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1. Sloop


I SAT ON A roof in Marion, Massachusetts, on a December day. I wore heavy overalls, a blue wool sweater, a grey wool hat, brown leather boots, and a tool belt. Occasionally I worked on roofs. I did this as a way to pay bills, or as a favor. I didn’t mind the work, once in a while. The view up there was usually good, and it kept me present—there was always the slight danger of falling off.

This day I was venting my cousin’s roof to alleviate condensation in her attic. It was just below freezing out, there was little wind, her two dogs were shifting around on their leads down in the driveway, and I was thinking about what I might write next.

•   •   •

There was a low-pressure system coming in, and the dogs could feel it. One, a short-haired pointer, kept pausing to nose an old sailboat that sat across the drive. I, a lifelong sailor, tried not to be distracted by the boat, which lay in a weathered wooden cradle on a rusty trailer. A faded yellow tarp covered her. On top of the tarp was a scattering of pine needles.

The pointer would pause to sniff the air. I found myself doing the same, up on the roof, pointing my nose off to the west beyond the oaks and the road. Like the dog I could smell something sharp in the air. Snow was coming.

I still had a couple hours of work to do. I had to roll the heavy plastic mesh along the ridge, over the narrow slots I’d cut through the roof on either side of the peak. Then I had to nail down the hundred-plus cap shingles that would curl over the mesh, covering the ridge. At the end I would drive four nails into the last cap shingle and cover their silvery heads with tar.

Then I’d climb down the north valley with a canvas bag holding flashing, nails, saws, and pry bars. I’d ease down the heavy staging planks, bringing them to the ground one end at a time, take down the roof jacks—slim folding triangles of wood and steel that supported the planks—pack up the tools, and load the truck. Which was an old white Saab coupe with a roof rack. I’d do all that when I was done. But not yet.

•   •   •

As I worked, the dog kept at it too, nosing the old sloop. He’d sniff her stem, sniff her keel, nose her rudder, then lift his head up and try the air again, auguring something there. Perhaps the scent of her white cedar planks changed for him as the barometer dropped.

For my part, I tried to concentrate on the work. But my eyes, as I sat astride the roof, kept leaving the nail held by my left thumb and forefinger, kept rising to look at the boat down there. “Maybe,” I thought, “I could write about rebuilding her.”

Once this thought had arisen, I looked at the boat for a moment, gazed at the curve of her white hull under the edge of the yellow tarp, and at the powdery green of her old bottom paint. Eventually the wind swirled a leaf in the drive in front of the dogs, and I came back to myself. “Nah,” I said softly, and, “You gotta be nuts,” and looked again to my hands and the work as the wind moved through the oaks to my left, between me and the road.

•   •   •

But she had been a beauty. She had been drawn by a man spoken of along with Burgess, Crane, Rhodes, Alden: Herreshoff. She was right there, shrouded by a thin lemon-yellow tarp. She had been in my family since 1939, when she was built. Clearly she still had form, although it was hard to tell from the roof how much of that was rot.

Daphie was her name. My mother had grown up sailing her with her brother and sisters during the 1940s and ’50s out of Quissett Harbor, just north of Woods Hole on Cape Cod, on the eastern shore of Buzzards Bay.

The Cape at Woods Hole is not quite at its most poetic. It does not reach far out into the cold waves of the Atlantic, the way Provincetown does at its other end. Rather, Woods Hole is a blunt southern corner that juts down into warmer waters. Currents swing with the tides through tight channels there, and islands pepper the waters to the south. One of the beauties of Quissett Harbor, though, is that on most days in summer, just beyond its mouth, a strong southwest breeze comes up around noon. This breeze almost always matures into twelve to fifteen knots of reliable wind, building short, sharp waves that (if you know her) Daphie will handle better than any other small boat. Or so I have always thought. She was made for that place, that wind, those waves.

More than twenty years ago (as a large boy) I had cared for her and sailed her for a few summers. Now, she’d been with my cousin for some years, and spent ten or more of those years under the trees alongside which I worked. My cousin was a good person with too many things on her mind, and the boat had suffered.

•   •   •

Place a cap shingle (one-third of a shingle, cut down to resemble a child’s drawing of a house—a square with the top two corners trimmed off) on the mesh covering the ridge vent. Place it so it half overlaps the last cap shingle. Grab three nails with your left hand out of the pouch on your left hip; hold the hammer in your right hand, which is cold despite the half-finger gloves you wear. Nail the left side of that cap shingle down. Bend the shingle over the ridge. Nail the right side down. Slide forward, squeezing the roof between the knees. Place another cap shingle so it overlaps the last by half. Nail the left side down. Reach for more nails in the pouch. Bend the shingle over the ridge. Nail the right side down. Slide forward.

•   •   •

“Hey Danny, you want a coffee?” yelled up Carlton, who worked with my cousin. He stood in blue coveralls, squinted up at me.

“Yes thank you, Carlton,” I said.

“How you take it?” he yelled up.

“Black. When’s the weather gonna hit?” I asked.

“Two–three hours, max. I can smell it comin,’ ” he said, and then, “You better come down off that roof, man. Weather’s comin’ and it ain’t waitin’ on you.”

He disappeared into the house.

