1/28/2000 draft 3

Albert Stimson

Illuminating lives 8th hour

Five people and a Dog on the Rachel C

A month of my life

     When I was eleven my dad decided to build a boat.  That would have been 

cool enough for me, but this was a thirty-six-foot catamaran that he designed 

himself.  It took us three years, my dad working on it in his spare time, and the rest of us helping when we could.  It took three years to get it into the water, but it's never really finished.  When we launched it, in Iowa on the Mississippi river, it didn't have a sail or motors.  The plan was for us to push it across from the boat ramp to the other side of the marina.  The current had other plans, though, and the boat was carried out to the river with my parents and my uncle on it, totally helpless.  Everyone laughed at them, and they laughed too, once they'd been rescued by a barge and the boat was back where it belonged.  We christened it the Rachel C, after my sister.  It's traditional to name boats after women, often someone dear to the boat's owner.  Our little rowboat that we keep on it, built by my brother and I, is called the Racey, a pun on Rachel's nickname Rae.  

     That was in the fall, and next summer we started on our "vacation".  We decided to take our boat from Iowa to Maine by water.  Or rather, my dad decided.  We watched the plan unfold with a complex blend of emotions, everyone trying to persuade everyone else why or why not to want to go.  The nearer the trip came, though, the more we looked forward to it - planning, dreaming, and packing.  It didn't sound possible at first, going anywhere by water from Iowa, but there are rivers connected all the way up to the Great Lakes; first the 

Mississippi, then the Illinois, then through the Great Lakes and the Erie Canal and out New York Harbor.  After that it's a one-day trip up the coast to Maine.  
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     We stayed at the marina for a couple days finishing packing and working on the boat.  Some of our friends dropped by to help and say goodbye.  We had the boat rigged with twin fifty horsepower motors, one on each side, and that made it one of the only boats that can parallel park, but it's still pretty tricky to steer.  

     After that it was all lakes, rivers, and locks.  The locks were fun at first.  The doors closed and the water rose until it was at the level on the other side, then that side opened to let us through.  After eighty of them they had lost their charm for me, and the only ones that were still of interest were a giant hydraulic lift that carried our whole boat in a bucket of water to the top of the falls, and a railroad track lift that took our boat out of the water and over a hill.  We were afraid the bottom of the boat would spring a leak from the pressure of sitting on a hard surface.  

     Our dog Gulliver got in more trouble in one month than we could possibly 

have imagined.  One time he jumped in after some ducks and we had to rescue him.  

Another time he almost hung himself when he was tied too close to the edge of 

the boat and he tried to jump.  He liked to stand on the tip of the bow, out 

front with the wind in his ears, and one time he lost his balance.  He looked 

very embarrassed when we fished him out.  

     He has a range of expression the likes of which I've rarely seen outside of cartoons.  His eyebrows, brown above brown eyes, stand out like clown makup on a patched black and white face with a lopsided pattern of brown freckles across his muzzle.  When he's embarrassed, he puts his nose down in a sulk and alternately raises one eyebrow then the other in a look of total innocence.  He was also constantly dropping his toys he brought along overboard and we got sick of retrieving them for him.
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     When we got to the Great Lakes everything changed.  The shallow, muddy rivers were replaced with vast expanses of clear, blue water.  At times we completely lost sight of land and had to navigate with a compass and a GPS unit.  

The GPS would tell us exactly where we were and what direction we were supposed to be heading to get to the next point on the map, but it was scary holding a course in the fog, and when the wind picked up my dad was the only one who wasn't below decks seasick.  

     The Great Lakes weren't all bad, though.  In fact they were very beautiful.  We stopped in a cove made of pure granite sloping gently into the water.  Our boat can go in very shallow water, about eleven inches deep, so we pulled it straight up onto the shore.  That day was my dad's turn to be embarrassed, though not with quite that perfect expression that only our dog can produce.  As he stood on the bow trying to anchor us to the shore, he stepped on a pile of wet anchor line.  He vanished instantly in a loud splash into chest high, freezing cold water.  The crystal clarity of the water didn't make him look any happier or drier, but we had a good laugh, helped him up, and went on with the evening.   

     Another time we stopped at the Sleeping Bear Dunes and climbed all the way to the top.  The sand dropped almost straight down right to the edge of the water, and from the top we could see every fish outlined below, huge and sluggish, cruising the shoreline.  The water was brilliant from above, even glowing as if lit from below.  The whole lake lay before us, so far below that it was like two separate worlds stacked one above the other.  The sun was intense reflecting off the sand, and we had just come from the cool air on the lake.  Even in the shade it was unbearable, my heart throbbed from the steep climb and sudden heat, so we decided to try to slide down the side of the dune on plastic sheets we had brought.  The sand was packed hard, with large rocks 
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and pits that caught on the makeshift toboggans, so we got up and ran.  The slope was so steep that we couldn't stop even if we'd tried.  We were half falling, half leaping, trying to run backwards and still being carried forward by our own momentum, and we had to coast to a stop by running along the level, rocky ground at the bottom until we lost enough speed to stop.  

     Some parts were pure hell, but every minute was good for us.  Whatever didn't help us relax and bring us closer, instead, as they say, "built character".  We went fishing, but when we were after the fish, we were being hunted as well.  The farther north we went, the worse the mosquitoes got until we had to light mosquito coils that let off so much smoke that we could barely stand them ourselves.  When we went fishing, we had to run from one end of the dock to the other, trailing our lines behind, to escape the swarms.  

