
ne Year with an
ld Wooden BoatO



August

Five years ago, I was sitting at my lab bench.  Glaring from my viewless window to the 
countless tiny bottles of colorless reagents in front of me, I resolved to quit grad school.  
I had spent the previous two years working on a Ph. D. in molecular biology.  From the 
present, it’s difficult to remember how I wound up in grad school in the first place.  The 
urging of well-meaning undergraduate professors was a large factor; I also harbored a se-
cret assumption that adding “Dr.” to my name would force people to take me seriously for 
the rest of my life.  I hoped a few extra letters would help me be classified as “misunder-
stood genius” rather than “tragic case of failure” if the rest of my life after academia took a 
turn for the highly unconventional.

Unfortunately, I underestimated just how oppressively boring and single-minded getting a 
Ph. D. would be.  By my third year, I was struggling to contain intense urges to act out, run 
outside, and introduce some kind of variety into a life that had been reduced to ten hour 
shifts of transferring micro-liter drops of solutions around a forest of tiny tubes.  Success 
seemed to have less to do with critical thinking skills as with having a high tolerance for 
sitting very still doing repetitive, robotic work. 

As my angst increased, I began looking for ways to vent the pressure.  I started marathon 
training in the hours before dawn.  I beat my frustrations into big drums at a djembe class.  
Anything that would help me cope with my screaming need for movement and stimulation.  
Despite my distractions, I still spent most of my time in a grey world, gloved and goggled, 
with half my lab coat-wrapped body jammed into a laminar flow hood.  

I wasn’t the only miserable one.  My lab-mate began coming to me for advice on dealing 
with her depression, I routinely found her crying over her lab notes. 

I started having a dream in which the school’s administrators would drive the beleaguered 
graduate students up to the science building’s rooftop.   Each was forced to walk a high wire 
between buildings while juggling two liter flasks of liquid E. coli culture.  It was accepted 
that most would not make it.  Corpses accumulated in the courtyard.  Everyone in the 
dream world accepted that this was not torture, but rather a necessary test for separating 
wheat from chafe, academically.

Around this time, I was forced to accept that working toward a Ph. D. wasn’t doing any 
favors for my mental health.  My job was so boring and frustrating that my subconscious 
viewed it as a life-or-death struggle of dramatic proportions.  My current path was not go-
ing to open any door in life that I wanted to enter.  

I announced to my lab’s principal investigator that I wanted to leave with a master’s degree 
the following spring.  My lease was up in March and I planned to cast off my possessions 
and spend my first year of freedom walking back home to the Northeast on the Appalachian 
Trail.  My announcement was received icily.  



 I added “shop for used backpacking gear” to my favorite ways to procrastinate lab work. 

September

Preparations for a walk in the mountains lead me to the ocean instead.  Through craigslist, 
I met a former AT thru-hiker who was selling his gear to finance his latest adventure.  Re-
cently, he had bought an old wooden project boat on the Chesapeake Bay and would be 
leaving in a few weeks to start an apprenticeship at a maritime museum where he hoped 
to fine-tune the skills he would need to restore her.  I bought his sleeping bag, camp stove, 
water filter, and picked his brain for advice on a successful hike.

This may have been the end of our contact, except that he happened to be wearing a fin-
isher’s shirt for the marathon I had also just completed.

In the weeks before he headed north we started running together at dawn.   Then we started 
swimming, biking, cooking, eating, reading, and doing acrobatic balancing together.  He 
took me along to his best dumpstering spots and introduced me to other wonderful people 
making the best of a culture of waste.  I had always been frugal, minimalistic, and anti-
consumerist so these days of frolicking in the trash and picnicking in the graveyards left me 
feeling very optimistic about the days ahead of me.  

I sniveled and blubbered the day J. left for Maryland with a half-finished kayak strapped to 
the roof of a borrowed car.  I sent him away with a mix tape of all the sappiest most senti-
mental songs by Townes Van Zandt and hoped our paths would cross again.

October

In the months after J. left, I lost all interest in working in the lab.  My P.I1., personally 
wounded by my rejection of the path in life that she had chosen, stopped speaking to me 
unless forced.  As the only important requirement for obtaining my master’s degree was 
my P.I.’s approval, things did not look good.  With her support and guidance withdrawn, 
I was struggling without much hope of success.  Discouraged, I began spending my after-
noons taking extended walks around campus; writing long, incendiary messages in the 
undergraduate bathroom stalls; and taking glorious naps in the overstuffed chairs of the 
dusty science library. 

