on the keel. The plywood floors were unashamedly makeshift, meant to be replaced soon with hardwood planking. In the meantime we had tacked a scrap of carpet over the gap, but it tended to get accidentally knocked open again. So far, the worst that had been lost there were socks and playing cards. But yes, the hole did happen to be in its open phase and yes, a puppy that was tiny, impetuous, and very determined could have wriggled down that opening.

We picked up the floorboard nearest the mast and looked under the floor with a flashlight. We saw lengths of old chain and hose, spare turnbuckles, and metal scraps stored there, along with cobwebs and sawdust, but no trace of a dog. We removed the next one and shone the beam at the rough gray pigs of lead placed there as trim ballast. Still no dog.

There was only one more floorboard to check. With bated breath we watched Raffy stick his head and flashlight below the floor—and give a muffled shout. “There he is!”

We had finally found him in the remotest reaches of the bilge, as far as he could get from where he had entered, but it looked like we were too late. The little form lay very still on the 8-ton lump of lead and concrete that was our keel, as if he were lying on a block of ice in a morgue.

What had possessed him to explore this subterranean wasteland, the coldest, blackest place in the boat? A pathetic image came vividly to mind of him wandering in the pitch dark, bumping into sharp-edged bricks of lead, feeling his way blindly through a maze of rusty chain and gaping hoses like an Alice who had popped down a rabbit hole and found herself lost in a freezing Dante-esque hell. We imagined him trying to find some way back to the light and warmth, getting ever farther from the source, losing strength and consciousness, and finally collapsing on the killing slab.

Raffy delivered the body to Dorothy, and I braced myself to see its legs sticking out rigid with rigor mortis. But when she took him with infinite tenderness, he drooped around her palm, cold, limp, but not yet stiff!

Dorothy cradled him close to her breast, breathing on him, surrounding him in the warmth of her body, radiating concern from her eyes. The rest of us gathered around in an agony of hope.

“Get the lamp,” she said, and Raffy rushed to fetch it and hold its warmth close. It illuminated a timeless crèche, mother and stricken infant. She rubbed the puppy’s limbs gently to stimulate circulation.

“Get me the bottle,” she said. Diego dashed to the stove and fetched the bottle, still dripping from its heating pan. She held the warm bottle to his belly for a minute, then tried to work the nipple into his mouth, but his little jaws were clamped shut. She dribbled warm milk on his tongue tip, which, even in extremis, protruded just slightly from his lips.

Then the tongue gave a twitch. His mouth opened spasmodically. He shuddered, his eyes blinked, and all at once he came to life, frantic to get the nipple in his mouth. Twice he had it but didn’t know it, dislodging it as he struggled to find it. Finally he cornered it and loud, steady slurps reached our ears. Dorothy held him between arm and breast, singing a lullaby, while he lay there like a lord, glutting down milk, looking like he’d lost himself on purpose to get the attention.

Why hadn’t he made a sound? Most dogs would have whimpered or barked, but this tiny fellow would keep his silence to the grave. As we were soon to find, this was no accident. Six months later he was vocal to a fault, with a hair-trigger bark in defense of the boat, yet he never made sound or complaint when he was in trouble. It was part of his code never to show fear, never to ask for help. Small and vulnerable he might be—he couldn’t help that—but he didn’t accept it and never let it stop him.

In his mind he was a bull mastiff.





THREE

THE BARGE DOG’S BOAT

The next day we passed through the locks that connected the river to the inlet at Port Canaveral, where we made arrangements with the Cape Marina boatyard to haul out.

A crowd gathered when the crane started up. Breath was in the slings and slowly rising out of the water, to the powerful roar of the travel lift’s diesel. As the boat lifted, Diego and Raffy heard a red-bearded, seam-faced old salt tell the crowd at large, “Now that’s what I call a serious boat! Look at that long deep keel, those buoyant ends—and check that prop. Some unit, eh?” People grunted approvingly, and the boys came running to tell us what they’d heard.

Breath was a 42-foot Venus design. The class name owed something to its designer’s obsession with the opposite sex and to the ancient Mediterranean myth that the goddess of beauty had come from the sea. She was an unusual boat, uncompromisingly designed to cross oceans and built strong enough to survive (God willing) a hurricane. She looked salty with her jaunty bowsprit, her shiny varnished teak wheel, her double-ended stern with outboard rudder, and especially her two solid masts, hewed from whole trees like the masts of the sailing ships of old. Bright with varnish, these two stout spars immediately set Breath apart in any harbor

On deck, the boat felt underfoot as if it had been carved from a granite boulder. The U.S. Coast Guard had tested hull cutouts from the first Venus and declared the fiberglass skin as strong as the 4-inch-thick oak “Old Ironsides” was planked with. An anvil could be dropped on her deck, children could jump up and down on the hatches—it didn’t matter. A friend from Georgia, impressed by the way the boat barely moved when he climbed aboard amidships, quipped, “This ain’ no boat… . Thi’ shere’s a yoaung shyip!”

I’d only sailed once on a 42-foot Venus before I decided to build my own. John Frith, who owned Moon, one of the original Venuses built in Bermuda, was a friend. Knowing I was considering building one, he invited me to sail with him in the 1979 St. Barts regatta.

