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  There are no roses on a


  Sailor’s grave


  No lilies on


  The ocean wave


  Their only tributes


  As seagulls sweep


  Are the tears that fall


  When their


  Loved ones weep




  AUTHOR’S NOTE: This poem appeared on a wreath laid by the British Navy Legion at the seafarers’ memorial in Kinsdale, Ireland.




  


  


  





  PROLOGUE




  




  

    “Those going down to the sea in the ships,




    Doing business on vast waters




    They are the ones that have seen the works of Jehovah




    And his wonderful works in the depths . . . ”


  




  Psalm 107: 23, 24 New World Translation.




  From before these words were recorded in the Bible, some men looked to the sea for adventure and others for fortune, but most sought to make a living. All who had an ongoing relationship with the sea—and it was often a love/hate relationship—had to develop a respect for the all-powerful, never-forgiving, forever-rolling ocean.




  My early blessing was having been born into a family of seafarers. My grandfather had served as a cabin boy on square-rigged sailing ships from the age of eight, much as did his father before him. His career as a fisherman continued up to the Great War, then after a period of service, he returned to his first love, the sea, and remained active until he reached the century mark.




  No other individual has had such an impact on my life, and it was all to the good. Because of the privilege of living, working, and growing in an environment touched by his personality, morals, and basic attitude on life, all my decisions were made as I imagined he would make them.




  I remember visiting him one cold February day when he was in the Ice House, a huge barn down near his dock. He was then in his late nineties and was standing on a concrete floor mending a fish trap, getting it ready for the following spring. Although he had set up a fifty-five-gallon drum as a stove, it was located on the other side of the building, and he received very little benefit from its cherry-red surface.




  He was wearing a flannel shirt and a cardigan sweater, opened its entire length. His hands were bare, as was need for trap mending, and he was working with wet twine. I was dressed in a worsted-wool dress suit, a scarf, gloves, and a heavy winter topcoat. I lasted about ten minutes before I had to leave because of the cold. My grandfather wished me well and continued to mend, completely unmindful of the biting cold. That is just one example of the strong constitution that I had witnessed since my youth.




  My family forged within me an appreciation for hard work and a respect for people whom many called “characters,” those with a distinctive combination of traits. Some of these you will meet in the stories to follow.




  In the early years of my life, commercial fishermen were often looked upon as ne’er-do-wells by the townsfolk inland. It was not long, though, before fishing was recognized as a reputable line of work. For one month, to emphasize the importance of the fisheries, the Point Judith Fishermen’s Cooperative paid every fisherman; every dockhand working inside the Co-op; and all providers of fuel, equipment, groceries, etc. with brand-new two-dollar bills. The area around the port was flooded with these bills, and it was not long before the local communities and other nearby environs recognized just how beneficial the fisheries were. It seemed to readjust the thinking of most landlubbers.




  All of the characters and incidents referred to in the following stories are real and factual to the best of my recollection. The kinds of fishing mentioned are still being carried on, although with some modern modifications. Long-lining for swordfish, as is being carried on today, was not used in area of the North Atlantic that I fished, and for that I am pleased.




  I would not in good conscience be able to harvest two-foot-long swordfish or catch sea turtles and porpoises and allow them to drown. Nor do I favor mile-long gill nets that trap and kill all in their path. I care too much for the creatures of the sea to allow such indiscriminate killing. As in all endeavors of commerce, the “bottom line” is too often the motivating force that pushes the desire for moral uprightness into the background.




  The day of navigating with a sextant, a lead line, and a compass is now gone. Today, instead of running your time between buoys on a course laid out on a chart with a parallel rule and dividers, you turn on your global-positioning system (GPS), which is tied into your radar and automatic pilot. Assuming all of the electronic devices continue to work, they will give you an accurate compass course to the next preprogrammed point on your course. The new system is a delight to work with, but I still run my time and course from point to point, just in case.




  I have never thought of myself as a male chauvinist, one who shows little regard for women in general. Still, it was not until I put these stories to paper that someone called to my attention that I had really not taken into consideration just how difficult it is for wives of seafarers and, especially in my case, fishermen.




  When I had completed the first chapter of this book, wherein I describe the sinking of my first trawler, the Roberta Dee, I asked my wife to read it over. I left the room for a while, and when I returned, she was crying as she read. I asked what was wrong, and she said this was the first time that she had learned what had happened during the sinking and the rescue.




  At the time of the incident I had merely told her that we had lost the boat; I had failed to give her the details, and that had caused her pain these many years. I don’t know why I didn’t elaborate about what had happened, but I was probably concerned about protecting her from what I thought was unnecessary worry.




  I well realize now (and probably have all along, but didn’t express it to her) how very valuable she was, and is, to me. The wives of all men who live with a measure of risk—policemen, firefighters, and most certainly fishermen—deserve a great deal of credit for the success of such men. How could I have gone to sea if my wife had been overly worried about me, or afraid to be alone, or unable to raise the children pretty much by herself, or incapable of running a household without my involvement along the way?