•   •   •

The wind moved more strongly through the grey branches of the oaks that rose to the west of the house, and through the needled branches of the several white pines around the boat. About an hour later, after driving the last nail and covering its head with a smear of tar, I brought the tools down the valley, and just as I eased the staging planks down, snowflakes began to fall.

By the time I was loaded and driving down the narrow New England roads, away from my cousin’s house, the snow was heavy, and I could hear it crunching beneath the tires of the Saab, which, with its heavy engine mounted over the front-drive wheels, seemed unconcerned. It was an old faded-white car, not fast, built for safety and snow handling, two-doored, with a maw of a trunk that swallowed the tools I needed to build a house. I thought a lot of that car—it was just simply capable.

The snow fell steadily, driven across my path as I drove south on the highway. I kept the speed at fifty-five, and eased over the bridge at Bourne, onto the Cape. Was I to rebuild that old boat? Shit, I didn’t know.

Once off the bridge I traced the twenty miles of back roads home as snow eddied in the wake of cars in front of me. Along some stretches of road I could look left or right into considerable woods between the summer homes and old farms.

Finally, just before I came to the long hill that dropped down into the village of Woods Hole, I turned right, and coasted down the side of the moraine, almost to sea level, and then stopped at the mouth of my lane, and looked to my right. Between two houses I could see a beach with Buzzards Bay beyond. Dark grey seas were crashing there after their long fetch down from Wareham to the north. There were four-foot swells now, square and breaking hard on the sand. There was power in them, and it was growing. I was glad not to be out in that.

There were two inches of snow on my lane as I drove in, and no tire tracks—just a couple of sets of footprints, and the staggered periods of a steadily walking cat. My place, a cottage with a loft above, would be cold, I knew, and I’d left Ted out—those were probably her prints. She’d gotten bored and gone visiting.

When I opened the Saab’s door the hinge groaned, and as I stood my knees did, too. I walked to the cottage door, and went in.

I made a fire in the old woodstove, put the kettle on, settled into a chair, and felt the north wind shake the house slightly even though it was passing far overhead. In the twilight I knew how the snow would cut visibility at sea to several hundred yards. There were fishing boats out in that mess, more than a few of them from New Bedford, struggling back off the banks toward Vineyard Sound, toward their last hard fetch through Quicks Hole. I knew that trip.

They would have steamed southwest toward shore for a day or two, then west through Pollack Rip, just south of the Cape, then onward through Nantucket Sound and Vineyard Sound in relative shelter, then southwest as they passed Woods Hole, and then northwest to slip through Quicks Hole (between the islands of Pasque and Nashawena) before the last six-mile stretch across Buzzards Bay to New Bedford.

But if the tide were against the wind, the sea at the north end of Quicks Hole could be vicious, a hundred-yard corduroy of square waves that would swamp even a large fishing boat if it lost power and got turned sideways. That had happened to one boat several years ago, and it had gone down with all hands right in Quicks, not more than a hundred yards from shore, and within sight of home. Most New Bedford fishing boats had to pass through that gauntlet before crossing the bay and coasting into harbor, and what a tough thing that would be—to come all that way back, within sight of home, and sink.

The kettle boiled. I made tea, lay down on the old wooden couch with a book, and listened to the low note of the wind passing overhead. An hour after dark I awoke to Ted scratching at the door. I let her in, and saw the snow coming down harder still. By 10 P.M. there were four inches of white on the ground, and the note of the wind had deepened.

•   •   •

On Saturday morning, as I looked out on the new snow through the kitchen window, I wrote out a letter longhand to my editor, detailing some of the notable aspects of the Herreshoff Twelve and a Half, or H-121/2, as the boat under the yellow tarp was known. I had a good feeling as I wrote. The weather outside was still grey, but inside, somehow, something had changed.



2. A Proposal


“THE NUMBER REFERS TO its length in feet on the waterline,” I explained in the letter, as I wrote of Daphie’s history, her pedigree, her beauty.

“This is a boat that has long been thought the apogee of American small boat design, and the man who designed her (in 1914, late in his career), Nathanael Greene Herreshoff, is known as a genius of American design and engineering. From his drafting table came many early America’s Cup defenders, which were then built to his specifications at the family boatyard in Bristol, Rhode Island, where standards of workmanship were second to none. To this day, “Herreshoff” is synonomous with the highest quality in both design and workmanship. What I am proposing is to write a book about the renewal of what amounts to an American icon (at least in the rarified world of small boat design), but more particularly the renewal of a family icon.

“My grandfather was Benjamin Harrison Alton, a surgeon from Brookings, S.D., who went to Harvard Medical School, served in Europe in the Army Medical Corps during WWI, and then settled in Worcester, Massachusetts; my grandmother, Elizabeth Moen, a mother and domestic engineer, was the daughter of a wealthy industrialist from Worcester; they bought the boat in 1939.

“Not much remains in the family, in terms of things from that time, other than this boat. In some significant ways it is what is left of a former age, a vehicle in which generations of Altons transported themselves away from the land, singly and together, out onto the ether, and discovered something—out there.”

I continued, “The children raced this boat in the local club, testing themselves against others, seeing if their version of the American family would stand up, whether their stuff was good enough to get them around the buoys faster than the Careys, the Tompkinses, the Swifts. And now, all these years later my grandparents are gone, as are all but one of their children (my mother). I, among the various first cousins sprung from the Alton-Moen marriage, am the only one moved to restore the boat, and I guess, when I think of it, it’s as much about the family as it is the boat—this process of restoration.”

