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Foreword





  I’m a New Yorker, born and bred, and have lived most of my life in the company of rivers and the sea. Each day of my childhood in a top floor flat of a Brooklyn tenement, I could see the harbor. Sometimes the windows were rimed with winter ice. Sometimes they were open to sultry August. But there was the harbor, with the Statue of Liberty like a green toy and the skyline off to the right and Staten Island and New Jersey reduced to distant brown smears. From those windows, and from our rooftops, we could see the troopships coming home after the war had ended in Europe, while foghorns issued baritone announcements of triumph, and ten thousand church bells pealed, and the people on those rooftops roared their welcome. Look, there’s the Queen Mary. And that ship, the white one, what is that?




  After all the young men were home, embraced on our piers by those who loved them, and then dispersed through our city and throughout the United States, we saw the ships of peace: dark muscular freighters, immense ocean liners, all nudged and shoved and guided through the channels by what seemed to be hundreds of tough, ropy little tugboats. The harbor was always dense with movement. We all knew that we lived in a port.




  But there were other currents moving in our young lives, and they were about more than simple geography. My parents were immigrants from Belfast, in Northern Ireland, and my mother’s father, Peter Devlin, was a man who went to sea. My sister still has some of his papers, sketching distant journeys to Rangoon and Yokohama through the distant seas of Joseph Conrad. Peter Devlin rose to become an engineer for the Great White Fleet, charged with hauling bananas from Central America to the tables of Europe. When he married and had two children, he decided it was time to leave the sea and settled in Brooklyn to work for the Cunard Line. There, in 1916, when my mother was five, he was killed in an accident. His small family returned to Ireland. But my mother never could escape the pull of New York.




  And so she helped us see New York for what it was then: a city of rivers and bridges and a great welcoming harbor. From our rooftop, she could see the place where her father died. She could see Ellis Island, too, and the spires of Manhattan. She saw all of this with an immigrant’s sense of pure human wonder, and she passed it to us. Her tutelage was not a matter of mere words. She took us—my brother Tom, my sister Kathleen—on long walks. On some days, we walked upon the Brooklyn Bridge high over the East River, while she explained that it wasn’t really a river at all, it was an estuary, and the water flowed south and north at the same time, uptown and down. Way up there at the top of the estuary, she said, there was a place called Hell Gate where old wooden ships were smashed into splinters. And she loved that bridge itself. For us, it was an astonishment, soaring, sweeping, its cables singing in the wind, put there by amazing men.




  The bridge led us into lower Manhattan, and our wanderings took many directions. Sometimes we went to the Battery to look out upon the immensity of the harbor. During the American Revolution, the harbor had frozen solid, and British cavalry crossed the ice with horses and cannon, trying to finish off George Washington. He would live to see the British sail away forever on November 25, 1783, waiting high in the ruined city until word came that the last ship had sailed. Then Washington led his battered, injured, and triumphant army in the first great parade in our history. For almost a century, the event was celebrated as Evacuation Day. And right there, said my mother, pointing at St. Paul’s Chapel on Broadway and Fulton Street: right there George Washington went to pray.




  On some days, we would take the subway to Times Square and walk west to see the ruined hulk of a liner called the Normandie. It had burned at its pier in February 1942, and there were dark rumors of Nazi sabotage, which appealed to my melodramatic imagination. I was then six. The once luxurious liner lay on its side like some immense wounded sea creature, and we asked my mother, over and over again, to go to see the Normandie, and over and over again she took us, in good weather and bad. Burners and welders worked over the hulk, taking it apart for scrap. Each time we saw her, there was less of her. Today, when I think about wartime New York, I still see the Normandie.




  As a young man, I went to work as a reporter for the New York Post, which was then at 75 West Street, across the street from those United Fruit piers. The Post was an afternoon newspaper, and it was believed that afternoon papers must be located along the rivers, south of Canal Street. From such bases, they could avoid midtown traffic by using the great bridges to race to the boroughs with their early editions. Up the street from the Post was the New York World-Telegram & Sun, where Joseph Mitchell (mentioned fondly in this book) worked alongside A. J. Liebling and H. Allen Smith in the years before the war. Mitchell’s pieces for the New Yorker thrilled most newspapermen and were filled with deep, loving knowledge of our many waters. He was from North Carolina, not New York, but from his daily labors on our waterfront, he put New York deep in his bones.