December 

At Christmas time, I bought a rail-pass and stopped to see J. on my way to family-time 
in the Northeast.  On the first morning of my visit we went to see his mast-less, shrink-
wrapped boat in an icy Chesapeake boatyard.
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The boat was a 35ft Dickerson ketch with a strip-planked mahogany hull, constructed up 
the bay in Trappe, MD.  Inside was a ten-year-old, water-stained survey that described her 
in a Bristol state, the best existing example of her kind.  In the time since that glowing 
survey was written, she had been neglected, abandoned, and eventually sold for the price 
of her back slip rent.  She floated, the hull was sound and freshly painted, but everything 
else needed work.  

I remember climbing down under the plastic sheath in our big coats with steaming breathe 
– my first time on any sailboat.  It gave me the same sort of warm, fuzzy feelings I got 
from forts, tree-houses, and the homemade oil drum-supported house boats at my old Girl 
Scout camp.   I liked the warmth of the woodwork.  I liked the patina on the old clock and 
barometer.  I liked all the nooks and economy of space.  It was a fabulous, secret, traveling 
clubhouse disguised as a floating heap of plastic wrap. I had only aesthetic and nostalgic 
tools for judging a boat; I liked this one.  

Leaving the boatyard, J. pulled over the car, turned off the engine, and asked me how set I 
was on hiking the AT in the spring.  Would I rather help him fix up an old boat?  His appren-
ticeship hadn’t been going as planned.  He was cold and lonely and not learning as much as 
he’d hoped; he already had experience working in a fiberglass boat shop and a cabinet shop.  
He wanted to jump in and get started on his own project.

We spent some time fantasizing about teaming up, but when I left Maryland we both decid-
ed that we would face our responsibilities: He would finish his apprenticeship and I would 
try to beg permission to write a master’s thesis. 

January 2nd

I returned to the lab from my Christmas break on January 2nd. 
I quit halfway through the day.
I called J. when I got home to tell him that I was interested in his offer.  I discovered that, 
unaware of my plans, he’d also quit his apprenticeship.  Though one of us quitting was suf-
ficient for a reunion, it turns out that both of us had the interest and the guts.  We were 
suddenly without obligations. 

March

Despite our excitement about the project, we had no desire to move onto the rotten, leak-
ing Dickerson during the coldest part of the year.  Instead, J. moved back to Austin to wait 
out the last few months of my lease with me.  As the rest of the country sat frozen, I worked 
odd jobs and began reading the library’s collection of sailing books.

My first opportunity to go sailing didn’t come until March and took place on a most di-



minutive vessel.  For J.’s birthday, we visited his parents in South Texas and took their 
Sunfish out on a large lake.  It was blowing like snot, and I was excited to see the principals 
in my research put into practice.  We flew gleefully back and forth over the lake, bouncing 
off white caps.  

The day was ideal until we headed back for the boat ramp.  The wind shifted, the sail gybed, 
and I wasn’t fast enough in my limbs or thinking to scramble my weight across the center-
line. The Sunfish heeled and heeled until I was falling backwards into the water. 

 The sensation of that final degree of heel where capsize was inevitable has never left me.  
My subconscious doesn’t care about capsize screening ratios, or the fact that our current 
boat is nothing like a Sunfish.  I may never be 100% free of the anxiety that comes with feel-
ing a boat suddenly increase her heel.  I still dream, frequently, that our 20,000lb Westsail is 
turning turtle in the same way.  The dream always ends with me underwater, watching my 
breath bubble away before waking with a start. 

I hope to never see conditions that would roll our Westsail, but capsizing the Sunfish should 
have been a momentary inconvenience.  The water was warm and I had been told before 
departing that Sunfish are commonly capsized and easily righted.  In this case, however, a 
fitting had broken and the sheet had caught it, holding the sail taut.  Rather than bobbing 
upside down and waiting for us to reorient her, the Sunfish galloped off as fast as an empty 
Sunfish in a fresh breeze will go.  Turns out that’s pretty damn fast, even with half the sail 
submerged.  We made a few desperate crawl strokes in her wake before it became obvious 
we would never catch her.  The boat was lost to our sight within a minute.