I proposed to write a book about rebuilding her. In the freshness and the quiet of the morning, writing this letter seemed entirely the right thing to do.

Then I walked to the post office and mailed it.

•   •   •

Back at the cottage, I sat at my desk, looked out over the frozen front yard for a minute, and then examined my hands, which were rough from recent work. There was a gouge in the left palm that had finally closed up, and the knuckles had a few dings—white streaks that marked recent scars; the pads near the base of the fingers were thick, and the fingers themselves were broader than they had been a few months ago.

I wondered how long the proceeds from the roof vents (and a porch I’d rebuilt just prior for a lady down the street) would pay the note. Not long enough. It was winter. It was becoming more deeply winter. I didn’t want to be scrambling outdoors any longer. My knees were talking to me. “No more ladders, and no more squeezing roofs, please,” they said.

On the following Wednesday I called New York City, and there was an answer: “Yes.”

Heck. Now I was in the soup. I had two fears:

One: That I wouldn’t have the skill or stamina to rebuild the boat properly—that it would wind up at the back of the garage, gathering dust, after several years of well-intentioned but pointless labor.

Two: That I wouldn’t be able to write about the old bucket. It was just an old boat, after all, sniffed at and peed on by attendant hounds, left to rot for ten years under a white pine tree. Did I really want to pour the next year (or more) of my life into her?

Son of a gun.



3. Perseverando


A WEEK AFTER I finished the roof vent I was back in the Saab, driving to my cousin’s house in Marion. The snow had melted, and autumn had returned in December, as it often does on the Cape, as the sea cools gradually.

•   •   •

All was arranged. My cousin, whose life had become complicated recently, was ready to have the boat taken away and cared for. A boat mover would arrive later from Cotuit, hydraulic trailer in tow. It was seven o’clock in the morning. As I drove up the sandy drive the two dogs bounded around, desiring play. So we dodged and feinted for a couple of minutes (barking being important nourishment for the soul of man and dog) and then it was time to look her over.

I hadn’t examined Daphie carefully yet, which upon reflection was daft. I should have looked her over better, looked the whole situation over more carefully.

Maybe the old girl was so rotten she’d just come apart, planks separating from ribs during the overland jounce to the Cape. In that scenario her planks would litter Route 25, and I might be able to observe them fluttering off her in the sixty-knot wind of highway travel. At some point it is good not to imagine too much, and I was at that point. I began, then, instead, and for the first time in many years, to touch her.

•   •   •

Besides her name I knew a few other things about her, among them that my grandfather had ordered her from the Herreshoff Manufacturing Company in 1939 through Charlie Eldred, who ran the Quissett boatyard then, and that she was built by Herreshoff in Bristol, Rhode Island, and brought overland to Woods Hole, probably on a truck.

It was also possible that she arrived on a train, which in those days came right down to a terminal on Great Harbor in Woods Hole, where the ferries for the island of Martha’s Vineyard still dock. If she had come on a truck they would have delivered her straight to Quissett boatyard, where she would have been rigged, and perhaps caulked and given a coat of bottom paint.

Her name was for the four children: Dorothy, Alison, Philip, and Elizabeth—my mother and her siblings. They all sailed and raced Daphie hard, through the ’40s and into the ’50s. The houses of those years had by now been sold out of the family, as had the other boats. Daphie was what remained of those days, the 1,471st boat produced by the Herreshoffs, according to the shield on her transom (an oval plate of bronze covered by many coats of varnish). That was most of what I knew about her, other than my own recollection of maintaining her and sailing her in the 1980s.

•   •   •

I looked her over for quite a while, and then tested her planks, leaning in on them with my fingers, seeing if there was play where a fastening (a bronze screw or copper rivet) had given way to corrosion, or where a frame (a rib) had softened with age. I also probed carefully for rot with an old screwdriver, nudging its rectangular head into each plank in several places.

As I did this, the wind moved lightly through the trees. I reckoned Mr. Cooper (the pointer I’d watched from the roof) had done a thorough job of peeing on her, but this didn’t seem to me a problem. Perhaps his urine would act as a preservative. In any case, her planks seemed okay, at least below the waterline. Still, there were a number that moved in and out when they shouldn’t have, which meant trouble beneath. Fastenings had corroded and parted in there, or ribs had deteriorated and let go of screws. And there was a sizeable gouge in one plank at the waterline amidships where I imagined a truck had backed into her. She just looked a little worn down.

I cleared bittersweet vines out of the struts of her cradle, and carefully pulled out an arrowwood stem that had climbed up through her open bunghole (an inch-wide drainhole) just above where her keel joined the hull, amidships, on the port side. This seemed to me a particularly rude invasion, and it was clear that soon she would have been encircled by the thicket, and reclaimed by another sort of steward.

As I continued my examination, I found that there was some dark rot in her transom (the stern, or back of the boat, where the tailgate would be if she were a pickup) that looked almost charred. Odd. But the lower parts of her keel (the deadwood, so-called, which is beneath the hollow part of the hull) seemed sound enough. I was going by eye, though, and what my screwdriver and thumbnail could tell me as I pressed them into the wood. I wasn’t at all sure what I would find when I began to take her apart. Then the awful thought—that perhaps I would have to rebuild her piece by piece—arose. Which would mean at least several years of work. I felt my heart beat faster, and my hands grow cold. I wasn’t ready for a marriage! I put that thought away, and instead turned to the immediate: the two trailer tires.