  Gloria, my wife of fifty-six years, was most able in caring for things ashore. She brought up, quite admirably, two beautiful children, and she not only handled our household but also did all of the bookkeeping for our boat and crew—all of this without a whisper of complaint. Each year, she heard the report from the government agency that names the most dangerous type of business (fishing has held that most dubious honor since time immemorial), and she knew the risks each time I left the dock. Apparently she steeled herself and never let on to me about her concerns; rather, she immersed herself in the family responsibilities and related activities.




  I well know, as do most seamen I worked with, that we would never have been able to engage in the profession that we loved and lived for if our wives had not been encouraging.




  One example of the exceptional fortitude and support shown by my wife, especially in our early years, took place prior to our marriage. I had expressed my firm determination to work on the sea and most likely in fishing. Since she, at that time, had no conception of how much this vocation meant to me, I stated very straightforwardly that all decisions I might make in the future were unilateral decisions. She quickly acquiesced, not fully knowing the difficulties that she would have to face in the years ahead.




  Most women delight in preparing and caring for their homes—I believe it’s called “nesting”—and one important feature of this endeavor is to establish an atmosphere of security. My wife had those same desires, but she did not have the salient sense of security that was so valued by other women. She learned quickly such terms as “water tow” and “broker trip,” which in English mean, respectively, “The net came up empty” and “We did not make any money this trip,” or “Sorry, but we can’t pay the bills this week.” In my early days of dragging (trawling), we made what money there was to be earned in the summertime and made every effort to pay the long-standing bills accrued during the winter months. The fishing community was most unusual in that the merchants providing food, oil, and dry goods extended unlimited credit to every fisherman who worked on a “good boat,” had a reputation as a hard worker, and was dependable. Stubby Caswell, of Caswell’s Market, comes quickly to mind as a kind and generous grocer. Gloria would shop there for our home needs as well as buying “grub” for the boat. When she went to cash out, she would tell Stubby either, “This is for home” or “This is for the boat,” and he would thank her profusely for her patronage. Then if other shoppers were nearby, he would quickly say “I’ll send the bill” just loudly enough for them to hear, and that would cover Gloria’s inability to pay cash.




  Stubby was a real gentleman. When the fishing improved—and especially when I was working my own boat—I spoke to him about his many kindnesses and then asked if he had lost much money by extending credit. He said that very few fishermen failed to pay their debts, but he quickly added that these very same people still shopped at his market and made small payments when they could. At that time there was no system of welfare for fishermen, and it was just as well, as it helped men to develop a needed sense of responsibility and kept them from shame. The Asians have a very kind expression in “saving face.” Stubby helped many to save face, and I will be ever grateful to him for that.




  As I reflect on the growth of the fishing industry along the eastern seaboard, and especially in the area that I fished over some sixty years, I am amazed at the number of boats, as well as their size. The industry has changed greatly, and not all to the good. For example, the only real problems we had to cope with were the weather, the availability of fish, the price on the East Coast, and the capability of our boats and crews.




  In addition to the foregoing, captains and owners today must be current in their knowledge of the catch limits allowed for each species, the areas that are off-limits to fishing, and the consequences of catching a small amount of restricted species while working primarily on a legal species. For example, you might be working on grounds that are open for yellowtail flounder, but when you haul back the net you find five hundred pounds of codfish that are totally off-limits. If you keep the cod along with the flounder and move off the grounds to avoid violating the restrictions on cod, you are guilty as sin in the eyes of the law.




  Even if you throw the codfish overboard immediately, it’s too late. In fact, their fate is sealed the moment they enter your net, because of the air sack in their gut. As soon as the fish are brought to the surface, they are unable to expel the air within them and they die. Here’s an idea: Since the cod are already dead and will be wasted if you chuck them overboard, why not gut them, ice them down, and, when you take out your catch, notify some sort of agency that might be called the “Cod Police”?




  You don’t plan on keeping the fish and you don’t intend on selling them, so why not give them to some charity or to homeless people or to some hospital—anywhere—so they are not wasted. Today if you do that, you can be arrested, your boat can be impounded, your crew will lose their jobs, their families will have to go on welfare, and the codfish will end up in some garbage hopper. And the men disposing of the fish had better not take any of them home or they will feel the wrath of the law, as well. It’s easy to understand why veteran fishermen have such a difficult time meeting all of the requirements now imposed on them.




  Fishing boats have also changed over the years. Most of the fishermen in Galilee used to have small, eighteen- or twenty-foot open-cockpit boats. They would fish around Nebraska Shoal or near the whistle buoy just south of Point Judith, or perhaps at Cox’s Ledge or possibly on the East Ground off Old Harbor, Block Island. They seldom ventured any farther. They would use “ tub trawls”—stiff, coiled lines with baited hooks spaced at close intervals—and would set them in the early-morning hours. After the last tub of gear was in the water and its end was anchored, they would run back to the beginning of the trawl and begin hauling—by hand. Some would set a pair of lines, after dropping a marker and small anchor on a special spot known only by them and God. They would work this gear all day long.