  I usually worked nights, still known then as the “lobster shift,” and when the shift ended at eight in the morning, I set out with a few hollow-eyed colleagues in search of food. Usually we went to Sloppy Louie’s, around “the horn” (as we called the tip of Manhattan) on South Street, facing the East River. The old-timers still called the Hudson the “North River,” a tradition dating back to the seventeenth-century Dutch (the South River was in Maryland). So the North River was on the west side of Manhattan, and South Street was on the east side, and all of it made absolute sense over fresh fish and mugs of beer.




  In those days there was still a beat called “Shipping News.” At five in the morning a gang of reporters and photographers would set out on a launch, bound for an arriving liner parked in quarantine at the Ambrose Lightship. The light was almost always mauve as the sun struggled to rise out of Brooklyn. I loved the way the launch bounced and skidded down the river and into the open harbor, heading for the Narrows (in a year before they built the Verrazano Bridge). Over to the right was Hoboken, where Marlon Brando, Elia Kazan, and Budd Schulberg had made their New York movie masterpiece, On the Waterfront. Dead ahead was the Statue of Liberty. Behind us, the skyline, an amazing accident described once by Truman Capote as “a diamond iceberg.”




  Then we’d be bobbing alongside the hull of the ship and stepping out to take a ladder to the deck. The photographers were charged with immortalizing some celebrity: the Duke of Windsor and his wife or some actress showing her legs on a deck rail. But they had another goal, too. I saw this on my first day on shipping news. I moved up the ladder, made it to the deck, and suddenly was engulfed in a stampede. Some of the photographers still used big Speed Graphics and wore press cards in their hatbands, and they pushed and shoved and hammered me aside. I thought: who could it be? Who is the object of their journalistic passion? Greta Garbo? Jayne Mansfield? Dwight Eisenhower?




  It was the food. They slammed through the doors into the dining room, where an immense feast awaited them. Hosted by elegant stewards. Complete with wine or beer.




  In 1962, the first nonstop jet airliners began flying to Europe. Within a few years, the transatlantic passenger lines were dying. The longshoremen and stevedores found other work. The old saloons closed their doors. Nobody went out on shipping news anymore. Around the time of Jack Kennedy’s assassination, the North River began to die. The Port Authority of New York and New Jersey—charged with maintaining the health of the port—decided that the situation was without hope and went into the real estate business. They would build the World Trade Center, featuring the tallest towers in the world. The final remnant of the Washington Market was closed. Cortlandt Street was bulldozed into history. The United Fruit piers soon vanished. As land was cleared for the new development, the rubble removed from its deep foundations was moved across West Street to be used as landfill that would eventually become Battery Park City. The watery world I knew as a boy was vanishing before me.




  And yet, while reading this fine book, I was reminded of several things. One is my own ignorance. The book is filled with detailed explorations of the shoreline and waters of a world I had almost always seen from land and did not truly know. As one example: I had romped through many weekends, man and boy, on the sands of Coney Island, and loved the paintings of Reginald Marsh and David Levine that captured so much of its rowdy essence. Mr. Kornblum has helped me see that piece of New York with fresh eyes. I had flown over Jamaica Bay many times, had even covered the discovery of a few gangland corpses in its marshes. But here it comes vividly to life in a different way. On page after page, I’ve learned something new.




  The other thing it suggested to me is a belief in a certain hard-boiled optimism. It is easy in our world to throw hands in the air and walk away, convinced that nothing will ever get better. But here, starting with Mr. Kornblum himself, we meet people who refuse to surrender. They work to repair damage. They insist on leaving the world better than it was when they found it. They understand that the natural world is the property of all of us, and we must honor it, too.




  For several millennia, rivers have been used as symbols of time, the flowing waters passing through our fingertips as swiftly as the seconds of our lives. Here Mr. Kornblum captures the sense of past, present, and future that abides in the waters of New York. Even the mightiest buildings come and go. Ships are launched and end up in scrapyards. Famous names fade into obscurity. But there are the rivers. There is the harbor. They will be here long after all of us are gone.




  Pete Hamill




  
Introduction





  My family and I have been sailing the waters of the city for twenty years. On an adventurous cruise, we sail through the Narrows, up the East River, out to Long Island Sound, and then reverse course some days later to return through East Rockaway Inlet to our home port of Long Beach. On our voyages into the New York harbor, there is always some new discovery to be made.




