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CHAPTER 1 The Beginning  
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It was early and the last of the fishing boats were coming up the river from the ocean. Peter Stewart and his grandfather sat on their front porch watching the boats as they did at the end of every day. It had been a typical humid Georgia day and the breeze off the nearby Atlantic Ocean began to make things feel more tolerable.

“Looks like some stragglers still out there,” Grandpa remarked. “Must’ve started late. How did your boat do? 

“We finished up early today,” Peter said.  “Just about filled up the fish hold on the boat with our catch. Captain Powell says I’ve been as good a deckhand as he’s ever had.”

“You’ll be comin’ in with your own crew of fishermen someday soon, boy.” Grandpa said. He took off his hat and wiped the sweat off his forehead with his handkerchief. Grandpa leaned back and relaxed in his chair. He glanced over at Peter and smiled.

Peter took off his hat and placed it on his knee and slumped a little in his chair. He was tired from his work on the fishing boat. He smiled back at his grandfather.

“Yeah, I’d be like those fishermen right now, but it’d be kind of hard to be a serious fisherman with the dinghy I’ve got,” remarked Peter. “I’ve learned a lot working on those boats. I think I can do it on my own now.”

Grandpa straightened up in his chair and patted Peter on his knee. “You might wanna tell Captain Powell he’s gonna need a new deckhand.”

“Why do you say that, Grandpa?”

“Well, I was waiting for your birthday next week, but I’ll go ahead and tell you now,” Grandpa announced.

Peter suddenly straightened up in his chair and his hat fell on the floor and the breeze pushed it off the porch. He ignored what happened with his hat.

“I thought you’d been up to something lately, Grandpa. What is the surprise?”

“I ordered lumber because we’re going to build a fishing boat for your fifteenth birthday just like your father and I did when he was fifteen,” Grandpa leaned back in his chair again and clasped his hands behind his head.

Peter jumped out of his chair to hug his grandfather. “You’re the best, Grandpa! I really do mean it. Nobody has a grandfather like you.” 

“Well, it’s about time you start earning money,” Grandpa said. “Besides, receiving a boat at fifteen is a Stewart tradition.” Grandpa motioned for Peter to follow him. “Hop outta that chair and come on. I got something in the house that I want you to see.”

Peter had daydreamed so many times about having his own sailing vessel. Peter’s father had been a fisherman, and Grandpa was a semi-retired boatbuilder. Grandpa had moved his boatbuilding business from Savannah to near Brunswick, Georgia in 1816 when Peter’s father was just a boy. Mother was also from Savannah. She had grown up near a river plantation. Grandpa built a river boat for Mother’s father. Peter’s father went with Grandpa to deliver the boat and met Peter’s mother. They became friends and his father did deckhand work in Savannah until he convinced Peter’s mother to marry him and move to Brunswick. The area near Brunswick was a perfect place for Grandpa to work. There were many merchant sailors and fishermen. Grandpa’s reputation as an excellent craftsman spread quickly and he soon had plenty of business at his workshop at the edge of town.

Grandpa was at his little table in his bedroom when Peter entered the room. Grandpa opened the desk drawer and produced a crude drawing and spread it out on the desk.

“This is a rough sketch of what she’ll look like when she’s finished.” Grandpa said. He looked up and down at his drawing. “Course, I got all the measurements up in my head. I’ll still write them all down. What do you think of her, Peter?”

Peter’s eyes scanned the drawing and then met Grandpa’s.

“It’s great, and I’ll name her after father’s boat, the Free Spirit. Since she’s the second one, I’ll call her the Free Spirit II,” Peter exclaimed.

“That’s a perfect name. The lumber has already been cut and just waiting for us to pick it up. We can start work on...”

Grandpa stopped talking when he saw Peter’s mother standing in the doorway. She was smiling.

“You never could keep a secret, Grandpa,” Mother retorted. “That boat was supposed to be a birthday surprise.”

Mother looked funny standing there with her hands on her hips and a smile on her face. She reminded Peter of a dog that bears its teeth and wags its tail at the same time. One end says, “It’s alright to come closer”, and the other says, “Get out of here”.