  The only weather that would restrict these fishermen was winter storms, and then the wind had to be “smokin’ ” to stop them from going out. They had a unique way of working the anchor lines and trawls in freezing weather. Their wives or other loved ones would knit some woolen mittens with only a thumb, and they would be two to three times too large when completed. The knitters would then throw these mittens into boiling water. Of course they would shrink by two or three sizes—to just the right size.




  On those below-zero mornings, the fishermen would dip the mittens into seawater, soaking them up to the wrist. Body heat would then be trapped by the tightly woven wool, and hands would stay warm for the rest of the day.




  At thirty feet long, my grandfather’s trap boat, the Olive, was one of the biggest fishing vessels in the harbor. The Kathy Dick, owned by Ted and John Dykstra, was thirty feet, as well, and their father owned the Anna D. at thirty-two feet. Painted white, she was called the White Elephant by fishermen from Stonington, Connecticut, to Newport, Rhode Island.




  It wasn’t long, though, before small western-rig draggers (wheel-house forward) began to be built or bought and added to the Galilee fleet. A decade or so went by, then eastern-rig draggers (wheelhouse aft) began to show up, usually running from fifty to seventy feet in length. With the advent of the eastern rigs, the fleet made longer trips and fished farther offshore than ever before because this design of boat was far more seaworthy.




  Harvey Gamage, of South Bristol, Maine, was one of the most respected boatbuilders on the eastern seaboard at that time. If you had a Gamage boat, you had no trouble getting a crew to go offshore. Now I don’t mean to the grounds off Block Island; I mean to the “Gully,” or continental shelf. That area was fished primarily from the fall through the spring. It was a twelve- to fifteen-hour steam from Point Judith to reach the “edge,” the one-hundred-fathom curve, depending on the area chosen. We worked mostly from Veaches Canyon in the east to Hudson Canyon in the west. We fished in the Gulf Stream, which works its way up from Florida and north along the continental shelf, all the way to Ireland. I’ve seen it so warm on Veaches in midwinter that the men on deck would be in their shirtsleeves in January, while the boats working inshore of the fifty-fathom curve were complaining that the twine was freezing as soon as they brought the nets on board, and trawl would topple over like a tree cut in the woods rather than collapsing on deck.




  If you ran due south from Point Judith, you would get to the continental shelf after steaming a hundred or more miles. It is no place to be during the winter months with a small western rig, although such a boat was right fine if you were fishing within steaming distance of home and could quickly get to safety if a storm made up. When you are fishing the edge at one hundred fathoms, you want a fine sea boat beneath your feet. I remember fishing with Jerry Adams on the North Wind one time when the wind was clocked at ninety-eight miles per hour and there was no chance of our making headway toward home. Jerry kept track of our bearings every half-hour or so, and we were averaging six knots sideways. In fact, when the wind finally let go, it took us as long to get back to the edge from deep water as it did to make the shelf from Point Judith at the beginning of our trip. No, the North Wind was far from being a Gamage boat, but she did herself right proud in that blow.




  Eastern rigs were comfortable to fish in and as safe a boat as you could work on at that period of time. When fishing a western rig and hauling the net back, you often had the trawl swinging over your head as you tried to move all of the fish down into the cod end. When you dropped the net you sure did not want to be under it, especially when it was rough and everything was swinging from one side of the boat to the other. It was the same when you hardened up the catch in the water and were about to take the cod end aboard.




  One advantage of eastern rigs was that nothing but twine was ever over your head. Even when you were lifting the loaded cod end out of the water, most everyone could stand clear until it came over the rail and was lowered down inside the deck checkers. Then one man could pull the ropes holding the cod end closed. As soon as they were tripped, that man was almost always able to get clear when the winch man dropped the net on deck.




  Even though the industry has now turned to another style of dragger—the big, steel western rig—there will never be a more handsome, nay, beautiful, vessel than a well-built and well-maintained eastern-rig dragger. They had a deep draft, which stabilized the motion of the hull, and they were seakindly, or comfortable in all sea conditions. The majority of eastern rigs were built of wood, so they were warm and quiet and nice to be aboard.




  Today the majority of the fleet is steel, although some smaller ones are fiberglass. They are generally of shallow draft and require “flopper stoppers,” or “birds,” which are small steel plates that are lowered into the water from long steel booms, or outriggers, extending from each side of the vessel once it is away from the dock. As they plane along just below the surface, the flopper stoppers dampen the rolling motion of a shallow-draft fishing boat.




  Whatever the vessel, the men walking the deck are seamen. All have a respect, if not a love, for the water and for the work that fishing for a living entails. I hope after reading the stories in the following pages you will be better able to understand the attraction of the ocean and the pleasure and excitement of the catch. For the fisherman always wonders, “What will be brought up from the depths today?”




  It is because of the incessant dangers that each man and each vessel face every day they are at the sea that the title was chosen. It is based on Scripture found at 2 Corinthians 11:26: “in dangers at sea . . .,” in which the Apostle Paul faced many similar dangers—his for the love of the Christ, ours for the love of our family and the love of the sea.




  May you have a fair wind and a following sea as you begin this journey.
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  INTRODUCTION




  




  The sun drops below the western mountains, and dusk wraps itself around the base of Mt. Katahdin in northern Maine, enveloping the shores of Jo-Mary Lake. The wind that freshened just before the sun set now settles into a peaceful embrace of the lake surface. There will be no further contest between water and wind until the new day tomorrow.