  With all its congestion and crowding, and after the ignorant damage three centuries of commerce and industry inflicted on its wetlands and waterways, New York City would seem the last place to undertake a voyage of discovery. Over the past three decades or more, the waters, wetlands, shorelines, and green spaces of the metropolitan region have actually improved. Immense new sewage treatment plants have largely eliminated raw sewage from the waters, and in consequence fewer beaches are closed due to fecal coliform pollution. The most destructive pesticides have been banned, and more birds of all kinds are nesting and reproducing in urban habitats. New Yorkers have gained a new appreciation of the need to preserve and restore natural habitats within the city, and more varieties of fishes and birds are returning to the city, the result of decades of fitful progress, endless meetings, and self-sacrificing efforts by nameless and well-known people alike.




  The sailing and coastal explorations I describe in this book occurred during the warm months of the last decades of the century, and most of them since 1997—trips with friends and family from my home in Long Beach, through some of the city’s waterways and out into Long Island Sound. The voyages took us to all five boroughs and then some, with inevitable exploratory digressions and emergency diversions.




  The dream of making these voyages, and the idea that I could try to make the waters of my own city into my home waters, formed in my mind during a weekend on the beaches of Cape Cod, long ago in my youth. Before falling asleep one night, I had read a paragraph by Thoreau in which he observed that a person would have to be a genius to fully know the way from “the front door to the path.” I awoke with the sun the next morning still thinking about the many possible meanings of the passage.




  In 1855, when Thoreau tramped the beaches of Cape Cod, he noted everywhere the effects of human commerce and industry. His journal records with fascinating detail the varieties of flotsam he saw washing up on the beaches. Shortly before he began his long walk from Eastham to Provincetown, a passenger ferry and freighter were sunk with the loss of many lives: “A little further along the shore we saw a man’s clothes on a rock; further, a woman’s scarf, a gown, a straw bonnet, the brig’s caboose, and one of her masts high and dry, broken into several pieces.” Stunned by the power of the ocean, Thoreau noted that “the largest timbers and iron pieces were broken superfluously, and I saw that no material could withstand the power of the waves.”




  When he made his visit, Cape Cod was “wholly unknown to the fashionable world.” He knew that “the time must come when this coast will be a place of resort for those New Englanders who really wish to visit the seaside,” but he was also confident that fashion would never spoil the Outer Cape: “Such beaches as are fashionable are here made and unmade in a day, I may almost say, by the sea shifting its sands. A storm in the fall or winter is the time to visit it … a lighthouse or a fisherman’s hut the true hotel. A man may stand there and put all America behind him.”




  But even as he was snugly holed up with the keeper of the Highland Light at North Truro, wondering still at the drama of nature and man in the “wild, rank place, with no flattery in it,” Thoreau found out that he and his traveling companion were momentary suspects in a bank robbery that had just taken place to the north in Provincetown. Urban America was already catching up to them.




  The city had begun to shape the life of that lonely barrier beach in ways that were quite evident to observers like Thoreau. All along the beach lay strewn the detritus of a bustling commercial civilization: dead horses and cattle, garbage from the lumbering sailing freighters, beams and pilings from far-off docks and sunken ships, bits of clothing, the washed-up carcass of a dead whale, its blubber stripped far out at sea, tossed up on the sand for its bones to be picked clean by creatures of every phylum. The expanse of sand and dunes and sea was so great that it seemed to absorb all traces of human activity along the tide line. There was plenty of room for foxes and beavers. Flights of shorebirds darkened the sky during times of migration. But some of the people of the beaches hoped to snare whatever human bounty the sea might toss ashore. They were known as “wreckers” then, and with sand sledges and crude wooden carts they salvaged beams and twisted ironwork, or cut the splintered planks into firewood for sale to the crofters and the lighthouse keepers.




  In the lighthouses at Race Point and elsewhere on the Outer Cape, as at Fire Island and Sandy Hook, solitary keepers stood vigil year-round in the sweep of nature. Their task was to see to it that the lights burned to warn off the ships that otherwise might spill their cargoes of people and goods along the wild beach. A man could only imagine that he had turned his back on America; in reality America was even then promising to overwhelm the beaches and the oceans themselves with effluvia.




  A century and a half later the coasts have changed. There is the same ebb and flow, the same tides and currents of sand, the same winds and blooms of seaweed and jellyfish. But the coast is almost everywhere a congested and settled strand of sand and roadway with vacationers and natives interspersed in symbiotic roosting. Public beach lands comprise only about 10 percent of the shore here and throughout the United States. The beaches and tidewaters are carved up into a bewildering array of private claims and public jurisdictions.