It took twenty minutes to dig them out, submerged as they were in five inches of earth and roots, and then another fifteen minutes to trim back the brambles that encased her cradle, and then another ten minutes to stand around and wonder about the wheel bearings in the trailer’s two wheels—whether they were frozen, and whether I would be able to turn the trailer if they were.

To pivot the boat so that Jack the boatman would be able to back his trailer up to her bow was my greatest task for the morning, and it had kept me awake for a couple of hours the night before. I had played out various scenarios in my head. In some there were come-alongs and block and tackles stretched from the tongue of the trailer to different trees, but each time, as I tried to haul the trailer around, the great strain put on these mechanisms broke them. In my imagination the chain would snap with a metallic “clink” and my arm (in a Monty Pythonesque montage) would be severed from my body, or my legs would be, or my head.

Or the chain would stretch from the rear bumper of the Saab to the trailer’s tongue, and I would be inside the car gunning the engine, and then the tongue would bend and break and the Saab would lurch forward through the wall of the little barn, cut a gas line, and flames would engulf the building. The three horses my cousin boarded would then gallop out of the barn, leap the fence, and disappear into the mist-shrouded woods . . . I saw this film play out in my head until I drifted off, still chasing horses through the trees.

•   •   •

Standing across the driveway from Daphie, having cleared the brush around her, and faced with this ultimate task of pivoting her, I thought (in a moment of heavy-lumber inspiration), “Let me just see what that four-by-four can do to clarify things.” On impulse I had thrown a weathered ten-foot-long four-by-four on the roof rack as I left in the morning, and something told me it was time now to bring it into the picture.

I found that by slipping its snout under the nose of the trailer and lifting the other end, I could nudge the nose of the trailer over . . . three or four inches at a time! In ten minutes I had the boat turned to face the mouth of the drive. This had been my Olympus, my great task, and I was done in ten minutes. What an anticlimax! Now I had two hours to sit around and wait.

•   •   •

So I seized the opportunity to get nothing done for a while (something that experience has shown is a big part of boatbuilding) and sat on the stone wall across the dirt drive from the boat for an hour. The dogs thought this a wise course, and came and curled up on either side, and fell asleep in the middle of their meditation. I sat and watched the sun come on, gradually gaining height among the trees to the south, which were five months from leafing out.

Occasionally one of the dogs sighed. Or I heard chickadees in the juniper bushes on the far side of the yard, whirring and chirruping. Or a pickup would pass on the road, tires hissing. Once I heard the high whistle of a killdeer from open ground beyond the house. And Daphie sat there, before me, mute old sailboat on old steel trailer between two pin oaks. Three young white pines rose to her right, straight and tall, with branches radiating like treads on a circular stair.

And then, about an hour into this consideration, a big picture of a steaming cup of coffee rose up before me, and quickly I was in the car and down the road toward the coffee shop.

And I did appreciate very much as I drove the fact that I (at the age of thirty-eight) had finally learned to carry a ten-foot four-by-four with me on faith. Surely this was a sign of evolution.

At Sudden Coffee—an old farmhouse converted to a coffee shop—there were several Mercedes and several beater pickups in the small lot. I parked and walked over the crushed clamshells into the former living room, and ordered a coffee and a Bear Claw.

There were six other men in the shop. Three looked like golfers, and had the body language of the dedicated golfer, bearing themselves with stiff, masculine dignity. Their hair was short, and their polo shirts and khaki pants and Windbreakers were clean. There were also three other men, at a table by a window, who had the look of hammerers, with leathery complexions, sinewy forearms, small, hard potbellies, and the sloping, broad shoulders of those who carry a lot of wood. They, more than the others (though I do golf), were of my guild. But none of these, golfers nor carpenters, was my cousin’s ex, who had built the house with the unventilated roof.

I had wanted to talk with him, ask him some questions. I’d always liked him, and thought I might find something out if I ran into him at coffee. But there would be no dialogue here about soffets and rafters and vent schemes, and how he had intended to vent the roof back before he had split. None of that. So I drank my coffee from the blue paper cup.

And then it was ten to ten, and I knew Jack the boat mover would be on time, so I drove back to the house, and back to Daphie, who somehow in the interim I had come to accept as the new focus of my life, as my present work.



4. The Boat Mover


JACK IS THE SORT who would survive happily if he were set down in the middle of the Yukon in his shorts with a penknife and a pack of Marlboros. Six months later he would emerge at a trading post, dressed in buckskin and fur, buy another pack of butts, and head back into the woods because he was having so damned much fun.

He pulled up at 10 A.M. sharp and backed his long trailer down Hilary’s serpentine driveway in one try.

And then he was jumping out of the cab.

“You takin’ the trailer?” he asked, standing six feet tall, in battered jeans, work boots, a flannel shirt, and a faded blue jean jacket.

“No,” I said.

“Good, ’cause we weren’t going to get it on the truck this trip anyhow.”