  An evening chill comes in from the lake, and soon all the campsites are aglow with a variety of fires, ranging from the dainty flicker tended by the two schoolteachers up on the point, to the near conflagration reaching up into the heavens from Captain Sam’s, near the very edge of the lake. This is all a prelude to storytelling. Camp chairs are being carried toward the biggest fire, as that blaze foretells a long evening of reliving the exciting experiences of life.




  Murray and Bud Mayo begin with some witty tales of the woodsmen who are working the cuttings up on Jo-Mary Mountain. A story about driving a logging truck along the icy ridge of a road on that same mountain thrills us all. Others about snowmobiles or skidders (woods tractors) that broke down deep in the forest as darkness descended add considerable humor to the evening’s event.




  Then someone asks me to contribute something.




  My only woods lore was gleaned while sitting around campfires listening to some of Maine’s best storytellers, so I had to recall a few “sea stories,” as they were called by those circled around the campfire.




  Oftentimes, especially after I had told a particular tale on frequent occasions, I was encouraged to write it down so that others might learn about living and working on the sea.




  This is what prompted me to record the adventures that appear in these pages. That, and the fact that I will soon be “crossing the bar,” meaning that any stories not set down on paper will be lost to my family and friends.




  I hope that you enjoy these adventures as much as I enjoyed living them.






  Captain Sam Cottle




  Albion, Maine









  


  


  


  





  CAPTAIN’S LOG




  




  Section I


  Dangers at Sea


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  








  


  


  





  MAYDAY! MAYDAY!




  In years past, commercial-fishing vessels were registered with the United States government. Once this happened, usually at a U.S. Customs House, they technically became the property of the government. In the event of a marine casualty (i.e., the sinking of a vessel), the captain/owner was responsible to report in detail how the loss occurred and, in particular, to provide information as to the welfare of the crew. On October 3, 1956, I was obligated to submit the following:




  To: Lester W. Raynes




  Commander, USCG




  Senior Investigating Officer, Marine Inspection




  409 Federal Building




  Providence, Rhode Island




  Re:Oil Screw Roberta Dee




  Official Number: 250197




  Marine Casualty: 09/26/56, 12:54 A.M.




  Exact Locality: Loran Bearings IH0 1805; IH4 5900; IH6 1118




  

    Dear Commander Raynes,




    In compliance with Coast Guard regulations in reporting a marine casualty, I submit the following report on the loss of the Fishing Vessel Roberta Dee.




    We had finished our last tow south of Martha’s Vineyard, in thirty fathoms of water, and had just hauled in the trawl doors and secured the net and other gear. Then the crew began to put the fish below into the fish hold. I set a course for Point Judith, put the boat on automatic pilot, and went out to help the crew clean up the deck from the last tow’s catch.




    The wind was beginning to freshen out of the northeast, and visibility at that time was about fifteen to twenty miles. We were full to the hatches, and they were secured for foul weather.




    I set a two-hour watch for each of the crew—Norm Gilbert, Maurice Morse, and his brother, Don Morse. Don was to be the last man on watch, and he was to call me when we got to Whistle Buoy R2, just south of Point Judith. I then turned in.




    Maurice “Moe” Morse was near the end of his watch, and his brother, Don, was in the wheelhouse with him, finishing up a cup of coffee. As required, Moe was to check everything on deck as well as in the engine room before turning the watch over to the next man. On the Roberta Dee, the engine-room companionway was about ten feet aft of the wheelhouse. As Moe went belowdecks, he discovered seawater nearly up to the engine-room floor. The wind was now blowing at about twenty knots out of the northeast, and visibility was down to eight or ten miles.




    Don came down to my stateroom and woke me, saying that we were making water “real bad.” I immediately went on deck and down to the engine room. Water was now over the floor. We had two 2½-inch pumps on each engine, and those gave us the capacity of pumping ten inches of water in a continuous stream. I had Don check the hose outlets to see if both pumps were working. They were. I then asked Moe to wake Norm, who was sleeping in the fo’c’sle.




    While he was doing that, I called the Coast Guard on channel 2182 to advise them of our situation. I provided cross bearings from our loran and told them that I was changing course from our original destination of Point Judith to Block Island, as it was about fifteen miles closer. I was hoping to make Old Harbor on the east side of the island. At that moment I did not think we were sinking, but I was not going to take any chances.




    I couldn’t believe that a ten-inch stream of water would not keep up with the problem, so I sent Moe and Don into the engine room to check the belts on the pumps, and I also asked them to try to find out where the water was coming from.




    All pipes running from the engine’s cooling system to the outside hull seacocks were intact. There was no obvious explosion of seawater from under or around the engines, as it would be if the breach in the hull were in the engine room. Moe and Don came back with the report that the great flood of water was coming from the fuel-tank compartment.