I was not frightened at this point.  Being a neophyte, I was zipped safely in a lifejacket.  
Raised in the Northeast, it had not yet occurred to me that the lake was full of alligators.  
J.’s lifejacket, on the other hand, was still stuffed in the footwell of the escaped Sunfish.  
While he treaded water and removed his extra clothes I had time to consider how little 
I actually knew about him; I had no idea if he could swim the distance to shore.  At that 
time, I would have been panicked to consider swimming a similar distance in open water.  I 
paddled slowly and conserved my energy in case I was forced to relinquish my lifejacket if 
he succumbed to fatigue. 

Thankfully at the halfway point we were offered a resting place on the smooth, slimy 
branches of some drowned trees.  J. swam that leg and the next without having to bor-
row my lifejacket.  Convinced of his swimming abilities, I shifted my nervousness to the 
alligators, which were first mentioned while we still had plenty of distance left to cover.  
The chocolate-milk water concealed any hint of monsters below the surface.  Irrationally, I 
kicked my legs with fervor and paddled my hands in violent little circles, hoping to sucker 
punch any alligators that may be coming up to grab me from below.  

No one drowned and the gators didn’t claim any body parts. Limbs intact, we hobbled bare-
foot around the lake to the boat ramp, where J.’s Dad was already presciently scanning the 
water.   After soliciting help from J.’s cousins and their powerboat, we were able to retrieve 



the Sunfish, but J’s birthday spread was good and cold by the time we finally returned to the 
house.  My introduction to sailing had not ended well. 

April

In April, we made our move up to the old Dickerson.  After the long trip from Texas, we 
had a moment of anxiety covering the last few blocks to the yard – maybe she’d sunk since 
we’d last seen her four months ago. 

Turns out, she was still afloat and waiting for us.  We peeled off her winter shrink wrap 
and took up residence under the tarp tent.  We were eager to get right to work on fixing 
the boat; the sooner it was complete, the sooner we could get down to our real business 
of sailing the Chesapeake for the summer.  We planned to be cruising by the fourth of July. 
For the first month, it rained.  Pretty much every single day.  For the second month, it 
rained more.  We couldn’t even get started working.   We sulked down below and noted all 
the leaks in the rotten deck.

To make matters worse, the boat was nurturing a fungal jungle.  Every nook that didn’t 
receive direct sunlight was blackened with ten years of mildew.  We spent most of the first 
week scrubbing and rescrubbing the interior with bleach water.  I spent the next week ter-
ribly sick from breathing the spores, or maybe just the bleach fumes.  The only benefit to the 
two month deluge was an explosion in the population of ducks.  I spent the few mornings 
with sunshine sprinkling our crumbs down for the ducklings. 

When the rain finally stopped, it got hot.  All my motivation to bang out this boat work 
quickly withered with the sun, glare, and stink of commercial fishing boats.  By noon I 
collapsed on my moldy berth, only to guiltily awaken in a spreading pool of sweat by late 
afternoon. 

I was also frustrated to learn that I didn’t have any of the skills that would be useful in boat 
work.  I spent seven years becoming highly educated, but none of my knowledge was useful 
outside of a lab.  I couldn’t get a screw out without stripping it or drill a straight hole.  I was 
quickly demoted to doing those jobs that required little skill with tools such as standing in 
the sun placing tools in J.’s hand as it emerged from the engine compartment.  To add a few 
more degrees to the already miserable weather, I scraped the boat down to bare wood and 
fiberglass with a heat gun.  I resented having to do such menial “bitch work,” but I wasn’t 
qualified to do much else.  It wasn’t possible for us to switch so that, for instance, J. scraped 
varnish for a day and I cleaned the carburetor.  I couldn’t have identified the carburetor in 
the first place.  

I had begun the project imagining that I would learn everything J. knew and be a skillful 
boat mechanic/carpenter/electrician/etc. by the end of the summer.  Unfortunately, it 
was already becoming obvious that J. had seriously underestimated the amount of time and 
money that he would need to invest in his boat; the list of new problems was constantly 



expanding.  He worked all day, every day, and didn’t have time to be a teacher.  He would 
suggest good books or let me watch him work, but he couldn’t spend time thinking of ful-
filling projects suitable for beginners and then slowly walk me through them, teaching me 
all the skills necessary along the way.  He also didn’t have money to spend on materials and 
supplies for me to ruin in my learning process.  Wood is expensive.  Epoxy is expensive.  
Everything had to be done right the first time. 