I offered my hand in greeting, and received a hard grip and a shake that jolted my shoulder as he walked by to look things over.

He eyeballed the boat from a couple of angles, and then in fast motion began jacking her cradle up a few inches at each corner, sliding a block or plank underneath, then repeating this on the other side, then at the rear. Despite his speed he was careful doing this, for two reasons: because he took care with his work, and because even though Daphie (at fifteen and a half feet overall) was a relatively small wooden boat, she weighed about fifteen hundred pounds, half of it in the lead in the bottom of her keel. She could crush a guy.

Eventually, after Jack’s ministrations Daphie was eighteen inches higher than she’d been, her cradle was sitting entirely on blocks, and with the trailer now free, he pulled it out from under her by hand, and ran it off to the side of the driveway. The dogs and I watched from the low stone wall; they were a little intimidated by Jack, recognizing in him a large fierce animal on a mission. They were happy to sit back with me, and observe.

•   •   •

“That ought to do,” Jack said finally, leaping back into the truck cab and proceeding in one smooth motion to back his own trailer under the boat with inches to spare on either side. Then he was out of the cab and working the trailer’s hydraulics, moving its four padded arms, one after the other, against the underside of Daphie, and elevating them slightly until she was off the ground and her cradle was free.

Then he braced her from below by sliding a five-by-five under her keel, pulled forward a little, and he and I threw Daphie’s cradle on the back of the truck. Daphie was about to move, and it had taken him all of fifteen minutes to secure her for this new journey. She was to him, at the moment, something that stood between him and lunch. For me, however, a new lifestyle was about to be delivered to my small yard.

•   •   •

I had intended to stay behind him as he drove east, follow at a little distance to be sure nothing flew off the boat, that she was not shifting dangerously on the arms of the big trailer as it bumped along. But he lost me in the midmorning traffic on the two-lane state highway. I pulled over and bought some gas, and when I came down the little road to my cottage he was already there, leaning against his truck’s grille with his arms crossed, waiting.

I pointed to where I wanted Daphie, and he put her where I’d indicated in one shot, and got busy lowering the boat onto her cradle. I went inside to heat some coffee. When I came out again, he was in a rare state of stillness.

“I need more cinda blocks,” he said.

There were a few out back, buried under leaves along the foundation, and I got them for him, watched him stack them. In five minutes the boat was deployed, his rig parked along the street, and I was heading inside.

“I just gotta get my checkbook, Jack. Can I get you a cup of coffee while I’m at it?” I asked.

“Sure,” he said.

“How d’you take it?” I asked.

“Black.”

I headed inside and came back out with two cups of coffee.

“Gotta have a smoke with a coffee,” he said, and fished a pack of unfiltered cigarettes out of his breast pocket.

“Jack, you’ve been moving boats around for fifteen years or so now, huh?” I said.

“I guess so.”

“I hope they pay you well, because you’re good at it,” I said.

“Not much to it,” he said, taking a drag, and looking toward the end of the lane for a moment.

“Nice little marsh you got down there, huh,” he said.

“Yeah,” I said. “You’re from around here, right?”

“Yarmouth,” he said. Yarmouth was a few towns farther out on the Cape. “Family’s been up there three hundred years or so,” he went on. “Course, they’re trying to drive us out.”

“How do you mean?” I asked.

“We own cranberry bogs and a bunch of bottom lands, me and my brothers, and they want it all for the water district, to keep it clean, but we’re looking into selling the development rights so we can hold on to it.” He took another drag on his cigarette, and a pull on the coffee.

“We used to do everything out there,” he went on. “Grew berries, of course, but we’d hunt and fish in the river, and just live wild up there in the summer. That’s all changed. The whole place is changing, what with all the new construction, and all the folks coming in and building a house where they have no idea that it used to be a farm or commons or Indian land or good oysterin’ or whatever.”

He paused to take another drag. I had never really spoken with him before.

“Three hundred years, huh?” I said. “My family’s only been around here since 1928.”

“Yeah, we’re originals, do what we can to get by.”

“You have some other line of business?”

“Oh I do some carpentry.” He paused here and took a drag, and squinted at the sky where it was faintly lighter around the sun. “I used to fish a trip now and again, but that’s a dead end.”

“Fish are all gone, huh?” I said.

“All gone for guys like me. Some guys still find find ’em but you have to have spotters in planes for the swords, and side-scan sonar for the rest to track ’em well offshore, and the nearshore trips don’t pay, and the herrin’s mostly gone, not much of a run anymore. We used to eat a lot of them, years ago.”

I noted that his cigarette was nearly gone. “Well, good luck holding on to that land,” I said.

“Yeah, I think we’re gonna do all right,” he said. “We’re getting something in the mail from the Nature Conservancy in a couple days. And I must go.”

He finished his coffee in a gulp, handed me the cup, stamped the filterless butt into the sand alongside the road, took the check I offered, shook my hand, and leapt into the truck. As he did so I thought, “There goes a relic. One of those yeomen who Jefferson said would be the basis of the new nation.”

But we on the Cape are losing these independents, who spend their time outside, working the land, or the rip over Horseshoe Shoal. Our meal is ground elsewhere.



