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To My Stella

In loving memory and always in my dreams

When I grow too old to dream

I'll have you to remember

When I grow too old to dream

Your love will live in my heart

Sigmund Romberg


The Dreamscape

The dreamscape is a place contemptuous of time and conscious reality. Not marred by reality, we cannot willfully visit it. Our minds take us there only when we are in the least conscious control. It is then that a strange and wonderful stage is set and a script chosen from the side of the mind that is not of mere will. Dreams appear as apparent whimsy, caprice….a runaway train charging through a dreamscape of odd un-manicured lands peppered with strange creatures, friends, lovers, loathsome characters, but always devoid of the construct of time. It is here on this stage we recall things that apparently never happened in our conscious, time structured world, at least not as perceived in the so-called world of ‘reality’.

Is the dreamscape a fantasy world just because there is no apparent time to it? Or is the conscious awareness of time the illusion...the unreality? In dreams there is energy and isn’t time only a fleeting notion and but a subservient and bendable element in the universal equation of energy, matter and motion? Energy is the dynamic driven by being and movement and, as such, controls and manipulates time. Yet we are taught to consciously regulate energy into chunks of time, a most unnatural attempt to capture the potential of energy, when it is energy that creates a moment in the first place.

In a universe filled with energy, we are the self-conscious species…creators, manipulators and curators of time and time is the hideous product and penalty of our selfawareness. By this very awareness we are doomed…sinners in paradise…because in paradise it is energy…spirit it may well be called…not time, that controls all matter, all life. Thus, the dynamic: the agitation and acceleration of things made of matter and life creates energy and energy creates matter and so the cycle goes on timelessly.

So who is to say what dreams are? Because our dreams reintroduce us to the dynamic that consciousness of time tries to sublimate, dreams try to tell us about our energy as movers in the universe. Dreams are, then, the gathering place of the sum of our minds experiences. So dreams are unfettered by, and devoid of the artificial constructs of dates and place markers which, when all is said and done, are only way points of the conscious mind and as such…inconsequential in navigating a timeless universe filled with unfettered energy.

Dreams are, then, and at the least, energy… the product of our being in motion through space, and as energy they are spirit, soul, fervor, Godhead.

Let us always dream in timeless suspension and fluidity, going wherever in the never-ending universe the energy of our souls takes us.
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CENTRAL SAN FRANCISCO BAY


Introduction

Bay of Irony, My Portal of Dreams

Out of this violent meeting of land and sea was born the bay named for St. Francis of Assisi

Harold Gilliam
San Francisco Bay

My San Francisco Bay is the living image of all my life’s dreamy thoughts. This bay has always made me feel like Travis Blake is cheating life’s usual dark script.

For me, growing up on and sailing the bay of ultimate irony was, and still is, a unique experience; a different community in contrast to the ever increasing sameness the rest of the world is fast becoming. San Francisco’s sailing community was born from the romance of its incomparable environment, people taking to the water not to be seen but to become one with the primeval, raw landscape. Not so long ago, little boat yards built small rude wooden sail boats along the shores of Sausalito that are still sailed and raced on the bay and yacht club membership is not a sometime occupation of the well placed. San Francisco Bay sailors are much too egalitarian for that.

This bay is part of a greater whole that created a different type of mentality, West Coast Romanticism, if you will. This feeling is akin to a love affair with an extraordinarily beautiful woman because it is an inexplicable obsession bereft of machine age practicality. Like stepping into the Albert Bierstadt painting, The Golden Gate, one finds a rustic, primeval serenity that was once the intent of a place called Eden. The bay sailor is one who unconsciously feels the magic in all things that surround him on his bay. Wind and water and the steep and rocky coastline are his deliverance from the bitter flat land type of conformity demanded by the industrial and digital world.