Margaret Stewart was a young, attractive brunette with a strong spirit. She had become a skilled seamstress and made clothes for some of the wealthier families in the area. She had always tried to teach Peter right from wrong. Peter’s mother never had an interest in the sea. Although she never voiced her opinion, Peter suspected that she hated anything to do with the sea

Peter found it difficult to get to sleep that night. He climbed into bed and blew out his oil lamp. He watched the breeze gently billow the curtains in the window and reminded him of a ship’s sails. Their house sat on a waterway which lead to the Atlantic Ocean. He could barely hear the sound of the waves lapping against their pier a short distance from his house. Peter’s mind raced with thoughts. He just lay there in his bed thinking about what his new boat would be like and then what his life would be like as a fisherman. He pictured himself out on the water hauling in fish with the rest of the area’s fishermen. Then, his thoughts came back to his mother. Peter knew exactly why she was uneasy with anything related to the sea. He had been avoiding the reason. 
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Chapter 2 The Construction Begins
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A special feeling enveloped Peter as he awakened the next morning. It felt like Christmas Day to him because today work would begin on the boat.

Since Peter had such a hard time sleeping he awakened much earlier than usual. He actually thought he had arisen before his grandfather.

Peter realized this was not true when he found Grandpa in the kitchen drinking coffee. He wondered if the old man ever slept, but he knew Grandpa could not stop those fisherman’s hours even after thirty-eight years when he quit fishing and started building boats.

It had been a few years since Grandpa built a boat. He built a dinghy for Peter and sloop for man a few miles up the coast. Back then, Peter was just there to hand him the different tools that he needed. Peter really had a limited knowledge of how to build boats- he just knew how to sail them. Grandpa had traded some work to buy a compass and sextant so Peter could learn to navigate using the sun and the stars. Grandpa made Peter take navigation lessons from an old merchant ship navigator. Peter had to learn to sail a course from their pier out in the ocean past the point where land could be seen. It was usually the same course that Grandpa made him memorize. Peter never understood why he needed to learn so much navigation since he wanted to be a fisherman in local waters.

Grandpa had always wanted Peter to be a boatbuilder, but ever since he was a young child, Peter knew that his life’s calling was fishing. This was mostly because his father had been a fisherman.

John Stewart was one of the best fishermen in the area before his boat, the Free Spirit, was lost in a storm. Peter was about three years old then and all he could remember of his father was a huge bearded man who made him miniature ships that he floated in the horse trough.

Peter knew that if his father was still alive, they would be out to sea fishing together.

Grandpa had become Peter’s father in a way. Because they were so close, he sometimes had a hard time calling him Grandpa, but Peter knew he could not call him Father.

Peter felt sorry for Grandpa because he had to be a father to him and help his mother provide for their family. Grandpa’s wife had died of an illness before Peter had been born. Peter’s father had been the only child his grandparents had who survived to adulthood.

Peter sat down with Grandpa and poured himself a cup of coffee.

“You best ride over to the docks and let Captain Powell know what you’re doing the next few weeks. After we eat breakfast we’ll clean out the workshop,” Grandpa said while sipping the last bit of coffee from his cup. “We’ve got to have room to put all that lumber.” He gestured towards the back of the house. “Go saddle up and tell your captain. When you come on back fetch us some eggs from the chicken coop. I’ll show you how your grandmother would make em’.” His eyes began to water.  Nobody was a better cook then her. Not even my own mother.”

Later that morning Peter hitched up the wagon and he and Grandpa drove to the lumber yard.

Grandpa had the people at the mill cut most of the lumber to his specifications. This would save time for them as they built the boat. 

It took several trips for them to move all the lumber to the workshop. The sun was almost directly overhead and their stomachs were getting empty again. On their last wagon load of lumber they noticed that the Lighthouse Tavern was open. The tavern was a cafe in the daytime and a saloon at night. The Lighthouse was exclusive to retired sailors, fishermen, and what few boatbuilders there were. Anyone under the age of forty-five in that place stuck out something terrible. The porch was always full of old men just sitting around. One man wearing a filthy undershirt walked out of the tavern and onto the porch. He leaned against a porch support and watched Peter and Grandpa pass by. He smiled a toothless grin and then belched loudly.

“I see Mr. Myers came out to say good morning in his special way.”

