On Jivin

The travel lift groaned and all 40 feet of Patty
‘O came dripping out of her element. Once clear of
the travel lift well, Ray, the yard foreman moved her
to the collection of poppits and keel blocks that was
to be her home for a while. We come out of the water
every spring and fall for bottom work and other main-
tenance that is easer to perform on dry land than tied
to the dock. Patty ‘O rode the whole way on the travel
lift, rather than being transported by the big, yellow
yard trailer. Large wooden boats don’t like modern
ways of land transport, and so the quicker we could
get her set on the keel blocks, the better.

This fall, there was a bit more than power-wash-
ing her bottom and a fresh coat of antifouling paint,
though. One of Patty’O’s former owners (there have
been two) had decided that headlights mounted in the
bow would give him an edge over the lobster pots
while running at night. While you can certainly see
pots right under your bow with these things, they
completely ruin your night vision. And they have
been a royal pain ever since we bought the boat.

Mounted in the bow, three feet back from the
stem, they have always leaked regardless of the for-
mula for the goo used to bed them, or the material of
which the various gaskets I’ve tried in my unsuc-
cessful attempts to render them watertight. The prob-
lem is basic. Patty O’ is a wooden boat, and wooden
boats move. The holes for the mounts were cut right
in the middle of two planks, and that produced a weak
spot in Patty O's bow that’s impossible to fix. Well,
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not exactly impossible, because this was the year that
the accursed headlights were going to go.

Enlisting the help of my friend Ritchie, who
among other talents, is a pretty good boatwright, we
had carefully planed the attack. Once Patty O’ was
settled on the blocks, Ray asked the usual question.
“How long ya gonna be?” He asked this every time
we came out of the water. Ray, like most boatyard
managers is suspicious of any large, wooden boat sit-
ting on land. Many times, it’s for the last time, and
the yards seldom collect what’s owed. But Patty O’
looks pretty good, and Ray knows that as our home,
we are more inclined than some to get her back in as
soon as possible.

“We’ll be out a couple weeks this time,” I said.
“We’re gonna remove the headlights.”

Ray replied with an unintelligible grunt that
sounded like “‘Bout time.”

“Lemme know,” he said as he climbed back into
the cab of the travel lift and rumbled off.

Ritchie helped me rig the patent staging I had
rented next to the cockpit on the port side. Patent stag-
ing is that collection of pipes and hangers that you
see big construction companies rig when working on
buildings. This would make it a lot easier to climb
into the boat, something that the Blonde, my wife,
would appreciate.

After that chore was over, we rigged A-frame
staging on either side of the bow and got to work. An
eight-inch circular sander ground all the paint off the
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planks in question. There were two planks on each
side that had to come out. The longest was 16 feet,
and the other was nine feet, on each side. [ hoped that
the longer ones could be re-used to replace the nine-
footers. By four that afternoon, we had the starboard
side all opened up and could take a close look at what
was what.

The short, three-foot planking forward of the
lights had been the week spot and it was obvious that
we were none too soon in tearing these out. The hood
end of each plank, where they’re attached to the stem
had been working, and the fasteners had begun to
loosen. Had we waited much longer, irreversible
damage could have occurred to the stem, requiring a
major repair.

The Blonde pulled her Saab right next to Patty
O’, got out and survived the situation, hands on her
hips. “Well, that’s an improvement,” she said. One
of her biggest peeves was having to climb a ladder to
get to her “house” while we were out of the water,
and once, when Patty O’ was out for several weeks,
I’d sprung for a hotel room just down the road. But
that wasn’t the answer either. The patent staging had
come with an optional set of stairs and I could see that
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I had made husband of the month, even though the
cost was a bit steep.

By noon the next day, we had the port side
opened and found the damage was worse to the stem
on that side, but not insurmountable. It took the rest
of the day of fussing to realize that we weren’t going
to be able to fit the longer planks where the shorter
ones had been. Armed with that unfortunate informa-
tion, I began the quest for replacement planks.

After checking with all the local lumberyards
and receiving several blank stares, I did what I should
have done in the first place. Hopefully, the small
Rhode Island sawmill where I’d gotten planking for
Patty O’ to replace ones crushed in a collision with a
fishing dragger a few years back was still in opera-
tion. This meant a trip up I-395 to the spot where
Connecticut and Rhode Island come together. Some
may wonder why I didn’t let my fingers do the walk-
ing and call them, but not only did I not have their
phone number, but they weren’t listed in any direc-
tory to which I had access. But it was a nice day and
traffic was light.

I remembered the dirt road well and at its end I
was pleased to see Oscar, the sawmill’s owner atop
an ancient forklift moving a great tree trunk over to
the bigger of the two giant saw rigs, which looked old
enough to have had cut wood for early 20" century
schooners. I waited until Oscar had deposited his load
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and had nodded to his helper. He climbed down off
the forklift and walked over. “Whatcha break now?”
he asked in that flat Rhode Island accent.

“You remember me?” I said, surprised that he
did.

“Yeah. You’re the guy what got the oak and ma-
hogany a while back.”

We leaned against the side of my truck while I
explained what I needed. He scratched his head and
then shook it. “Yeah, I can still get that, but you ain’t
gonna like the price.”

I didn’t. Four 16-foot Honduran mahogany
planks, one inch thick by six wide... 96 cents a lin-
ear inch, plus shipping. It seems that the price per inch
looks less than the price per foot. Whatever. But, hey:
what would I be paying for replacement windows in
a house?

Oscar said that he would call me when he got a
delivery date. I asked him if they could be drop-
shipped to the boat yard, and he said he’d check. “But
I’ll need cash up front for that,” he said. It would, of
course, mean a trip back up here, but I remembered
the ride home last time, with lumber sticking out over
the tailgate of my old pickup, expecting any minute to
be stopped. The extra trip would be worth it.

Back at the yard, all the so-called experts were
standing around Patty O’ looking at the gaps in her
sides. The group was made up of most of the sages
who had “supervised” Patty s rebuild after the colli-
sion.

“You’ll never get her tight again,” said one.
“How you gonna fair her out?” asked another.
“Whatcha need to do, is ta....”

And I remembered other times when we had
done work on Patty O’, work that was quite visible,
and had gotten the same attention. I smiled, and lis-
tened to them all, nodding my head at the appropriate
times. Hey, they all meant well and who knows? One
of them just might have an answer to something one
of these days. Besides, in truth,most of them HAD
been around when boats built of wood were common.

We sat in the cockpit with tall glasses of ice tea,
watching the shadows grow long and I explained how
everything was going to the Blonde. She raised an
eyebrow when I told her how much the planks were
going to cost. “All the extra, we’re going to save,” |
said. “Even the old ones, they’re going to the storage
container.”

“Good.” She said. “Waste not, want not. Now,
are you going to feed me, or what? Those stairs aren’t
all that steep.”

“Nope. They sure aren’t.”
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