5. Bill and Rafe


IN THE MORNING THE first thing I did was go see Bill Mayhew. Bill is one of the people around here who makes his living working on wooden boats. He builds them from scratch once in a while, and he repairs them. He keeps old ones going for a number of families around here. Not much has changed for Bill, who is in his early fifties, although when he was coming into the trade there were still many wooden vessels used for fishing of one kind or another. Now, his work is almost entirely on pleasure craft, and that’s okay by him, as far as I can tell, because it’s all wood and boats in the end.

Bill’s shop is tucked back in the trees off Senegansett Road. Really what you have to do is get off Senegansett onto a small road that isn’t signed, right by a big copper beech, and go up that road about four hundred yards until it turns to dirt, and then take a right and there you are. The number of buildings out there depends on what’s in the yard. He might have a fifty-foot Alden something-or-other in there for a while, so he’ll build a shed around that, and then after a couple years she’s done and down comes the shed until the next boat comes along. Usually he has at least one big project going on, and several smaller ones to peck away at when the big one hits a snag. Then beyond the periphery of the jumbled boat sheds, which come together at odd angles, are various craft becoming more and more rotten, woebegone, and diffuse the farther out into the meadow they lie.

I pulled the old Saab into his drive at about eight-thirty in the morning, allowing him time for a cup of coffee and to figure things out with Rafe, his partner, before I entered. There were three big beech trees in the yard, noble and stolid, their trunks elephantine, smooth, subtly rippled as though muscled, and I could see that Bill and Rafe were both there—Bill’s newer Toyota truck was parked in front of the house, and Rafe’s green Dodge van was there too. Roland, Bill’s sleepy English bull terrier, greeted me from the threshold of the house as I approached, and followed me into the main shed.

“Hey Bill,” I said. “You back here?”

I was in a long, wide, barnlike room with morning light coming through seven old eight-over-eight-lighted windows mounted in the wall to my left. Under the windows ran a long workbench, about two and a half feet wide and thirty feet long, with wooden drawers underneath it. To my right was a big lathe, and beyond that a big planer. The machines were staggered in the space so that long objects could be passed through them, and I could see several hatches in the far wall where long objects could be passed through if they were longer than the room.

Next beyond the lathe and planer was an ancient drill press, and an even more ancient-looking band saw. I knew if I looked closely I would find the blades of these machines sharp, and that they would hum smoothly if turned on, their brushes and bearings fresh. At the back of the shed was an old wooden dinghy sitting on horses, in the midst of being refastened. It looked like it had been there awhile.

Under the machines on the floor were wood shavings, sawdust, and small scraps of wood. I could smell oil paint, gum turpentine, cedar, epoxy, pine tar, and (strangely) fresh bread. In the distance I could hear news on a radio.

“Who’s there?” called out Bill, and I heard his feet approaching on the soft board floor.

“Dan Robb here, Bill. Just hoping to ask you a quick question or two.”

Bill appeared at the far end of the shed, entering from another wing that went off at an angle to the left. He had a spare frame, stood about six foot two, with sandy blond hair, most of which remained. He kept it short, allowed to arrange itself. He wore jeans and light hiking boots, a sweatshirt over a heavy canvas shirt, with a battered down vest over that, patched in places with duct tape. His hands, the most remarkable part of any boatbuilder, were large, tanned, and expressive. He had all of his fingers.

“Dan. How are you? What’s new?”

“Not too much,” I said. “I’ve got a new old boat on my hands. I was hoping to ask you a question or two before you got a head of steam up.”

“No danger of that this morning. We’re meeting with a client who thinks he might want us to build a Rozinante, starting this spring, so we’re just waiting on him till he can haul his carcass out of bed.”

“He from around here?” I asked.

“Somewhere outside Boston. He’s in a B&B over in town with the wife. Thought he’d be over around nine.”

“You guys are giving the place a good cleaning then, huh?”

“Oh Jeez yeah,” he said. “We were just putting a little bunting around the table saw. Come on out and have a cup of coffee and talk to Rafe,” he said, as he retraced his steps and I followed. “He’s bored and needs someone to gnash his teeth at.”

We were now in another shed, this one about fifty-five feet long, with a high arched ceiling, roofed with clear plastic sheeting, built to accommodate a Concordia yawl off of which they had pulled the bottom two planks. It looked like they were refurbishing some of the frames in her.

“What’s this, a forty-two?” I asked. I knew Concordia had made boats of varying lengths, many just over forty feet long. I could tell she was a Concordia by the shape of her hull, which was long, lean, beautifully sheer, and powerful.

“Thirty-nine,” said Bill. “She looks bigger when you’re looking up at her.”

Rafe was standing by a drafting table that was set up at the end of the shed, looking at some drawings there, leaning on the table with both hands. He looked up as I walked in.

“Now tell me, Dan,” he said as I walked in, “why in hell do you think that some of these guys don’t want to get those town bogs along the Coonamessett out of cranberry farming and back in town hands as open space?”

“Mornin’, Rafe,” I said.