    The Roberta Dee was a converted subchaser built in 1941, at the outbreak of World War II. She had a separate fuel compartment, with a bulkhead aft of the crew’s quarters and officer’s staterooms, and it contained bronze fuel tanks about ten feet long. These ran from the keel to the deck above and from side to side inside the hull. The bulkhead forward was watertight, as it had remained intact since the time of the vessel’s construction. The after bulkhead, though, had been compromised. A section had been removed when the original engines that the navy had installed were taken out. New GM engines were put in their place when the vessel was converted for fishing. A section of the bulkhead had been left out to allow access to the fuel tanks for the new engines. It was from there that the cold Atlantic was pouring into the engine room.




    As we steamed toward home that night, we must have struck a submerged object—a log or a tree stump—something big enough to punch a hole in the hull under the tank compartment. With a hold full of fish, and with the sea conditions as they were, we could strike such an object and not feel the impact.




    In the meantime, Norman was clearing the dory of stowed gear and nets, releasing the tie-downs and checking to see that the plug was well seated in the bunghole in the after end of the dory’s bottom. He brought out life jackets for all of us and dug out some emergency flares from a locker in the wheelhouse. I told the men to put on the life jackets while we had the opportunity.




    I put out a mayday call on the emergency channel, as well as the channel used by fishermen. The fishing boat Our Gang out of Stonington, Connecticut, was just off Point Judith, heading in through the east gap in the breakwater when she responded. Sammy Roderick’s voice, conditioned by cigarette smoke and whiskey, was as raspy as sandpaper on a schoolhouse blackboard, but it sounded heavenly to me at that moment.




    “What the hell’s going on, and where you to?”




    I gave him my location and asked if he would be willing to put me under tow if he was able to get to us in time. He said he would, that he was swinging off now to intercept me near Block Island, and that he would have his crew rig up a towing cable for us. What I had in mind was this: The Roberta Dee was sinking, but if we could get a cable to her before she went down, and could get her under way, there was a very good chance we could keep her going just below the surface until we got into shallow water. In such an event, we would be able to raise her before the winter storms hit.




    About that time, Norman ran into the wheelhouse to say that a steamer was heading more or less our way. I told him to get out the flare gun and fire one so it would cross the skipper’s line of sight. He did so, and within a few moments we could see a change in the steamer’s course. She was apparently coming out of New York, heading east toward the Nantucket Lightship before setting off for Europe. I had Norm fire another flare, and had Moe light a stationary flare and put it on top of the wheel-house so it could be easily seen. This done, I was sure that the steamer would be alongside in just minutes. Then we saw the ship turn to starboard, returning to her original course!




    We couldn’t believe it. She was going to ignore a mayday distress call, flares, and our deck lights on, all of which clearly showed that we were a vessel in distress, not some figment of a lookout’s imagination. I called every channel on our radio, screaming for assistance—all to no avail. The steamer sailed by us, then beyond us, then out of sight to the east’ard.




    There was nothing left to do but concentrate on things that were within our ability to control. Even though the engine room was rapidly filling with water, both engines kept running, and the generators kept producing electricity for the deck lights, the lights in the wheelhouse, and—our lifeline to help—the radio. As long as those engines were running, we maintained headway toward Block Island, looking for some sign of assistance from the Our Gang and/or the Coast Guard.




    The Coast Guard Station located in New Harbor, on the west side of Block Island, was in constant contact with us. They had dispatched a “forty-footer,” a very tough, steel picket boat, but the crew had to go around Sandy Point on the north end of the island before they could turn into a southeasterly direction toward us. I certainly hoped they could make it in time.




    The Our Gang was full of fish and was slow making headway in our direction, yet she had the advantage of being able to head in a straight line to our coordinates. At first I was hoping that the Our Gang would arrive before the picket boat, as I wanted desperately to save the Roberta Dee if at all possible. But as the situation worsened, I didn’t really care who got to us first, as long as they arrived before we went down.




    [image: The author�s ill-fated first vessel, the eighty-three-foot Roberta Dee, was a converted subchaser built in 1941. The submerged object she struck was never identified.]




    The author’s ill-fated first vessel, the eighty-three-foot Roberta Dee, was a converted subchaser built in 1941. The submerged object she struck was never identified.




    The Coast Guard told me that a plane had been sent to the scene from their New England headquarters in Massachusetts, and that we should be seeing it shortly. This was no sooner said than the ocean around us lit up like New York City.




    It was a PV2B just overhead, and the crew had put on their landing lights. They were in radio contact with the picket boat that was on the way, but I was unable to talk with the plane. I did advise the plane crew, via the picket boat, that we were in no need of rubber rafts, as our dory was on deck and ready to be used if need be. They advised us that they would circle overhead “until help arrived.” If it arrives, I thought to myself.




    Suddenly, an engine stopped. As it did, water spewed out of the exhaust pipe. The engine was blown for sure. Now with two pumps out of service, the flooding engine room caused the boat to list to starboard, the side with the heavy gallus frames and drag gear. Things were getting a bit dicey.