  In the century since Thoreau and other keen observers of the American scene walked the beaches and valleys of our land, there has been a widening division between writing about nature and writing about city life and social matters. Nature writers have their hands full reminding the reading public that there still is a natural world that reveals the great chain of being and other deeper mysteries of life in the biosphere. But inside the city it’s easy to think that nature begins somewhere outside our windows.




  Beaches and wetlands, whales and striped bass, and birds of all kinds exert powerful influences on our city lives, and we are finally making them part of our political economy. To preserve a habitat for a fish species, the Hudson River striped bass, New Yorkers defeated a massive highway project along Manhattan’s Hudson shore. As I write this, New Yorkers are working to restore wetlands wherever they exist, and to create a chain of priceless public parks along the Hudson through midtown Manhattan and along the East River as well. As an urban sociologist and a native New Yorker, I’ve had the opportunity to work with dedicated activists and professionals all over the United States on the creation of urban national parks and the restoration of irreplaceable park lands. I’ve also been part of planning efforts to rebuild or enhance many different parks from New York to Cape Cod and other stretches of our endangered shoreline. Wherever my family and I voyaged on the New York waters, I saw the follies of commercial and industrial development, but from the deck of our sailboat I could also see the stirrings of restoration.




  New York is an archipelago with only about one-eighth of the city on the mainland of North America. The boroughs of Brooklyn and Queens are part of Long Island. Manhattan makes New York a world city, but wedged between the Hudson and East Rivers it is an island unto itself; so is Staten Island, separated from New Jersey by the Kill Van Kull and from the Battery by a beautiful ferry ride. Only the Bronx moors the city to the continent.




  There are a host of smaller islands in the New York archipelago, some extremely well known like Liberty and Ellis Islands, some less well known like Hoffman and Swinburne in the Narrows, or Shooters and Prall’s, the bird sanctuary islands in Kill Van Kull, or the gloomy North and South Brothers across the East River from Rikers, the prison island. New York’s waterways were the reason it was once the nation’s premier seaport, and with the help of the Erie Canal, which linked the port to the nation’s hinterland, they were a major reason for the city’s extraordinary growth. All the rivers flowing around the city’s islands have freshwater tributaries and thus contain changing mixtures of salt and fresh waters, making this one of the world’s foremost urban estuaries. The inland waterways, combined with the city’s ocean beaches, give the city a total of 578 miles of shoreline, including about 320 miles of piers and bulkheads.




  In the wider world, Manhattan island is the city. Relatively few of the city’s millions of annual visitors ever get beyond its shores. But even to most native New Yorkers, the small islands or uninhabited islands of the urban archipelago are unknown and mysterious. Almost all of them were places of exile and isolation where sick people or criminals were isolated from the community, and some, Rikers Island most notably, still serve that purpose. Other islands and parts of the shoreline were dedicated to defending the New York harbor from attacks by sea and air; their military history lurks in the remnants of forts, missile bases, naval installations, none of them much used in actual defensive battle. For the more remote islands, residential or commercial development is out of the question, and over the past years they have been colonized by other species, especially the working birds of the harbor.




  New Yorkers do have an ongoing love affair with their beaches and wetlands, which wrap the city in ribbons of green marsh and silver sand and are gifts of inestimable value. The surge of city people to ocean beaches during a steamy summer heat wave is one of the earth’s notable migrations, greater in scale than the migrations of the Serengeti or Yellowstone. Over a million and a half people stream toward the city’s shores on a sultry weekend day in summer. Five subway lines descend on Coney Island, the city’s most famous beach strand, but Brighton Beach, Manhattan Beach, and the Rockaway beaches are also accessible by subway for hundreds of thousands of day visitors in the warm months. The Bronx has no ocean beaches, but Orchard Beach in Pelham Bay Park on Long Island Sound draws crowds from the Bronx and Manhattan and is the place to go to see some serious salsa dancing. South Beach and Great Kills on Staten Island are quieter beach parks with inspiring views of the Verrazano-Narrows Bridge and the entrance to the New York harbor. Beyond the city stretch the popular barrier beach islands of Long Beach, Jones Beach, Fire Island, and then the classier Hampton beaches ending at Montauk. Asking New Yorkers what beaches they prefer is a more serious question than one may imagine, like asking them to name their favorite baseball team or Chinese restaurant.