“I mean, where’s the downside?” said Rafe. He was about five foot eight, had a big beard, deeply set brown eyes, and looked like a man from the old West, or maybe a holy man from an older time. He was fifty or so, wore brown duck overalls, work boots, a clean flannel shirt, and over that a worn but clean canvas work jacket. As he spoke he began quietly to count off his points on his fingers. “We take the leases back, there’s no more pesticides going on the bogs, the bugs can come back, the trout can come back, the osprey can come back and fish there, the people can come back and fish there and get their dinner when they need it, people can walk along the river because it’s theirs again, there’s no more nitrogen fertilizer going on, so we get rid of the algae, the herrin’ can get all the way up the run to spawn again, so that historical fishery is renewed and we can get a feed off that, too, the river’s clean again, there’s less E. coli in Great Pond to make swimmers ill, plus we can farm the bogs organically till the cows come home. I mean come on, where’s the downside?”

“The downside,” said Bill, crossing his arms on his chest, “is that somehow along the line taking care of the river got confused with being anti-Bush, and being a liberal, which is dumb, but that’s how they’re painting it. They’re just mixed up, but that’s how it’s playing out.”

“I know it,” said Rafe. “But what I don’t get is how being a conservationist came to be so mixed up with liberal politics in the first place. Teddy Roosevelt was a conservationist, not a liberalationist. He preserved Yosemite and Yellowstone and the Badlands and a whole bunch of others, and he was Republican through and through. Rock-ribbed. We’ve forgotten all about that side of things.”

“You’re right, Rafe, but the problem is that you’re antibusiness. There’s a farmer leasing those bogs, and he wants to keep farming,” said Bill, glancing at me to see if I was attending the joust.

“I am not antibusiness,” said Rafe, his eyes flashing. “I am probusiness. I am pro-making the place lovely so people frickin’ flock to it, and it draws ’em in, right past the fish restaurant parking lot, where they drop seventy on dinner. That’s the business end. And the bogs’ll be in better shape for it—more flushing, more water, more trout, more fishermen. I tell you, the antiriver people are just foolish!” He folded his arms across his chest, stood straight up and relaxed, and looked us both in the eyes. He was looking for a friendly game of push hands.

“What do you think, Dan?” said Bill.

“It’s a tough one,” I said. “I can see both sides of it. I guess I’d like to see the river cleaned up. I lived in a cabin one summer in the woods right along the side of the river, in Hatchville. The bullfrogs were still loud at night, and every day the osprey worked a pool right upstream from me. It was a nice piece of water even then. Of course, at about that time a cleanup crew from the airbase in Bourne had put in a bunch of monitoring wells to track the plumes of benzene and jet fuel that were coming down from the old dumps, which are, what, about ten miles uphill. And then they put in wells to pump the plumes out of the ground before it got into the river. But the osprey didn’t seem to mind—just kept fishing out there. Of course, I don’t know how their chicks did.”

“What about you, Bill?” asked Rafe, quietly, an amused look in his eyes.

“I’d like us to stop taking the side of one team or the other in this town. We’re always on one side or the other. It’s like we never got beyond playing football. ‘You’re with me or you’re against me.’ That’s a junior high perspective on the world. We ought to be able to farm, preferably organically, and have a clean river, herring, osprey, trout, the whole deal. To say one defeats the other is horseshit.”

“Okay,” said Rafe, moving smoothly back to leaning over the bench. “I got my ya-yas out. You ought to watch your blood pressure there, Bill. Take a look at this boat, Dan. This boat will shut you up.”

Communicating with Rafe was often an adventure. We turned to the drawings on the table, which showed the offsets for L. Francis Herreshoff’s slim twenty-eight-foot ketch Rozinante. We all just looked at the lines of the boat for a minute or two, which in me produced a taste at the back of my tongue like sugar in darjeeling tea, full and sweet, complex. L. Francis was the son of Nat, the man who designed my boat, and in the opinion of many it would be hard to find a better-looking, better-sailing boat than the Rozinante.

I broke the silence after some moments.

“Has your man decided he definitely wants one?” I asked.

“Seems like it,” said Bill, sighing. “We haven’t signed anything yet, but he’s talking strongly about it.”

“Does he know how small she is down below? I mean, she’s really only built for very simple living down there,” I said.

“I’m not sure,” said Bill. “He’s reading The Compleat Cruiser this weekend, so we’ll see what he has to say when he comes in. But he sounds like he really wants one.”

“Would that keep you busy for the year?” I asked.

“Yup,” said Bill. “It’s not a big boat, but she’s just as complicated as any other twenty-eight footer. Besides, I’d have to fix all of Rafe’s mistakes.”

At this Rafe’s eyes widened.

“You gotta be kidding me,” he bawled, smiling. “I’m the one who’s always going out to find the chisel you heaved out in the grass after you split the what-and-so-ever.” He pointed out to the boat bone meadow as he said this. I had seen the kind of work that Rafe could do, and knew that these two regarded each other as equals, but that Bill was willing to run the business on his property. Rafe, on the other hand, climbed in his van and drove to the harbor at the end of the day, rowed out to his boat, and left the paperwork behind.

“You want a cup of coffee, Dan?” said Rafe then, looking at me with one eye closed.

“Yes, please,” I said. He took three steps, grabbed a battered mug that read “morning edition” from the shelf where it sat next to an epoxy dispenser, upended it to get any dust out, poured it full of black coffee from the pot that warmed on the counter there, and then said “Resin?” as he held the cup under the nozzle of the epoxy dispenser.

“No thanks, Rafe. Tryin’ to cut down,” I said. There was no offer of cream or sugar.

He handed over the cup of coffee, and then said, “So tell us what brought you out here this morning.”