***

San Francisco Bay is one of the most extraordinary sheltered bays in the entire world. Yet, contrary landscape and bad weather played their roles in this bay’s ironic tale. Jack London’s The Sea Wolf has its very beginning from a ferry boat collision in fog-bound San Francisco Bay. In Fletcher’s journal from the fabulous world circumnavigation of Sir Francis Drake, he wrote of a bleak countryside, the “nipping cold”, and the “thicke mists and most stynkinge fogges.”

This fog monster kept Drake from the narrow portal of the Golden Gate as he sailed north, passing this mouse hole so densely enshrouded. Instead, Drake found a sheltered inlet just a few miles to the north, now called Drake’s Estero on the Point Reyes peninsula in what is Marin County, today. The irony and contrariness of San Francisco Bay’s history is so typified by Drake: the greatest of ocean navigators unable to find it; a Shangri-La whose tiny portal is so obscure that it took centuries for civilization to find it. Like Hugh Conway searching desperately for that blizzard concealed Himalayan portal in Hilton’s Lost Horizon.

And the waters of the bay …cold, cold, cold, a liquid match for the foul atmospherics. Escapees from Alcatraz met their end in the frigid and current swept waters of the bay. Had not the protagonist of The Sea Wolf been fished from the bay by Wolf Larson, that book would have ended before it began. Johnny Weissmuller and Jack LaLane are the most famous real life bay swimmers who survived to tell the story. LaLane, the exercise/health guru of the fifties, got a lot of good publicity by making his annual bay swim. He was liberally escorted by boats full of reporters, supporters and a doctor in case something like what happened to the Alcatraz escapees should befall him. Weissmuller leapt into the bay from his yacht to swim to his daily aquacade at Treasure Island’s Golden Gate International Exposition in 1939. Stinking drunk on most days, his survival was largely a function of sufficient anti-freeze and an otherwise highly developed body.

***

Johnny Weissmuller’s daily destination, Treasure Island, is an artificial land mass, the only one of visual significance on San Francisco bay. It is the result of a huge land fill project of the type that would be shunned and outlawed by today’s bay preservationists. There are many other land-filled areas fronting on the bay, but none so conspicuously visible or as famous as Treasure Island.

Treasure Island was never more conspicuously visible as when it was occupied by the Golden Gate International Exposition. Because of this great fair, this reflection of the soul of all the peoples of the Pacific Rim in 1939, Treasure Island’s promiscuous artificiality was transcended for a brief moment. This event was a fantasy of temporary towering, exotic and dreamlike temple architecture, commanded by the four hundred foot Tower of the Sun. What an extravaganza this fair was upon its opening on February 21, 1939 and at night, it was a bejeweled Baghdad by the Bay as the San Francisco columnist Herb Caen was later to dub San Francisco, itself. The fair’s profile seemed to float on the bay waters like a glorious mirage or as an image from a dream, a Zanadu. This iconic Pageant of the Pacific ironically resembled the Emerald City of the Land of Oz from a movie released later that very same year and connected to the real world only by a single ribbon of steel, The San Francisco- Oakland Bay Bridge.

Bearing down hard on the Exposition’s glittering shirttail was World War II. That massively violent event was to tear the romance of the Pacific to shreds, the very theme of this World’s Fair. To confront the new war, the Emerald City was unceremoniously dismantled and quickly transformed into a naval base. Sailing around Treasure Ialand now, a sailor only sees shabby barracks and the typically drab military landscape. Hard to picture it as that jewel of Oz it was for such a brief moment. Today, Treasure Island is still a naval base and has been within living memory. It’s just a flat bit of characterless landfill literally cutting the eastern portion of the bay in two. Irony takes another bow on San Francisco Bay. Beautiful dreams are such fragile things.

***

At the time of the 1939 Exposition, the city of San Francisco was the greatest Portal of the Pacific. San Francisco was the port where Dollar, Orient, Royal Mail, Matson vessels and many others, long gone now, delivered lead ore from Peru, gypsum from Mexico and bananas from Costa Rica. Without this greatness there would have been no reason to create the dream that was Treasure Island in the middle of San Francisco Bay.