I am all for informal teaching, but I have been forced to notice that people who are short 
on time and money are rarely in a position to be good teachers.  Few people deep in the 
throes of their own over-budget, behind-schedule project want to proceed at a snail’s pace 
and answer a thousand questions for edification.  

I did absorb a wealth of information that summer just by watching and reading, but at the 
time I was horribly disappointed with my own inadequacy.  I may have enjoyed my summer 
much more had I accepted earlier that the transition from total ignorance to total compe-
tency would take many more years. I was most useful as a varnish scraper, tool hander, and 
painter, whether I liked it or not.  

As I wasn’t very good help in the boatyard, I tried to find other ways to make myself use-
ful and stimulated.   I spent part of the week working at another marina where I learned 
to read charts, use the VHF radio, and listened to folks talk about their boats all day.  I sat 
through an eight hour class at the maritime museum to get my boating safety certificate.  As 
the Dickerson was unsailable, we signed up to crew in the local Wednesday night races.  We 
were adopted by a boat that was decidedly uncompetitive, so it provided a low pressure set-
ting in which to learn how to sail.  Though the Pearson Alberg we raced was already consid-
erably larger than the Sunfish, I still found myself clawing up the windward side of the boat 
or cowering down below when we buried the leeward rail.   To cope with my chronic fear 
of capsize, I started swimming laps at the YMCA until I could swim two continuous miles.  
As the Bay was four miles across at our island, I reasoned I would always have a fighting 
chance of swimming to shore, even if I found myself suddenly boatless at the very middle.
I also enjoyed those domestic activities where my sex would allowed me to reign unchal-
lenged.  I broke out my sewing machine and made fitted sheets, pillows, and curtains.  We 
also had wonderful small town dumpsters that gave me all the raw materials I could want 
for experimenting with pressure cooking, drying, and making food last in a refrigerator-
free environment.

October

Not only did July fourth pass, but the entire summer passed without sailing the Dickerson.  
By October, the weather was getting cold and J. was out of money and will power.  In ad-
dition to his battles with widespread rot, he had resurrected the engine after ten years of 
idleness, cleared the entire fuel system of a green pudding of varnished gas, and repaired 
the mast step.  Together we scraped every inch of the boat down to the wood, repainted the 
entire boat stem to stern and deck to keel, made new portlights out of dumpstered Lexan, 



and rebedded all of the deck hardware.  After so much work, J. decided to put a new name 
on the fresh paint.  He carefully lettered Rocinante and our home island on the transom. We 
called the boat “good enough.”

She had to be good enough if we weren’t planning on freezing that winter.  Besides the dete-
riorating weather, by the time we’d painted the bottom, restepped the mast, and resplashed 
the boat back, J. owed the yard 500 dollars past his last.  

Maybe the yard owner had taken a liking to us or maybe he was sick of worrying about the 
boat sinking in her slip, but he let us leave with an open tab.  J. promised to send a check, 
and we pointed our bow south.  Our destination was loosely Charleston, SC or the closest 
point without freezing temperatures.  J.’s grandparents gifted us with Unlimited Towing 
Insurance, the single greatest gift we have ever received.  

Our luck upon departure was the same as it had been all summer.  When we took on fuel 
for the first time we discovered that the fill pipe was loose, but not before spilling a good 
deal of gasoline into the bilge.  Before we were even out of our little river we managed to 
take advantage of our towing insurance…twice.  

We spent a week sailing down the Chesapeake, plagued by engine problems from the start.  
The Atomic 4 quit abruptly several times a day.  Sometimes we found a piece of old impeller 
in a cooling hose, a broken belt, or some other diagnosable problem.  Other times, it died 
inexplicably and no amount of coaxing or line bleeding would start it.  After stewing in old 
gas for ten years, it was a bitter, vengeful piece of equipment.   

The cantankerous engine wasn’t much of a problem while we had a nice, freezing north 
wind to blow us down the Bay.  We received ego-boosting compliments from folks who 
rarely got to see a classic, wooden sailboat with a fresh paint job slipping by.  She sailed well, 
though the strip-planked hull flexed so much under the strain of the north wind that the Bay 
would leak in up to the cabin sole if one didn’t keep an eye on the bilges; we quickly ruined 
everything ruinable in the lockers below the waterline.  

We arrived in Norfolk, VA feeling happy despite our trials.  A Couchsurfer offered us warm 
beds and hot showers.  We brought the boat upriver into town, threw out a bow and stern 
anchor, and headed to shore.  