“Well,” I began, “I’ve got a couple of questions about this boat I just put in my driveway.”

“Shoot,” said Rafe, leaning against the counter that held the coffeepot.

“Well, it’s the old family boat, and I’ve got a deal to write a book about it. So I’m going to rebuild it, what of it needs rebuilding, and I wanted to ask you guys what you look for when you take one of them apart.”

“First thing,” said Rafe quietly, shaking his head slightly, “Don’t do it.”

“What do you mean?” I said.

“Just walk away,” he said. “Leave it alone. You’re doing fine. You don’t need to get involved in all that. It’ll suck you in and before you know it you’ll be standing in a cold boat shed every day in the middle of winter breathing lead paint and fiberglass dust, and you’ll die of black lung and silicosis and emphysema and everything else. Just back out.”

Bill rolled his eyes.

“Rafey, he’s just going to fix the one.”

“Put the saw down, that’s what I say,” said Rafe. “Step away from the boat. These things have a way of gaining steam. Once the thing starts, it’ll snowball, and then he’ll wonder how he ever got into it.”

Bill motioned me wordlessly over toward the Concordia.

“Take a look at this boat. See what we’re up to here?” He pointed to the port side of her hull where they had begun to take out the old screws.

“Most boats of a certain age are the same. The fastenings start to go, and they tend to go fastest near the waterline. But they all go,” he said.

“What we’re doing with this one is replacing all the screws in her planks, putting one size larger in their place, and replacing some of the ribs where they’ve gotten a little rotten below the waterline.”

At this he knelt down and pointed into the bilge of the boat, which we could see into, because they had removed the two lowest planks on either side.

“In a boat like this it’s pretty common not to replace an entire rib,” he said. “We’ll just replace the bottom six feet or so. On a twelve-and-a-half, where the frames are so much smaller, we’d usually replace the whole frame, and, what year’s your boat?”

“Nineteen thirty-nine,” I said.

“A young one!” he said. “Yup, she’s still probably going to need all new frames. Or most of them. And the transom will probably need some help. Why don’t you get things opened up, give us a call, and one of us will come on over and look at it with you.”

“I’ll pay you your rate,” I said.

“That’d be fine.”

“I still think you’d be better off just not getting into it,” said Rafe. “Concentrate on the writing.”

“That’s what he’s frickin’ trying to do, Rafey,” said Bill.

“I know, Billy.” Rafe’s eyes widened a little again as he said this. “I’m just trying to argue so he can see if he really wants to get into it. See, if he hears me and then decides he still wants to go ahead with it, then he’s that much more resolved.”

I laughed at this. Rafe was a good guy.

“Hey, I’ll let you guys get back to work,” I said. “I’ll give you a call in a couple of days. Thanks for the coffee.”

“No problem. We’ll put it on your bill,” said Rafe, who then seized the post in the middle of the room, which ran up to the ridge, and held himself out horizontally, which position he was still in when I walked out the door.

“I can still do it today, Bill,” I heard him say. “Better not mess with me. Try me tomorrow. Maybe I will have weakened by then.” I bent down to tie my shoe, next to the drill press, and as I did so I heard him ease himself down from the post with a groan, and then say to Bill, “You know there’s no frickin money in this,” and Bill was then saying, “There sure isn’t if we don’t sell this guy his Rozinante this morning.”

I found my way out through the two sheds, got in the car, backed out, and was just turning right onto the main road when a BMW pulled in from the left. Their client, perhaps. And I had gotten what I needed. I had made contact with the underground stream of boatbuilding energy that runs around here, and up and down the coast, made just enough contact with it to keep me going for the next few days while I got the boat unpacked and the shed built. I had the promise of a visit of inspection by one of the guys, and that would give me my initial direction. I could do this. Go out, make contact with persons in the know, accrue knowledge and resources, do the job. I could do this, this odd mission I didn’t really understand. Maybe.



6. Resolve


I DROVE HOME FROM Bill and Rafe’s along the three miles of sandy back roads, and by the time I was nearing home, everything about the boat project felt slightly wrong. Perhaps Rafe was right. I would be wed to this spit of land for at least another year (and maybe two) by this project, unable to leave until the boat was complete, scraping by on odd jobs while the words gathered and new ribs went in. I had already written a book about these parts—the hills and streets and thickets and beaches and waters around here—and revisiting the subject, even tangentially, well, the idea made me somewhat queasy.

I rolled down the window for the last mile, letting the cold air play over my face. As much as I loved the place, I felt hemmed in by it, by the deep history of my family, which dwelled also in the hills and shoreline. I needed a walk.

I pulled into my lane, coasted past the several small old frame houses (two capes, a bungalow, and a cottage smaller than my own), pulled into my drive, jumped out of the Saab, walked back out the lane and then to the left, downhill and toward the sea. I’d just stretch my legs a little.

The road was quiet, with marsh on either side and an occasional house vacant for the winter—it was my old paper route from boyhood, a route I’d jogged a thousand times—and led me after a quarter of a mile to a small beach.

I walked along the water’s edge for fifty yards, and then walked out on a jetty that stuck thirty yards out into the waves; I stood at the end, looking across Buzzards Bay, and then down through the clear, faintly green water. Six feet—a fathom—below there was white sand.
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