    I knew that we would have to put the dory overboard, but I didn’t want to do so until we could see the lights of either of the two boats heading our way. A dory is a great little sea boat, but that’s with one or two men in it. This dory would have to carry four men and would be launched into a stiff northeast wind with rough seas and poor visibility—not a good situation at best, deadly at worst. Even if the plane dropped a raft, there was no way we could get to it given the sea conditions. Our best bet was to stick with the dory.




    Next, two events happened within minutes of each other: Norman came into the wheelhouse to tell me that the second engine was nearly covered with seawater; only the air intake was still clear, which meant that it would be stopping soon. Then, Don hollered that he could see some lights just inshore of us.




    I had Norm fire off a flare and called into the radio, “Do you see our flare?” The chief petty officer on the picket boat said that they did, and that they would be alongside in ten minutes or so.




    I ordered my men into the dory and told them to get it away from the Roberta Dee to prevent any possibility of its becoming trapped in the rigging or the fishing gear or the vortex when she went down. When they were safely away, I called the Coast Guard to advise them of the situation. I told them that I was leaving the wheelhouse—and the radio—and would be on the flying bridge.




    From the bridge, I watched my crew being picked up by the picket boat and was greatly relieved for them. I had not wanted to be the one to tell their wives that they were lost. Then I began to hear some wicked noise from the one operating engine and knew it would stop momentarily. I also knew that the minute the Roberta Dee lost headway, she was bound for Davy Jones’s locker, and I was not keen on going with her.




    Just as the engine blew, the chief ran the picket boat up the deeply sloped deck of the sinking Roberta Dee, right to the flying bridge, and I stepped onto his deck without getting my feet wet.




    As soon as I had joined my crew in the cockpit, the chief yelled, “There she goes!”




    We turned to look, and the picket boat’s spotlight lit up the Roberta Dee’s forward deck as my first command started to settle into the ocean. She raised her bow high, with all the remaining air moving forward belowdecks, and the deck plate on the chain locker in the bow blew off with an explosion that threw foamy seawater a hundred feet into the air.




    Then she slid quietly, stern first, beneath the heavy seas until she disappeared from view. I will never forget that sight or that feeling. What I had worked so hard to acquire, my very first dragger, had been lost so suddenly.




    The chief told us to go below, buckle up the seat belts, and sit tight, as we were in for a rough two-hour ride to Point Judith. I never knew a boat to have seat belts, but after that ride, I definitely knew why this one had them. We were quartering the sea as we headed into port, and every few seconds that little picket boat (and the forty-footer was small for the job she had to do) would become airborne. If we had not been secured with those belts, we would have been smashed against the overhead. When she dove into a trough, the reverse would have taken place. That ride home, as appreciated as it was, took more out of me and my crew than all of the events we had just gone through.




    My hat is off to the Coast Guardsmen. Their role as guardians of the seas is no small one, and sadly, it is often little appreciated by “those going down to the sea in ships.”




    The chief petty officer kindly called the Our Gang, which was just coming into sight, to advise Sammy Roderick of the situation. Ours was a sad return to Point Judith, but at least it was a return.




    This, Commander Raynes, completes the report to the best of my recollection and ability to record it. Please extend to the men at Block Island and the aircrew in Massachusetts my sincere “Well done.”


  






   Respectfully submitted,


		    

  Samuel S. Cottle Jr.


		    

  Captain, Roberta Dee


		    

  Galilee, Rhode Island







  


  


  





  SAFE PASSAGE HOME




  On the night the Roberta Dee went down, the northeast wind had been increasing since early afternoon; it had hit about twenty knots when we started to ship water and now, on the way home, it was nearing gale force. In fact, the last two hours in the Coast Guard picket boat were as painful as I had ever experienced aboard any vessel or in any sea conditions. The forty-footer would lift two-thirds of her length out of water as we headed into the increasing seas, then she would dive off the top of the combing waves, nearly standing on her stem. At that point, the twin propellers would break free of the water and whine loudly until she again lifted her bow, putting the screws deep into the next green swell as she strained to get over the oncoming wave.




  The chief petty officer and his first mate were strapped into harnesses bolted to the stanchions beneath their seats; this kept their bodies from being smashed against the wheelhouse, or, worse yet, tossed overboard into the cauldron of foam and green seawater boiling up around the picket boat. God, what a beating we were taking! Just as I was about to complain to the chief, I fully recognized the alternative, bit my tongue, and quickly thanked God for the safety brought about by this fine little craft. If not for the picket boat and her crew we would be floating in the dory alongside the Roberta Dee as she lay on the bottom of the ocean southeast of Block Island.




  “We’re nearing the whistle buoy off the Point,” the chief hollered down to us. “The seas should ease up shortly.”




  Once in the lee of the breakwater, the waves subsided and the picket boat headed nearly due west toward the “can” (cylindrical buoy) just inside the west gap; then we turned northward into the breachway between Jerusalem to the west and Galilee to the east. As we neared the docking area, I remembered that my grandfather had named both sides of the breachway years before, when he first settled in Point Judith. I wondered what he would say when I told him about losing the boat. Not much, I guessed; he’d experienced enough at sea that one more loss would not concern him, as long as all hands got off safely. But he did have some money invested in the boat, so he would have some concerns about my immediate future—whether I would be able to find another boat to fish. Everything would pretty much depend on the insurance company.