     Sometimes it was hard to find things to do, but I brought along novels, and my flute and clarinet, and I have always loved daydreaming.  I sometimes infuriate people with my ability to tune out everything and retreat into my own little world.  Even without all of that, there was plenty to enjoy.  The landscapes were fabulous, and everything was different from the water, looking out at the land.  We were much more a part of everything we passed by on the boat.  In a living space thirty-six-feet by eighteen feet, you can't shut out much of the outdoors.  We had shelter from the wind and rain, and it's very cozy, even cramped, in the hulls, but the main deck is open on the sides with just a tarp for a roof.  I remember in the fall before the trip we went to the boat to work on it and spent the night there.  It was very peaceful being on the river at night under the stars, with just a kerosene lantern for light.  We played folk tunes on bamboo flutes; Irish jigs and reels accompanied by the lapping water under the boat.  
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     We passed through Canada, but only for a couple of days.  The only thing different that I noticed was the money.  I got one of each coin as a souvenir.  When we stopped, my brother and I got in the habit of buying too much candy.  We felt pretty sick sometimes but we couldn't stop.  We were getting bored after a few weeks of the boat and eating candy was a way to pass the time.  I spent at least fifty dollars on candy and random souvenirs.  "Spending money" is just that; money that gets spent.  I never know where it goes. 

     We finally reached New York harbor, and the ocean, after nearly a month of boating.  New York is very different by water, but the harbor compares to other harbors I'd seen like the city compares to small towns.  Where there had been a friendly assortment of barges, sailboats, and small motorboats elsewhere, here huge powerboats with three or four-foot wakes were everywhere.  The harbor seemed busier, and more dangerous, than the city streets.  The boats thundered around the Statue of Liberty in crazy circles until the waves were shaped like giant pyramids going in every direction at once.  My mom suggested we take a picture of the statue, but my dad remarked that there were postcards in the gift shop, so we circled around it once and moved on.  

     We stopped a week in Cape Cod, Massachusetts.  Our cousins were there.  My cousin Abraham and I were, and still are, quite close for people who only see each other for a few weeks of the year.  We think on the same level about everything.  My family has its own brand of humor, too subtle to be understood by any outsider.  The bad puns, all based on inside jokes from all the years before, were as important as the random projects in the woodshop later in Maine (we all knew that it's only work if someone makes you do it), or the Irish music in the evenings.  

     We went bass fishing at night, and luminescent bacteria in the water made a green sparkling trail behind anything that moved in the water.  The jellyfish 
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ate them and they glowed as well, a dim sphere of light that made a brilliant flash when the oars brushed by it.  After a much too short week, it was time to move on.  At least we were bringing Abraham with us.

     The final leg of the journey was a one-day run up the coast and into the cove at Boothbay, Maine.  It was the first time the boat had been on the open ocean and my first trip on a boat this size.  I had been determined, all through the Great Lakes, not to let my seasickness get the better of me, and although I had been miserable at times, I hadn't once "talked to Ralph on the big white telephone", as my dad called the final outcome of seasickness, which involved leaning way over the side of the boat so you wouldn't have to clean up afterwards.  This time the wind and waves got the better of me, and forever afterwards we called it the "Gulf of Maine Weight Loss Program".  

     It was with a deep feeling of relief and homecoming that I stepped off the wood, fiberglass, and epoxy creation that had been our home for a month and onto dry land.  It really is dry land to a sailor, as hardly anything ever stays dry on a boat.  You learn not to take some things for granted on a boat that you're used to on land, like flush toilets, incandescent lighting, and roofs that never leak, but as soon as you're back on land you wonder how you ever did without.  

     The thing I tend to forget sometimes is what I took for granted during the trip.  Sleeping out under the stars whenever I felt like it, the sound of the water making little slapping noises against the hulls at night, the free time with my family, and the feeling of freedom when I got to pilot the boat along the canals with the breeze almost blowing my hat off and whistling behind my glasses until my eyes watered and my ears tingled.  

     Thinking about it now, I have difficulty comprehending the fact that on the entire boat trip and nearly the whole month in Maine afterwards, there were no harsh words between by brother, my sister, and me.  We can almost always find 
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something to quarrel about, and the entire boat is the size of our living room.  The hatches leaked, my brother and sister had to share a “room”, and the mosquitoes were the scourge of creation, yet for an entire month we managed to get along.  Nature will do that to you sometimes.  When you’re closer to nature, you’re closer to everything natural.  It’s the most natural thing in the world to love being with your family.  It’s just easy to lose sight of that in the stresses of a complex society.

     We left the boat there, and we drive there every year now.  The trip was too intense to repeat for a while, and when we do it won’t be back to Iowa.  The Bahamas, maybe.  But I really love having the boat in Maine.  We go on day trips to Outer Heron Island, an uninhabited rock with pine forests and rose and blueberry bushes, just small enough to walk all the way around in an afternoon.  We have clam bakes and picnics there, and my brother gave everyone painting lessons once.  Maine is a kind of haven to me, a place where I can sort things out on my own and do what I do best.  I like to just think about nothing in particular and see what comes to light.    

