







July 20th 2004

A Moving Spirit

A 20 Something Couple Takes a 30 Something Boat Down the ICW

So far, our lives had been spent in school.  We graduated with an urge to break out and do something challenging and unique.  Both the world's expectations and our own were inhibiting.  While there was no marked path laid out before us, neither was there a certain "road less traveled" which we could turn to.  Exploration was essential.  We were aiming for an alternative lifestyle, a way to draw attention to quality of life and to fuel creative energy with simplicity.  It was important to engage in activities that we could feel passionate about, activities that would help to create a fresh formula for our future.  Mostly, we wanted adventure and still do.

When we became involved in our inspired endeavor we were both novices in the boating world and in the world outside of college and grad school.  Hannah had sailed and capsized Sunfish in the past and Tim, though he had built a wooden sea kayak for fun at 20, had never spent much time on the water.  It was a determined and impulsive decision to step away from the familiar when Tim bought Slowly, a 36’ Grand Banks Classic woodie from 1973, hull #326.  

He had become fascinated and inspired by the tug boat our friends live on in the Boston Harbor and made a choice.  Digging through countless websites, Tim learned what a "trawler" was, and before long was an avid reader of both yachtworld.com and gbwoodies.com.  Websites taught him much and led the way to hefty books like Chapman's Piloting and Nigel Calder's Mechanical and Electrical Manual.  He fell in love with the idea of a wooden Grand Banks, and before long an affordable little gem named "Pelican" showed up in Cos Cob, Connecticut.  Staying one day ahead of the process, the complex task of a purchase was soon under way.  Reality came to visit, and the world fought back as an inexperienced Tim attempted to secure insurance and a $25,000 loan for a (gasp) wooden boat.  After many trials, he managed to pull off the maneuver.  Within three months of his decision to buy a boat, he made an educated investment with what would have been his rent money.  One year and a lot more learning later, Tim and Hannah were hunkered down aboard the renamed Slowly, floating in Boston Harbor amongst pancake ice.

There is quite a philosophy to being young; luckily, at 22 and 26, it came naturally to us.  We were ready and willing to try new things.  Our tugger friends Wendy and Dave are always up to something interesting, such as opening a pizza place, raising parrots and living on a tug!  Their life seems more fun that way.  They helped teach us how it is easier to deal with life when you enjoy the one you have.  The idea of living on a boat was similar to our dreams of living in a tree house or our memories of childhood forts and camping out.  We got a kick out of paying attention to our surroundings, creating a comfortable home out of a boat shaped space, and living a life that we thought was totally cool.  We were on our way to being salty boaters, pirates even!

We had to find ways to make the boat our own.  There is a shelf designated for cameras, a small library of books on boating, technology and fiction, buckets of electronics and computer parts, photos dangling from a tiny clothesline, stereo sound and a deck full of plants.  In landscaping the boat, we find that the luxury of having fresh herbs at our fingertips is still possible on the water.  Though, only the strong survive.  It is challenging to make good use of the limited space and not feel like we are living in an over-stuffed closet.

After thawing out from our first winter, we put two and two together.  As charming and cozy as Slowly was with a Christmas tree on her bow, she did not appreciate the frozen pipes and piles of snow a New England winter provides.  We decided to join the flock headed south for her sake and because we were ready to make use of the fact that we lived on a floating vessel.

We lived aboard in our home town of Boston for nearly a year while we worked on Slowly and our wallets.  We laid low and tried to save up on future boat expenses.  The list was long and some items were doomed to stay on it for awhile.  Varnishing, sanding and repainting the interior, recaulking the decks, even patching the tiny leak on the starboard diesel tank were going to have to wait.  We tried to cover the most important things and leave the cosmetic repairs for later.  It was hard to choose what to work on first.  We realized there was no way to keep up with it all while we were working full time.  It was not luxury living, but it did often feel that way.  There were plenty of days when multiple trips to the hardware store got the better of us; though the sunsets over the skyline and the front row seats for Beantown's fireworks shows made up for them.

Slowly was and is a fixer upper, but they all are.  We learned quickly that the leaks are a part of what makes boats so endearing.  Drips and chips give them character, like Cindy Crawford's mole or Harrison Ford's chin scar.  We painted the cabin sides with some high gloss makeup that didn't hide Slowly's wrinkles, but did get her feeling young again.  We replaced rotted wood, the raw water pumps and the Furuno radar, started re-fiberglassing, and put chain on the anchor rode.  We also picked out a head and holding tank for our aft cabin bathroom.  It was rather fun deciding which to choose.  Who knew there were so many options?  We were drawn to the Wilcox Crittenden Skipper Head with the long handled pump, but instead frugally chose the Sealand Traveler head with a built in holding tank.  Though there was much work to do, it was nice to feel needed.  We were going to show our leading lady Slowly a good time.   