The all-white ocean liners of the Matson steamship line were the very maritime icons of this great port in this, its golden age. A Matson liner was the ideal passage maker to Hawaii and Hong Kong and one can easily picture Gable and Harlow stealing a kiss on a lonely bit of promenade deck on one of those white galleons of the Pacific trade. Can a modern day cruise ship match that kind of atmosphere?

Today, I often sail along the San Francisco waterfront and am both puzzled and fascinated by the old, rather elegantly constructed, and quite abandoned wharves. Yes, abandoned! No bustling port, no ships, clipper or steam now. Perhaps the most exciting waterfront city in the modern world with a dead waterfront. Irony again! Where did all those dreamy white steam ships of the Matson line go?

These deserted wharves, how did they meet such a fate and how has San Francisco survived and even transcended it’s very own beginnings as a port of commercial distinction? Irony or just plain transcendental transmutation? The perfection of such a fine harbor as San Francisco Bay still draws ships from all over the world, but the mercantile activities of San Francisco have turned away from the water, the Oakland Containership Terminal now dominating the bays importance as the portal of maritime commerce.

San Francisco let its heritage go, separating itself from its very roots because what a containerized port meant was a great hideous industrial transformation. This would be no transcendental change either, for to bring San Francisco into the world of modern maritime commerce would have meant allowing a rape to take place…an outrageous attack upon its very person. But irony was again raising its familiar head. Would the folks of San Francisco allow a rape to become the basis of a marriage to the horrid ugliness that modern maritime commerce has become? In a word, NO! That obscene act fell to Oakland to embrace. And out of its ironic defiance, San Francisco has survived and flourished, its body, if not its maritime soul, unmolested by the monstrous plague of the modern industrial world. Oakland is Oakland but San Francisco is a state of mind. A holy sanctuary!

***

Still, people who live on the edges of San Francisco Bay do get discouraged and some have sought their dreams end by leaping from the rails of the Golden Gate Bridge. Kerplop the poor distraught suicide jumpers would go, one after another, hitting the bay at eighty miles an hour. And there I was fishing them out of the frigid and turbulent waters in the mid 1960’s. We boat drivers of Coast Guard Station Fort Point were the first responders for the Golden Gate Bridge jumpers and just about all of the central bay, for that matter. Fort Point is nestled near the southern end of the Golden Gate Bridge in San Francisco’s Presidio. With three quick little power boats and a philosophy and training brought on by the urgency to save lives meant we could be underway and at planning speed in less than ten minutes.

I put in for Fort Point after boot camp and, ironically, I got it. I couldn’t even conjure up a respectable military sense of duty to be shipped off to New Jersey or South East Asia. Suddenly back on my bay again, this role presented me with an insight of my bay I had never known before. I was ferrying electricians to the then long abandoned Alcatraz on lonely blustery evenings to figure out why the automated lighthouse beacon stopped working and searching for missing dock fishermen and overdue boatmen. Ironically, out of all our humanitarian efforts, retrieval of the Golden Gate Bridge jumpers was our most famous specialty. There was an occasional bridge jump survivor, as the older hands at Fort Point would tell me, but mine were all beyond help when I plucked their wretched bodies from the turbulent waters beneath that iconic bridge. Dream dead, as the song goes.

***

The need for the famous iconic bridges came later. First it was the ferry system that tied the corners of an emerging, and later, an ever more gentrified San Francisco Bay Area together in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. I rode those old wooden and steel ferries across the bay many times in my youth. Then I found myself a regular ferry passenger again in the 1980’s.

But in between, the building of the Bay Bridge in 1936 followed immediately by the Golden Gate Bridge in 1937 ushered in the supremacy of the automobile. The writing was on the wall. The old ferry boats gasped their last in the early 1960’s bowing to the more convenient and quicker car/bridge marriage and a period of abandonment of San Francisco bay public water transport followed.