  Aside from beach excursions, for the past few generations New Yorkers have been separated from the waters that flow around them. Most don’t grow up handling small boats, and fears of pollution and heavy industrial marine traffic have reinforced their resolve to stay off the city’s rivers and creeks. The physical city separates them from their natural surroundings: the shoreline was largely inaccessible, even after the decline in shipping and manufacturing in the harbor; the piers are rotted and dangerous, although here and there residents of neighborhoods near abandoned piers have claimed them as recreation spaces; walkways and bike paths along the rivers are discontinuous. There has always been a handful of hardy New Yorkers, mainly from blue-collar backgrounds, who fish in small boats on the city’s waters, and intrepid naturalists whose passion for the natural world leads them to take up environmental causes. But accounts of East River shoreline fishing expeditions, or of birding along the Manhattan shore, almost always include semi-comic accounts of crawling through wasted no-man’s-lands on the edges of the highways, over treacherous guardrails, and across sagging bulkheads.




  New York turned its back on its harbor, its rivers and wetlands, and the wildlife they support. Many of the city’s most ambitious residential buildings have been gleaming high-rise condominiums along the Hudson and East Rivers. Apartment buyers have paid mounting prices for views of the city and its waterways, from which they were physically and emotionally separated. The critical details of what was going on beneath the water’s surface and at the shorelines were someone else’s problem. This was a dangerous turn. On a rapidly urbanizing planet, the biological resilience of major estuaries like the one on which New York is built depend on a well-informed and environmentally active citizenry.




  EVEN AT THE NADIR of environmental quality in the 1960s, the region’s wetlands and barrier island beaches remained vital habitats. In his classic mid-century A Natural History of New York City, John Kieran wrote that “Here on the sands and on the mud flats of the bays and inlets at low tide we find shorebirds of many kinds in abundance during migration and at least a few species at any time of year.” Among many examples, Kieran describes the sanderling (Crocethia alba), a shorebird that runs in and out of each advancing wave in the spring and summer, not far from clusters of children scampering at the ocean’s edge under parents’ watchful eyes. The semipalmated sandpiper (Ereuntes pusillus), one of four species of sandpipers, also known as “peeps,” skims along our beaches and mudflats and may be our most abundant shorebird. Its synchronized darting and dashing at the water’s edge enlivens our beaches, as do the flights of geese and ducks, and diving terns, and the mere sight of the dune grasses swaying in the wind.




  From a biological perspective, those coastal grasses and black-earth wetlands remain the most precious habitats of our region. In fact, they are the defining ecological feature of the entire American coastline from Cape Cod to Florida and the Gulf of Mexico. The eastern coast slopes gently along the continental shelf to about thirty miles offshore, where it plunges abruptly to depths of hundreds and then thousands of feet in the deep ocean. Sand particles, ground from stone by northern rivers and glaciers, flow in longshore currents and are deposited by the waves onto beaches and sandbars along our coasts. In recent geological time, in the twelve thousand years since the last ice age, these sand deposits along the ocean shores have become dune-crested barrier islands, behind which arose quiet lagoons and inlets like Great South Bay, the Peconics, Raritan Bay, Barnegat Bay, the great Chesapeake, and many, many more. The region’s tidal lagoons are where some of our favorite fish species, especially those in the flounder family, breed and begin their seaward migrations. The marsh grasses nourish a chain of creatures on which our magnificent shorebirds depend.




  All the early observers of our coasts were struck by the teeming riches of the coastal wetlands, the rich oyster and clam beds, the flights of birds darkening the sky, but they were also appalled by their “green monotony.” The wetlands were so extensive that it seemed of no consequence to immediately begin draining and filling them for human “improvement.” The race to make them into real estate continues, so that today about 50 percent of the original marshes in the coastal United States have been destroyed, most before we began to fully understand their importance in the great chain of being. It may already be too late to save our coastlines from the consequences of human growth and ignorance, but as I write, more and more New Yorkers are insisting that the city reclaim its shoreline for public use. Fitfully, New Yorkers are seeking to understand and, where possible, to restore a patrimony they almost entirely wasted.




  When Walt Whitman wandered the beaches of Long Island and crossed the East River on the Brooklyn ferry in the years before the Civil War, New York was a bustling seaport city. Many would argue that it still is, and on sunset walks along the beach near my home it is routine to see eight or more freighters waiting for the tide to shift before moving into the Ambrose Channel for a passage into the city. There are millions of tons of cargo handled in the harbor, most of it loaded on and off in containers in the highly automated New Jersey freight ports. But compared to what they were in Whitman’s day, the rivers and bays are ghostly. Even when I was growing up in the forties and fifties, the rivers were busy with ship and tug traffic of all kinds. There were thousands of longshoremen and sailors visible in the active port, and that was already at the end of the harbor’s peak of activity. Tugs and barges and great ships arrive and depart all the time, but the city’s marine traffic and maritime culture are nothing like they once were.