The next morning, the weather report knocked me flat as I emerged from the shower.  Fifty 
knot winds were forecast that afternoon with similarly grim predictions for coming days.  
An evil wind was rushing in from a cold front to our north, feeding to a late-season hur-
ricane to our south. We thanked our host and ran out the door with dripping hair.

When we reached our dinghy, the wind was already rising.  Rocinante was now broadside 
to the veering wind and slowly dragging both anchors down the riverbed.  Had the boat 
not been downwind of our motorless dinghy, we would never have been able to reach her. 
It took all the power the Atomic 4 could muster to turn into the wind and reset all three 



of our anchors from the bow.  We secured our gear and waited for whatever might come.  
For the next three days, each forecast was more gruesome than the preceding one.  We 
turned off the radio when the reported gusts began topping 65kts.  We missed the distress 
calls we later learned were coming in from boats outside of our snug anchorage. A little 
(crewless) boat downwind of us broke her mooring pendant and was thrown onto the rip 
rap to leeward.  We could see it by day, nose down, with only its stern above water. 
 
Every unrepaired leak in the deck became a faucet.  We retreated to the only dry berth and 
tried to pass time.  I slept in my lifejacket, even though our anchorage was shallow and nar-
row.  During each gust, the rig howled and the boat swung wildly, yanking at the Samson 
post and shuddering.  I spent a lot of time thinking of each link in the ground tackle, trying 
to decide which would be the first to go.  Goggles or glasses were required to go forward 
and freshen the nips on the anchor rodes, as it wasn’t possible to open one’s eyes facing 
windward.  

Miraculously, our anchors held even as storm surge flooded downtown Norfolk and a con-
tainer ship was blown onto a nearby beach.  Only a dinghy oar, our lantern, and a plaque 
with our registration numbers had been blown away.  I have no desire to meet a wind like 
that again.

Floatsam closed the locks to the Intracoastal Waterway and forced us to spend a week in 
Norfolk.  While the city recuperated, no one enforced the “Day Use Only” regulation at 
public docks.   We had time to dry our soggy cushions and meet other boaters caught by the 
storm.  When the locks reopened, we refueled in preparation for a long motor down the 
ICW to the North Carolina sounds.

The nearest fuel dock serviced large commercial vessels, so I called to ensure they sold 
small amounts of gasoline.  They assured me it was no problem; they’d have an attendant 
ready.  When we reached the dock, six feet above our deck, there was already a man dan-
gling a hose.  As a few red drops dripped from the nozzle, J. asked, “Hey, why is your gas 
red?”  The attendant told us it was special off-road gas, and we shrugged and filled our tank.  
We didn’t make it far before the engine cut out.  We floated freely in a narrow, windless 
canal with current and huge commercial and military vessels to contend with. By running 
the engine fully choked, J. was just able get us back to the public docks, where the engine 
died for good.  Considering the regularity of our engine failures, the last thing we suspected 
was that the attendant had, of course, given us diesel.  We spent three days there while J. 
beat his head against the wall trying to troubleshoot our diesel-filled gas engine. 

We acutely felt the pain of being poor sailors with an old wooden boat.  At any moment we 
expected to see the city employee who would begin dispensing fines.  We couldn’t leave 
under our own power.  BoatUS wouldn’t tow us.  Even if they would, not a single marina 
in the area would accept an uninsured wooden boat, especially one that had to be towed in.  
We couldn’t leave her either.  Like most wooden boats, she slowly admitted water.  Without 
an engine to charge the batteries, someone needed to routinely hand pump the bilge to 
keep her afloat.  I really lost faith at this point, did some crying, and wished hard that I had 



a large ball of money to throw at our predicament. 

J. finally eliminated every possible source of trouble but the fuel itself.  We called the fuel 
dock to ask if they sold dyed gasoline and, of course, they said no.  When we explained our 
situation they sent us a towboat and brought us to their marina.  A mechanic pumped and 
cleaned our fuel system without cost and with much apologizing, they even gave us the 
keys to the marina car.  We entered the Dismal Swamp Canal of the ICW with a free tank 
of gasoline and only our previous engine woes.  

In Beaufort, we ate Thanksgiving dinner at a local church with other boat bums and travel-
ers.  As a vegan, I enjoyed a small plate of cucumber slices – as dripping ham hock garnished 
every other vegetable dish.  J. got a good meal and time to play the church’s piano.  We met 
a grey-haired sailor wearing white rubber boats and a toothless smile; once he found out 
Beaufort had dolphins and wild horses he’d sworn he’d never leave.