  We slowed down as we entered the breachway and eased in toward the dock of the Point Judith station house. Nearly all of the buildings and boats along both sides of the bulkhead were totally dark.




  Normally, at two o’clock in the morning, crews would be climbing aboard their boats, dropping their nets to the deck, and getting them ready to set out. Engines would be coughing themselves into life, and the few Cat engines in the harbor would be rapping loudly as their small booster motors got them started in preparation for the coming day.




  But with the nor’easter blowing overhead, no one as yet was easing out of bed. The fishermen would all get a few more hours of sleep before heading to the docks and the coffee shops to talk about the weather, the fishing, and—this morning—about us.




  How do you thank a crew that has literally saved your life? There was not much that we could do for the Coast Guardsmen but thank them, commend them, and wish them Godspeed as they headed out again into the storm and New Harbor, on the island. It seems kind of strange, but “thank you” is about all they seemed to want.




  Norm, Moe, Don, and I slowly walked up the Coast Guard dock and out onto the road leading up to the Point Judith Dehydration Plant (commonly called the “Trash Plant”) and the nearby parking lot where our cars and trucks were. We mumbled a meek “good-night” to each other. I said that I’d call them in a few hours after we’d had a chance to rest and count our blessings.




  As I was about to head up the road, Henry Mello hailed me.




  “Where’s the boat? Down at the Co-op? The Trash Plant wants to shut down as soon as you’ve unloaded.”




  “Well, Henry, I lost the Roberta Dee southeast of Block Island. The Coast Guard picked us up and just dropped us off at the station house.”




  “Did you get everyone off okay? No one hurt?”




  “We’re all okay,” I replied. “Scared, but okay.”




  I had started to pull away when he hollered, “If I can help in any way, let me know. I mean it. Anything.”




  I waved thanks and drove off. I could hardly keep my eyes open. I didn’t realize how tired I was until I sat down in the pickup. “Hope I can get home without having another wreck,” I muttered to myself, and headed off on the seven miles to home.




  Because I would regularly arrive home at all hours of the night or day, my wife and I never locked our doors. I couldn’t remember to carry a key, and if I had, I would most likely have left it on the boat. If Glory or the kids heard any noise in the night, they knew it was just me and would never really wake up. (Of course, those times are past.) I let myself in, went into the bathroom, shaved and showered, and then went into the bedroom.




  Just as I was trying to slip into bed quietly, Gloria rolled over, gave me a kiss, and asked, “Have a good trip?”




  I responded in as calm a voice as I could muster. “We lost the boat. She sank.”




  “Oh, that’s nice,” said Gloria, whereupon she rolled over and was instantly asleep again. That was a big mistake. I’ve been telling people about her response for the past forty years. She can’t get off the hook. She says that she thought I was just kidding. I wish that I had been.




  Although I was exhausted, the shower had refreshed me enough to allow me time to reflect on the past day’s events before falling asleep. In fact, I began to think about how I had reached this point in my life. I was twenty-one years old; married to my high-school sweetheart; had two beautiful children, Colleen and David; was captain of an eighty-three-foot fishing vessel—or, rather, had been her captain—and was meeting the goals that I had set out for myself years before.




  My mother used to delight me with a story about taking me to sea on my grandfather’s boat when I was six weeks old. She said that I took to it instantly. As soon as the boat—the Olive—sailed out the west gap into the early April sou’west breeze and began to rise and fall gently as she headed into the swell, I apparently fell fast asleep.




  As my mother tells it, I stayed asleep until we went back inside the breakwater several hours later. She was certain that I would follow the lead of my grandfather and become a fisherman. Of course, some time passed before I met her expectations completely, but I did take to our sea-faring environment quickly and happily.




  As I lay in bed that night of the sinking, I tried to bring to mind one of the earliest memories of my youth. I could clearly recall being about five years old and standing by my great-grandfather’s side. He was on crutches, and he challenged me to a race to the main house, down by the dock. I accepted the offer and took off as fast as I could. Looking back, it seemed to me that old Cap’n Clark had swung those crutches as fast as he could. But he let me beat him, to my squealing delight. Only years later did I learn that this lively old gentleman had fought in the Civil War. He was fourteen years old and had volunteered as a drummer boy. You may think that was no great feat until you learn that the drummers and flag carriers were in front of the troops as they went into battle. Needless to say, they suffered high casualties.




  Old Cap’n Clark began to fish out of Connecticut and Long Island after the war. His son, my grandfather, followed his lead, and after some years of sailing on square-riggers, settled down in Niantic, Connecticut.




  Shortly after the turn of the century, my grandfather moved his family and his fish-trap business down east to Point Judith. His was the first big fishing operation in the harbor. As I mentioned earlier, the entrance, or breachway, into Salt Pond was unnamed at that time. In fact, there was not much of a breachway at all.




  There was a sandbar between Salt Pond and the area inside the breakwater. This bar would hold back the winter’s accumulation of runoff from the land around Salt Pond, as well as any that flowed out of Potter Pond, a brackish body of water lying up behind Matunuck Point. For years the local folks would just dig a small hole in that area of the sand-bar, and the buildup of water would gush out, creating a temporary breachway. It would allow limited ingress and egress for a few weeks, but the gap would quickly fill up with silt or sand if hit by a storm.