Planning our travels south was exhilarating because it made us feel brave.  We knew we were going to learn a lot during the trip.  It was going to be an experience.  A project.  An action.  We would literally be moving forward with our lives. 

On the other hand, we were wary of the dangers and nervous from our lack of experience.  It often seemed like a wild and foolhardy move.  Our only choice was to embrace our beginner's minds.  Our weaknesses as novices were also our greatest strengths.  Knowing how little we knew, we avoided bad weather, cruised short days and never pushed it.  Caution was paramount.  The reward was a relatively smooth, slow ride offering us a refreshing view of the world.  

We learned quickly aboard Slowly.  Almost every moment was a new experience.  Coming into Padanaram after a surprisingly easy day through the Cape Cod canal, we had our first real lesson on mooring.  It was late October and the harbor was quiet and empty.  We picked a spot and headed in.  The first ball was too small.  We had picked it up pretty quickly, but the harbor master arrived and advised that we move to one that could definitely support our weight.  The second ball was too slippery, and a little more difficult to reach.  Hannah had to move up to the fly bridge to steer after we grew tired of trying to yell to each other through the closed windows.  When Tim finally got his grasp on the mooring, the buoy got caught on one of the stanchions as the boat drifted.  In a sudden release of tension the stopper knot ripped through the styrofoam buoy.  As the mooring chain sank to the bottom we guiltily watched the lonely buoy bob to shore.  Thankfully, the third ball was just right, but took even more patience since by then we were both cold, frustrated and hungry! 

We were actively schooling ourselves in boating.  With each day and decision we were better prepared than the day before.  Leaving Padanaram, headstrong from a good day through the canal, we thought that we could take on 25 knot winds in Buzzards Bay.  Lo and behold we had an early lesson that morning.  The seas quickly climbed to tightly placed 4-6 footers with the occasional monster.  Inside our floating barrel of a home, we held on tight as we were picked up and then dropped into a free fall, crashing down into a deep trough.  Before we could recover from the floor being pulled out from under us, we were hoisted again.  The ride was so distressing that we were hardly capable of choosing what move to make, and what direction to turn to.  We ended up staying straight into the waves, going the route that we hoped would be the least rocky.  Instead of heading into the Rhode Island Sound we made for Cuttyhunk Island, which we were happy to find was in front of us and close by.  Arriving weak kneed at only 8:30 am, we tied up and slept, happy to wait the weather out.  After that day we had a better grasp on what our limits were on wind and waves.

Alone on Cuttyhunk we enjoyed exploring the quiet island for a couple days.  It was part of our adventure.  During our travels we picked up on many things that go along with boating, including coastal towns, peaceful landscapes and chicken wings.  We were on a discovery expedition.  Though there were many moments we struggled through, we were always glad to be making the trip.  There was no need to dwell on the philosophy of what made it so enjoyable.  Instead we just sucked it in.

One other notable trial was the day we headed out of New York City.  We were feeling fine even after Slowly got a small gash when we pulled away from a dock in the Hudson too quickly.  It was an exceptional morning, and it wasn't until after we made it under the Verrazano Bridge that we realized we should have stayed put for a day longer.  It was sudden.  We were surrounded.  We couldn't see more than 20 feet in front of the boat.  Never having experienced fog before we found it breathtaking, in terms of both beauty and our nerves.  Staring at the radar and blowing the fog horn did nothing to dissipate our unease.  We stuck to the very edge of the channel.  We didn't want to get in the way of either the fleets of fishermen or the great whales of barges that appeared long after we saw their presence on the radar or heard their low horn.  When we finally got over to the New Jersey coast we were only slightly relieved.  We didn't want to go through any of the notoriously rough inlets and were planning on getting as far as we could to avoid them.  Slowly, however, was not planning on going much farther.  The oil pressure for the starboard engine fell and the boat's vibrations changed.  We took a look down under only to discover the engine spitting diesel across the room.  One of the fuel injectors had bust and we were down to one engine, still in dense fog, in Jersey.  Tim spent the next few hours with the engine, greasing up his cell phone as he made calls about what to do.  Hannah kept her eyes peeled and navigated along the gray coastline.  Eventually, we limped through the growing waves in to the Manasquan River and turned into the friendly Hoffman's marina.  We were a lone trawler among many large and active sport fishing boats, and we were happy to be there.  We were able to get the new injector sent to us, and ended the day feeling quite content knowing we had passed that day's test.