  The city’s powerful waterways are again undergoing a transition and are becoming a recreation center for people with imagination and time to explore the city’s edges. Some of the commercial port activity remains, and new maritime uses need nurturing so that the harbor won’t lose its economic vitality. The old industrial neighborhoods and their shorelines are attracting young residents who are joining with older neighborhood activists to restore shorelines and public access to the water. This change is occurring as I write: the Hudson River park system, the Brooklyn waterfront park system, and other public-access projects along our rivers are well under way. Nature study, especially birding, is one of the fastest-growing forms of recreation in the city. Community groups and some city leaders are encouraging boating, fishing, use of the shoreline by artists, and a host of activities that make city residents more aware of the special qualities of their environment.




  But most of the planning for our waterfront focuses on the land-bound pedestrian and park visitors, or on the possibilities of ferry transit for commuters. There are few places along the rivers to tie up small boats and fewer places to take on passengers. In time that will change, as adventurous people in kayaks, canoes, rowboats, and sailing vessels of all description continue in ever-expanding numbers to explore the urban archipelago.




  
1 / Home Waters





  They sailed away in a sieve, they did,




  In a sieve they sailed so fast,




  With only a beautiful pea-green veil




  Tied with a riband by way of a sail,




  To a small tobacco pipe mast . . .




  —Edward Lear, “The Jumblies”




  [image: image]




  The vessel we sailed on our New York voyages was named Tradition. This was the name she was given in 1910, when she was launched at the Crosby boatyards in Osterville on Cape Cod. She was a worn-out twenty-four-foot New England catboat, built by the most famous maker of these boats at a time when they were the most common all-purpose work and pleasure craft along the shallow barrier island bays and inlets of our northern coasts and estuaries.




  Tradition carried a single huge mainsail on her wooden spars. The sail was rigged with wooden hoops to her stout, ancient mast, dark with the stains of time and the sea, and laced to a boom that extended aft some twenty-five feet from the mast near the bow, beyond the sturdy wheel and beyond the boat’s transom. The sail was hauled aloft by a wooden gaff to which was connected an efficient system of halyards and blocks. A throat halyard pulled up the gaff by its throat, while the two jaws moved up along the mast, and there was a peak halyard that lifted the aft portions of the sail. A third halyard, the topping lift, raised the boom, in part so this formidable club could swing safely over the heads of crew and passengers when the boat was tacking through the wind. All the halyards ran from the mast to the boat’s ample cockpit, and the sail could be raised or lowered by a single sailor without having to run forward to manage the sails, as is the case with most modern sailing rigs.




  Catboats passed out of favor among yachting people in the early decades of the twentieth century. They were replaced by the graceful sloops whose shortened mainsails and higher-reaching Marconi (triangular peaked) sails and forward jibs could add speed in lighter breezes, and whose heeling in the wind gives a greater impression of speed than the more upright and beamy cat.




  The working catboats of Cape Cod, Great South Bay and Barnegat Bay were good all-purpose boats for tending fishing nets and for use as charter fishing boats on the weekends. A classic Currier and Ives print from the turn of the nineteenth century shows a catboat and its captain carrying intent young men and laughing women trolling for bluefish in a choppy ocean inlet. Generations of fishermen and local boatbuilders refined the catboat for heavy work along the coasts. But as the fishermen discovered motors that could carry them out of calms or squalls, the slower-sailing cats held less appeal for men whose livelihoods depended on getting the catch to market as fast as possible, and who would also prefer to get to the dinner table sooner and with more certainty. Many old fishing catboats lost their masts and sails and puttered along for years as motorized fishing boats.




  But catboats are well evolved for sailing over our particular shoals, and they turn out to be extraordinarily adaptable to contemporary life on the waters of the East Coast cities. Like a whale’s body, the shape of a boat’s hull and the arrangement of its rigging are evolutionary solutions to complex problems of life in particular marine surroundings. “The one essential factor in the design of boats proven by history,” wrote maritime historian Howard Chappel, “is that they must fit the conditions where they are used and for what they are used…. No one sits down and tries to figure out how to build a boat that is all round ‘better.’ He tries to figure out, instead, how to fit an existing boat so that she will do better the work for which she is required. This was certainly the case with the commercial catboat.”
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