  My grandfather recognized that a more permanent solution was needed if he were to be successful in the trap business, as he needed to go into and out of the pond every day during the fishing season. So he encouraged all of the fishermen and townspeople to help him open up a much larger breachway between two points of high ground, just inside the large stone breakwater offshore. They built a temporary bulkhead across the low-lying spit of beach to hold back the tremendous body of water lying inshore. Then they dug a deep sluiceway just offshore of the bulkhead and blew it out with dynamite. A virtual wall of water, millions of gallons, cascaded out through the newly dug sluiceway, deepening it more. Just a few hours after the bulkhead was removed, a permanent breachway was created.




  At a later date, the Army Corps of Engineers inspected the new entrance to Salt Pond. They could see how this would enhance further development of the local fishing industry, so they brought in barges and cranes and millions of tons of huge granite stones. They laid a wall on either side of the new channel, then dredged it even deeper.




  It was during all of this activity that my grandfather realized the new development would need to be named, as future nautical charts would make note of this harbor of refuge. He named the west side of the channel Jerusalem and called the east side Galilee. Cap was a student of the Bible and thought these names fitting. They were accepted by the local people, by the Army Corps of Engineers, and eventually by the cartographers; today you will see these names on every nautical chart and map of coastal Rhode Island. My grandfather also named the area in which he made his home, about four miles up-pond from the breachway. He called it Snug Harbor, which is also found on charts and maps of the area.




  While a few fishermen lived and worked in and around Galilee, there was very little infrastructure in place. There was one narrow road, which was often covered by an exceptionally high tide, running from the mainland out to the edge of the marsh used by the fishermen. There were no docks, although a handful of men drove down a piling or two just a few feet from the bank. This kept their small craft from drifting under overhanging marsh growth that had been undercut by the tides. Some less-enterprising individuals would come down in the morning, hoping to go fishing for the day, only to find that their boat had eased up lengthwise beneath the marsh edge and that the overhanging topsoil, consisting of sand intertwined with marsh grass and moss, had dropped down into the boat, causing it to sink. This was not an uncommon sight.




  My grandfather, on the other hand, immediately laid granite riprap along the frontage abutted by his home. He then topped off and faced the riprap with concrete, which would prevent the tides and waves from undermining the beachfront. Once this was done, Cap rigged up a pile driver on a small barge and began to sink pilings that he had cut and treated with creosote to extend their life in salt water.




  He drove two pilings right next to each other, setting another two just opposite these, about ten feet away. He used cables to wrap each pair of pilings together, making a firm foundation for the dock superstructure to follow. Driving more pilings as he went, Cap laid docking all the way out to the deepest part of the channel, which ran pretty well north and south from High Point, up-pond from him, to Galilee to the south’ard. His plan was to develop a marketing center that would be able to handle any and all fish, lobster, and shellfish being caught in and around Point Judith. In no time at all, his dock and unloading area became the center of the local fishing industry.




  Several wholesale fish dealers—some from Stonington, Connecticut, others from Providence, and a few retailers such as Mr. Lamb from Westerly—were ever present, buying fish, re-icing them in wooden barrels, and either shipping them to distant markets or selling them locally inland.




  Upon reflection, my grandfather was the first entrepreneur in Point Judith. Once he encouraged the local fishermen to sell their catch at his dock and arranged for dealers to buy the seafood, he found that he was earning money on both ends of the fishing business. He then built a long shed on the dock to house local women who would process some of the volume of fish for which there was no immediate market. For example, during the early part of the season, Cap’s fish traps would catch thousands of pounds of blowfish—a species of puffer—that had no market value at all. My grandfather had the women cut the fish just behind the head but not all the way through the belly skin; they would then turn the body inside out and pull the tail portion clear of the remaining skin, yielding a portion of clean, snow-white flesh about six or eight inches long, with a single tailbone. Gramp called these bits “Chicken of the Sea,” shipped them to New York, and received a prime price for them. In fact, he had a tough time keeping up with the orders.




  Another fish he caught in great quantities but had no market for was the sea robin, an ugly creature that was nonetheless delightful in taste and texture. He found a way to sell those, too.




  Shortly after putting up the processing shed, Gramp built a fish market, selling fish that he had caught that day, along with some purchased from other fishermen. This establishment attracted people for miles around. Whenever Gramp sold a pound or two of any well-known, accepted species, he would throw in a couple of pounds of cleaned sea robin at no charge. A fillet of robin was just the tail end of the fish, much like the pieces harvested from the blowfish, but there were seven ribs in each fillet. My grandfather would explain to the person buying the fish just how to cook the robin and then, before serving it, how to take a knife and gently lay it alongside the bones and pick them out. The customer then had a wonderful piece of tasty, boneless fish. If Cap’s instructions were followed, he or she would return and order sea robin. Before long, my grandfather was able to put a hefty price on it, and folks would buy every fillet available.
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