We fell asleep happy, but we woke after midnight to find the boat dragging backwards to-
ward the crowded anchorage in a gale-force wind.  The hull narrowly missed a piling, but 
the headstay firmly caught the metal sign bolted to it.  For a tense moment we were afraid 
the sign would pull the rig down, but luckily it shot off into the night.  We got the engine 
running and retrieved our Danforth, it was wearing a pair of blue jeans on its flukes.  We 
tossed the pants, reset the anchor, and left early the next morning with red faces. 

The ocean was easily visible from the inlet leaving Beaufort.  We looked out and imag-
ined being confident, blue water sailors in a stout, seaworthy vessel.  Then the engine died 
and we banged a bit on some riprap before getting going again.  Motoring in the narrow, 
crowded ICW with an unreliable engine was hell.  Getting out into open water would allow 
us to sail, but my fear of being caught in heavy weather in a boat I didn’t consider seaworthy 
outweighed my fear of the disapproval we received from other boaters as we fumbled our 
way down the ICW.

Our fifteen-year-old cruising guide described the public docks of Wilmington, NC as free 
for the first 48 hours.  We sailed up the Cape Fear River towards downtown, hoping for a 
few days of peace and shore access.  However, when we arrived late that night the docks 
had a high fee posted.  We tied up disappointed and resolved to skulk away at daybreak and 
press on.

We woke in early morning as a salty, bearded old boat tramp tied up to resupply.  He’d 
lived on his weathered boat for years and was sailing south after a summer in Maine.  We 
stood around, chewing the fat and admiring his pellet-burning stove; we’d been freezing 
our asses off for months.  He told us he’d noticed a phone number on some vacant docks 
upriver, he planned to call and inquire about a possibly discounted slip and encouraged us 
to do the same.  

A phone called revealed that the docks were part of some newly planned dockominiums.  
The condo portion was still a muddy construction zone, but the developer was offering 6 



months of free dockage in hopes that an authentic nautical ambience would help sell the 
properties.  The developer himself was willing to meet us and our boat that same morning 
if we were interested in helping cultivate that aura.

By this point we were cold, travel weary, and at the end of our limited funds.   A slip for 
six months in a downtown big enough to find work was a very enticing offer.  We rushed 
around the boat hiding our wet, dirty clothes and the pile of dumpstered goodies we’d 
been “refrigerating” out in the cockpit.  We tried our hardest to ooze “classic, wooden boat” 
and not “junky, old, uninsured boat full of young punks.”  We donned our best young adult 
outfits and arranged a vase of dumpstered flowers on our cockpit table.  If the harbormas-
ter didn’t show up demanding payment of the overnight fee, our illusion of sophistication 
would be complete.

We met with the developer and made pleasant small talk.  We must have passed his screen-
ing as he agreed not to make an issue of our lack of insurance and invited us to tie up that 
same day.  Around this time, our bearded friend from Maine returned with groceries and a 
fresh bag of wood pellets.  I still have a terrible feeling when I remember that we didn’t in-
vite him right over, introduce him to the developer, and try our best to help get him a spot.  
He unsuccessfully tried to insert himself into the conversation as the developer was leaving; 
he wasn’t given much chance to ask for a slip or say much about himself at all. 

The depressing truth was that J. and I were young, healthy, good-looking, and well-edu-
cated with two full sets of shiny white teeth.  If desperation demanded it, we could put 
on nice sweaters and help businessmen sell an image of sailing.  At worst, we would be 
considered young eccentrics.  The old, gap-toothed sailor and his crap-covered plastic boat 
weren’t going to help anyone sell condos.  It didn’t matter that he was the more seasoned, 
committed sailor; the developer took one look at him and his boat and made a quick B-line 
for his luxury car.  

We moved Rocinante to our new slip just below the bridge in downtown Wilmington and 
breathed a sigh of relief.  At nightfall, I found myself lying awake, ashamed.  I was sad that 
the world was built such that the old sailor could be so easily dismissed as valueless.  In a 
world of my design, he would have a slip beside us and the three of us would have spent the 
night drinking Dark and Stormies, toasting the eagle eye that noticed the phone number 
on those docks.  I was ashamed that, when I needed to, I could be recognized as the clean 
cut, innocuous, private college-educated person that I actually am and take advantage of the 
privilege that identity sometimes affords.  I was further ashamed that, with the developer’s 
eyes on me, I feared being grouped with the old man and being sent back out into the cold 
alongside him.  I didn’t speak a word against him, but I felt he somehow knew my thoughts 
and was hurt.  