Grandpa gave the men on the porch a quick glance. “King Leech I like to call him.”

“I always see them out there on the porch. What do those men do, just sit there?” Peter inquired.

“Yeah, those boys can be hard to figure out sometimes. I just spend time with the ones on the inside. Now the ones on porch, they gossip, drink, talk about how hard their lives were, and they tell stories.”

“What kind of stories?” Peter asked.

“Well, most of em’ stories are real thumpers. You can’t believe a word of it. I guess treasure stories mostly,” Grandpa said.

Now Peter was remembering when Grandpa used to tell him treasure stories at bedtime. Peter liked the ones about pirates, but his favorite story was called “Island Unknown”.

The story was about a Spanish galleon loaded with gold and silver that was blown off course by a storm west of Florida. The galleon hit a reef and sunk off the coast of an unknown island. No one survived the sinking. Years later, pirates who had learned of the sinking, tried desperately to find the island, but never could. The whole area was plagued with storms that seem to develop out of nowhere and sink ships. Many people believed that the waters near the island were haunted by the ghosts of the Spanish galleon’s crew. It was also believed that the ghosts caused these sudden storms.

The story went on to state that even if a ship made it through the storms, its crew would surely be killed by the dangerous reefs that were supposed to surround the island.

Out of all the stories Grandpa told Peter guessed he liked “Island Unknown” because it sounded like it could be a true story.

Peter turned and looked again to see what the men on the porch were doing. They were all staring at him. None of them said a word. Peter felt like he and Grandpa were strangers or trespassers. He gave the reins a little slap so the horses would walk faster and away from the tavern.

After Peter and Grandpa loaded the last of the lumber into the workshop, they decided to rest.

The huge workshop was filled with saws, measuring sticks, and other interesting tools that Grandpa used to make boats for people all up and down the southern Atlantic coast. The workshop had always been Peter’s favorite building on their land. Peter spent a lot of time in the workshop making things or just puttering around. The pier, on the other hand, was Peter’s favorite place to sit and think. 

Grandpa took out a revised drawing and spread it out across the lumber that they had stacked on the floor.

“This one’s not as messy as the last one I showed you,” he said. “I even made a drawing of what she’ll look like when she’s all done,” Grandpa said while pointing to the drawing.

Peter was puzzled by the drawing.

“This fishing boat looks different from any I’ve seen.” Peter scratched his head. “It looks- more sleek.” He looked at the drawing again. It has a cabin?” Peter inquired. “I’m not gonna be fishing overnight.”

Grandpa laughed at Peter’s confusion.

“Peter, this boat will be different from the rest.” Grandpa began talking like a preacher. “A strong boat. Very strong she’ll be. We’re gonna to beef her up so she can even sail the open waters of the Atlantic. You could sail to all the way to England if you wanted to. You get tired out there fishing. Just let your deckhand keep on workin’ and you can take a nap in the cabin.”

Peter wondered why he would want to sail the open waters of the Atlantic in the first place. Peter was about to ask Grandpa what he meant, but Grandpa placed his fingers over Peter’s mouth.

“I think this is the last one, Peter. After this one I won’t build no more.” Grandpa gave Peter a wink. “I just want this one to last longer than any of the others I built.”

Grandpa took the drawing to the workbench to study it alone.

Something in Grandpa’s voice made Peter wonder. He didn’t know what it was, but he did not believe what his grandfather said about beefing up the boat.

<><><><>

Peter and his grandfather spent the first few days working on the frame.

Peter had always been amazed at the way his grandfather could take lumber and turn it into a boat. In a matter of days the boat’s frame, or “backbone and ribs”, as Grandpa called it, was nearly completed.

To make the ribs, the wood was put into a special contraption that produces steam. After a few hours, each piece of wood was bent to shape, and then later, nailed into place.

Peter and Grandpa spent the rest of the week bracing the ribs to give them more support. It was all part of Grandpa’s “beefing-up” plan.

As Peter hammered on the last brace, his mother came in to the workshop and announced that it was time for dinner.

Peter watched his mother’s reaction to the boat frame sitting there in the workshop. It was the first time she had even come out to the shop since the construction had begun. Peter felt had a resentful look in her eyes as she studied the framework of the Free Spirit II. Her eyes moved across it from bow to stern, then met Peter’s. Now she had a look of worry much like when Peter first sailed by himself. Suddenly, Mother shook her head and snapped out of her trance.