The day of the race was muggy and calm—“Not our preferred weather,” observed John—but a decent breeze came up just in time for the start, and we were among the first over the line. Then the wind died away and the lightweight racing boats flying their drifters and gennikers passed us one by one until we were dead last in a long file of boats heading for the mark, a pinnacle of rock at the tip of a little island.

We had opened cold beers and accepted that it was not to be our day when we noticed dark clouds building above St. Barts. We watched them getting blacker, clinging to the top of the island until they attained critical mass, then spilling violently down the slopes. The clouds’ charcoal underbellies writhed and morphed as if in madness or agony, and the sea beneath turned electric with breaking crests.

“Hang on,” said John. “If this reaches us …!”

The squall line reached the lead boat and knocked it flat. Sails flogged maniacally until the jib split with an audible crack and the main was clawed down.

Like a bowling ball knocking down ten pins, the gust front went down the line of boats. Some managed to drop their sails altogether, some luffed up and hung there, and others were knocked on their beam ends and pinned over by the blast.

Then it was our turn. A downdraft of chill air from aloft warned us, and then it came, a 40-knot drop-hammer, rasping white water off the sea surface. John let the main well out, but even under head-sails and mizzen alone we almost suffered a knockdown. Moon heeled way over—seawater flooding the scuppers and climbing the side deck almost to her portholes—before she started to move. Then we sheeted in the main and she strode away, rail down, powerful, pulling a swelling stern wave—in short, simply hauling ass! In five minutes we passed the entire fleet, weathered the rock, and took up a new course for the next leg.

Then the squall passed, it got calm again, and in due time we were once again last in the fleet. We ended up motoring back to Gustavia, but I had seen all I needed to know. She might not be much in light airs, but I planned on a big engine anyway. How she performed in a gale of wind was far more important in a boat that would be crossing oceans with my wife and boys aboard. We didn’t know about our madcap dog yet, but as it turned out, Breath‘s seakeeping qualities probably saved his life more than once.

I called up Dorothy, who was teaching back in St. John, told her about the day, and she agreed. That night I sent a letter with a check for the plans to the designer, Paul Johnson, who was already a legend in sailing circles on both sides of the Atlantic. He wouldn’t get it for several weeks because he was halfway to England on the original big Venus.

* * *

We had met Paul years before when we sailed Venceremos, our 28-foot sloop, from St. John across the Anegada Passage to St. Barts for the first time. The island was charming, just beginning to be developed, and when jobs were offered to us we decided to stay for a month or two. We anchored in the inner harbor—there was plenty of room in those days—near the public dock where West Indian schooners and island sloops took on cargoes of spirits to smuggle back into the Windward Islands. The hills surrounding the harbor were dotted with quaint old shingled houses.

Late one night—a bad one with furious squalls and occasional thunderbolts—I heard the flog of sails, then the rattle of chain. In the morning when I went on deck, a 28-foot gaff-rigged ketch rode to her anchor close at hand with her tan bark mizzen still up, sheeted tight to keep her bow into the wind. She was different from the other boats in the harbor. Besides being gaff-rigged, her masts were solid trees and she had a full yet jaunty stern, an out-thrust bowsprit, and high-crowned decks. She looked as rugged and buoyant as a stout barrel.

A man emerged on deck, about 35 with a full curly beard and deep, weather-beaten crow’s feet about his lively eyes. He had a booming laugh and a shock of unruly hair. When he saw me, he shouted over that he had just sailed across the Atlantic from England via the Canaries, couldn’t be bothered to wait for dawn, and so had threaded his way into Gustavia’s teacup harbor, past outlying rocks and shoals, without benefit of chart or engine. His name was Paul Johnson.

We got to know him pretty well. Paul was a most talented, flamboyant character. Artist, sailor, boat designer, and builder—what a boatbuilder he was. He had the vitality of a Rasputin. Night after night he drank rum into the wee hours, his booming laughter audible across the harbor, and still rose early to work in the morning. He was a fount of wit, especially original and genial obscenities thrown out to make men laugh and enliven a job.

Paul had forgotten more about boats than most sailors ever learn. He had been born on a boat, a Colin Archer design well-known for its seaworthiness, whose lines were the departure point for Paul’s own designs. Before he turned 21 he had rebuilt an 18-foot Shetlands fishing boat and sailed it around Europe and across the Atlantic to the West Indies. There he picked up odd jobs (and I do mean odd, as in improvised underwater demolition and delivering old boats that no one else would touch) and cruised the Lesser Antilles, the Bahamas, and the U.S. Eastern seaboard. A lot of people called him a genius, a lot of women called him sexy, a good many found him egocentric—there was truth to all of it.

Though tireless on a boatbuilding project, Paul loathed conventional work and did as little of it as possible. His solution to the problem of money was draconian—he rarely spent any. He lived on $200 a month, built what he needed himself, generally out of scraps other people had thrown away, and did without the things he couldn’t improvise. He did without ice, electricity, new clothes, and fresh vegetables. He once set off across the Atlantic with less than $90 and with only onions in the vegetable locker. Two things saved him. He was so charismatic, authentic, and broke that people vied with each other to give him stuff they didn’t really need; and his
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