We gave the old fellow our number and invited him to dinner, but he never came.  He 
called us a few times to ask if he could bring his boat alongside ours and say that we were 
“watching it” for him.  We told him we were sorry, but we couldn’t grant him a slip.  We 
had no authority, and it was unlikely a new, junk-covered boat with a smoking stove pipe 



would go unnoticed.  We encouraged him to try to contact the developer himself, but he 
never did.  Four years later, I still feel terrible as I remember him holding his grocery bags 
on the dock.  Could good words from us that morning have gotten him a slip for the winter?  
Should we have refused to take our slip and anchored out beside him in solidarity?  Could 
he really read my guilty thoughts?  I wish we would run into him again someday as I still 
feel a need to atone. 

Despite my misgivings about selling condos, we were still out of money and had obligations 
to the boat and the yard.  Having a free place to come ashore allowed us to wander in search 
of work.   A fellow sailor and Couchsurfer found us a gig painting a house.  J. made the 
money to pay off his yard bill, and we sent a Christmas card and check back up the coast.  
We spent our days painting and our nights shivering.  We warmed ourselves in the library 
until closing time and then drank tea and burrowed in our sleeping bags. 

Our tainted slip doled out a punishment a few weeks later while we were spending a bliss-
fully warm night with a Couchsurfing host.  The fancy new docks had cleats which slid in 
tracks and were anchored by tightening hex bolts.  The builders hadn’t snugged down the 
fasteners enough, and as the cold front blew in that night all the boats in the marina began 
dragging their cleats down the dock.  Our neighbors hauled our boat back into place, but 
not before she’d rubbed all the paint and her new, lovingly painted name off the transom.
J. snapped at that moment.  He’d saved so much to buy the boat and poured seven months 
of work into her.  He spent thousands of dollars in materials, and still, the boat needed 
more.  There were still stubborn leaks, still a few questionably soft spots, and the engine 
still didn’t run reliably.  All the work remaining after such a big investment of life energy 
was one sort of insult.  The idea that he was going to have to start redoing everything we 
had just completed was too much.  He was not painting that god-damn name on the boat 
again.  He was selling the boat. 

I tried talking him out of it.  Leaving grad school seemed acceptable when I was trading 
my professional life for a grand adventure.  Without the boat, where would I be?  It was 
mid-winter, I had little money, no job, and the boat was my only home.  I wasn’t prepared 
to launch directly into another grand adventure to prop up my self-worth.  Despite my 
disappointment, the boat was funded by J., who also did the lion’s share of its renovation, 
and it was his to sell.  I went north for Christmas and when I returned, the boat was sold.  
I had a week to pack my things.  

I saw the project as a failure at the time.  In hindsight, I see it as the first and hardest year in 
what turned out to be a long term partnership with J.  We have continued to work together 
as a romantic couple, traveling partners, and the owners and crew of other boats.  Feeling 
so useless that first year provided powerful motivation to build my practical skills.  I have 
done a lot of learning in the past few years and feel much more confident about my value 
as a crew-member.  

Having so many difficulties on that trip also gave me a healthy sense of pessimism and cau-
tion.   Even though positive thinking is all the rage, somebody onboard a boat should always http://peanutbutterdiet.blogspot.com/



be thinking “What if the engine dies?  What if the weather goes squirrely?”

I also see the Dickerson as our first guess at what a cruising boat should be.  Looking at 
it with my current opinions, I see it as a boat that wasn’t designed for offshore sailing.  Its 
enormous cockpit, lack of a bridge deck, and undersized standing rigging all suggested that 
the boat was intended for cocktail parties on the bay, not ocean crossing.  The couple who 
bought the boat contacted us this year and told us they have been living aboard in coastal 
waters for the past 4 years and loving the boat for what she is.  I see the present, with the 
Dickerson as a coastal liveaboard and us aboard our Westsail 32, as a happy ending.
 
Maybe our current 20,000lb baby will be the one we tour the world in.  Either way, I’m 
happy that our rocky initiation to sailing didn’t kill our desire to continue trying.  To the 
contrary, having lived through such a steep learning curve helps me feel that boats and 
people are stronger than we think. 
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