Part of our enterprise was documenting the day's events.  Our friends and family heard our cruising news with open ears.  We kept a detailed log of our journey by way of an online newspaper called "The Slow Times" and were often told by readers that they were living vicariously through us.  We tried to write for both fellow boaters and friends, adding info about boat gadgets as well as what we ate for dinner.  It took a good chunk of the day to write, especially coming up with headlines suitable to our tastes.  Sometimes it was hard to put our experiences into words because they were too internal and elemental to get down coherently.  Since we didn't have the Hemingway touch we ended up joking around alot, which made it more fun.  We even have an online store "Shop Slowly" with which we hoped to make some extra cash and add fashion design to our resumes.  Writing about our daily activities helped to remind us how different the nature of our experiences was to our lives before setting off.  No matter how typical the day was in our newly founded cruisers' minds, reliving the moments through our journal let us thrive in our excitement of adventure and discovery.  We could also laugh at our mistakes at the end of the day by relating them to our readers.  For example, our rough day into Cuttyhunk earned the headline: "Tim Throws Up on Dirty Dishes."  It was delightful to feel that we might be inspiring others to dive into something new or to ask themselves what would make them stimulated or happy.

Cruising gave us a good opportunity to see new places, to sample towns we might want to live in one day.  We rated the towns with propellers on our website so we could share our feelings with our readers.  This also worked as a simple system to show us our favorite places at the end of our trip.  At 7 knots and change, we enjoyed dozens of stops that would have otherwise been overlooked while traveling by automobile at 56 knots.  We weren't going to hurry, and neither was Slowly.  It was a grand tour of the east coast of America.  With little tying us down we had fun trying on different places.  We liked the extremes of arriving in a big city on boat, and of anchoring in tiny creeks with no one else around.  Our large sized favorites were: New York, Annapolis, Beaufort, NC, Charleston and Savannah.  Some smaller treats were: Cuttyhunk, MA, the Cohansey River, NJ, and Tom Point Creek, SC.  Going off season gave us a unique perspective on cruising because there wasn't much traffic, we had many places to ourselves.  The pace allowed us to have a good look around each stop. It was nice to know we had time for changing our minds about where to anchor, both on board and off.  

We were aware that the majority of boaters cruising down the ICW were older than us.  What we came to realize is that many of them have dropped long term jobs and sold their homes to give up land-locked lives and finally make the trip.  We were only struggling with the path towards our future.  We were lucky to be able to take off.  People we met always told us that it was great we were making the trip at our age.  It made us feel special, a cross between mature and naive.  We were always impressed with the stories older people had, about how they came to cruise.  The real challenge is building a life and home and then leaving it behind.  We were amazed at the courage people had to say goodbye to the possessions and people they had been around for many years.  The decision to do so seems to be a happy one based on what we heard.  

No matter where they are in life, all cruisers have a certain agelessness.  On the water, one's perspective of life and time changes.  Everything slows down and all that really matters is the weather.  Boats are different things to different people.  They are homes, work places, vehicles, sporting goods, toys, trophies and transportable hotels.  Whatever role a boat may have, the factors of boat life obscure the differences people have, putting everyone in the same pot.  Cruising leaves everyone out in the elements.     

Slowly had brought us into a rich culture in which there are many different kinds of people who all enjoy telling stories.  It is easy to open up to another boater and share tales of high seas, fears of weather and running aground, moments of wide-eyed awe and of complete relaxation.  It is easy because the other person usually understands and is excited to listen and empathize.  Whether young or old, the common line that ties all boaters together makes a strong knot. 

Though it was a leisurely 50 day trip we took to Savannah, Georgia, our light pockets were an impending concern.  As much as we could fantasize about our line of Slowly merchandise taking off, we knew our next adventure was going to be a job hunt.  It was hard to acknowledge that we would have to re-start the truly universal activity of just getting by.  We had to step back into the real world.  We couldn't keep casting off.  

The trip helped us prepare for our new adventure, now in Charleston, South Carolina.  Neither of us had been to the Palmetto State before, and we were eager to begin our next chapter.  Our voyage taught us the importance of a slow pace, jumping in, and trusting ourselves and others.  It gave us a new sense of independence.  We now feel even more open to new opportunities and lifestyles than ever before.  By living on Slowly we stretch our typical notion of a dwelling, and we want to continue to do so.   

There are moments and Mondays when we question and wonder about choices we've made or ones we are about to make.  However, we try to explore the possibilities of what might make us truly satisfied and content.  Usually it turns out to be simple things like good company, tasty food, beautiful sunsets and waterfront property (a.k.a. life on a boat).

The problem now is keeping up with ourselves, with the increasing number of goals and brilliant pea brained schemes we have.  We want to continue expanding our idea of lifestyle and of what is possible.  By taking the chance on the journey south we created broader expectations for ourselves.  With the years ahead we will challenge those expectations and incorporate the cruising mentality into our future lives.  Though it can be overwhelming, the key is testing ourselves while maintaining comfort.  Each day we will continue to move towards our destinations, and undoubtedly the weather will play its part...
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