“Hurry up you two, supper is getting cold.”

Grandpa and Peter slowly followed Mother back to the house. He tapped Peter to get his attention. “I think someone around here don’t like boats and it ain’t us.” Grandpa whispered.

Peter nodded and smiled.

<><><><>

Peter felt refreshed as he awakened early the next morning because today he was fifteen. Grandpa gave Peter a handshake instead of his customary hug.

“Your present is in the workshop and you already seen it,” Grandpa said. “You’re not so much of a hobbledehoy anymore.”

“Pardon me?” Peter interrupted. What’s a hobba? Uh, how’s it go?”

“Hobbledehoy is what us old timers call people your age. That’s a boy who thinks he’s a man, but really isn’t quite old enough yet. But, I’ll say you’re another step closer to being a man. Before you know it you’ll be married and have a heap of kids running around.”

Peter laughed. “I like that word, hobbledehoy. Never heard that one.” Peter walked over to the window and looked out at towards the ocean. “Well, before marriage and kids happen I want to be independent for awhile.”

After breakfast, Peter went out to the workshop and found Grandpa already hard at work on the boat. He was surprised to see a group of Grandpa’s friends there along with a few neighbors. Peter didn’t know what to think of it and just stood there awhile. Grandpa saw him and motioned to Peter come closer.

“Well, there’s my hobbledehoy”. The men broke out in polite laughter. “I brought these men over to help us put the frame on a dolly so we can wheel her outside when we’re ready to put on the mast,” Grandpa said while pointing to the huge dolly on the floor. 

Grandpa stood read to move the wheeled platform in place while the men and Peter divided themselves on each side of the boat’s frame. Even with eight people they could barely lift the boat off the floor.

“What you making this boat out of; wood, or solid lead?” their neighbor Mr. Sheffield said while straining to lift his portion of the frame.

They finally got the frame lifted onto the dolly. 

“Lord, what a back breaker that was,” Grandpa’s friend Mr. Thompson said while stretching his back. Thompson was several years older than Grandpa and by far the oldest of his friends. “You make em’ too good that’s for sure.”

“You bet he does,” said Mr. Sheffield. He also started stretching out his back before resting on a stack of lumber. Sheffield was a retired merchant navigator not much older than Grandpa and played cards with him at the Lighthouse Tavern once a week.  He was the person that Peter took sailing and navigation lessons from. Grandpa made sure Mr. Sheffield taught him everything he knew about river navigation as well as open water. 

“I finally sold the boat this man made for me twenty odd years ago and it was still as solid as the day we put it in the water I tell ya.”

Grandpa walked all around the boat frame to make sure it was positioned on the moveable platform just the way he wanted. He shook every man’s hand that came to help and walked over to Peter.

“We’ll take it from here, gentlemen”.

“I’m gettin’ my second wind, Stewart. I don’t mind staying to hep ye out some more.” said Mr. Sheffield.

“Same here,” echoed Mr. Thompson.  “These old bones ain’t much good for heavy lifting, but I can do other things.”

Well, you know I appreciate you Sheff and Thompson, Grandpa said. “This here is special one. It’s strictly a father and son job.”

“Well, hold on a minute,” Mr. Sheffield said. “I got something for the boy in my wagon.” Mr. Sheffield came back holding a large spool of rope.

“I made this for your boat,” Mr. Sheffield said to Peter. 

“I know what that is,” said Peter. “That’s a chip log. You made me check the speed of the boat with one when you taught me how to sail.” Sheffield handed the chip log to Peter. “Thank you, sir.” Peter turned to Grandpa. “One person throws that flat piece of wood overboard while the other turns a sand timer over. Once the time is up you reel the rope back in and count how many knots there are in the rope. That’s how fast you’re going.”

Grandpa smiled and nodded.

“Thank you, Sheff. I think you taught him well. Between you and Captain Powell working him on that fishing boat I think he’s pretty well ready to do this on his own.

<><><><>

For the next several days, Grandpa and Peter attached the boat’s outer hull. Grandpa used a special tar-like substance between the boards for water-proofing.
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