The ferries I rode again in the 1980’s were part of a rebirth for passenger ferries because Bay Area overcrowding had now double-crossed the promise of the bridge system. Irony again! The marriage of bridge and car was fast going on the rocks. An ever increasing snarl of stalled traffic in the 1970’s interrupted the smooth flow and made folks turn to their bay once more.

The Golden Gate Transit District was the first to reinitiate passenger ferries with the building of a gas turbine powered semi-planning mega yacht. To compete with the bridges, now, it was an economic necessity that ferries be fast and not the pleasant and leisurely rides they were in earlier times. Unfortunately, the gas guzzling characteristics of gas turbines (jet engines) practically brought the District to its financial knees so the boat was hastily refitted with diesel engines. The new power made the ferry more economical, but as slow as a harbor tour boat. Someday, with the introduction of modern multi-hull forms into fast ferry design now being tried in Australia, the District may find a happy medium of high speed and economic operation.

Other renewed ferry biz competitors soon popped up and jumped on the band wagon and before we bay sailors could round the next racing mark, ferries were again running all over the bay like their ancestors did in the old days. That’s the thing about irony: what goes around comes around. There are ever growing traffic problems on the bridges for the constantly mobile land lubbers of the various villages surrounding San Francisco Bay. Maybe the inventive nature of these bay side dwellers will work all that out one day. Maybe irony will do it for them. In the meantime, we sailors don’t worry too much what snarls take place on those modern ribbons of steel, concrete and asphalt called bridges. Like the ferries of old and of new, we sail effortlessly around and under those leviathans of the machine age.

***

Such is life on wild and wooly iconic, ironic San Francisco Bay. I suppose we sailing bums of a perfect bay are inveterate and shameless searchers for new pastures and new ways to get there. Travis Blake is one of those practitioners of watery self expression known to some as no good bums. And why not? Sterling Hayden, Jack London and Spike Africa, “The President of the Pacific Ocean” were my childhood inspirations for escaping from the shackles of the ordinary life. We are always ripe for what Ken Kesey called Sometimes a Great Notion. We have always been a culture of great notions. And we’re continuing to have a few great notions, making a name for ourselves here on what, in 1834, Richard Henry Dana called: “A magnificent bay, containing several good harbors, great depth of water, and surrounded by a fertile and finely wooded country.”

After all, we bay sailors are the inheritors of the mentality of the watermen who wandered that rocky, seemingly uninhabitable coast searching for that elusive doorway lying at the magical 38th parallel. And like Hugh Conway, these watermen never gave up until they threaded through that narrow, fog bound portal in their crude little sailing ships. Into that dreamland they came, the one we have all longed for in our own dreams.

Travis Blake
1987


The Dream Time Conspiracy

“You dream often?”

“Yes.”

You remember those dreams?”

“Sometimes. But dreams are such silly things anyway.”

“Silly? Julio sat up again. “Dreams are important, Shawnee. They tell you what’s going on in your inner life.”

“My inner life?”

“Yes, What goes on so deep in your mind that you aren’t even aware of it, as important as what goes on outside you…”

Shipwreck

Howard Pease, 1957


Prologue

The Last Passage

Maybe I’ll live so long I’ll forget her. Maybe I’ll die trying.

Mike O’Hara

The Lady from Shanghai

Orson Welles

Off the Golden Gate, July 15, 1986

Gad, I slept too long! Carol’s still at the helm. Why didn’t she call to me for relief? I hope she is okay. I poke my head up from the companionway hatch and find no sign of life, no beautiful Carol in the cockpit to greet me. I look forward toward the mast, expecting to see Carol making some sail adjustment or other, but the deck is empty. The topsides are devoid of life, just the auto pilot working back and forth on the tiller. It is set on a course taking the little sloop south along the coast, not toward the Golden Gate and home, but sailing Carols little Cal 3-30 fiberglass sloop toward Half Moon Bay.

I am overcome with fear. Where is Carol? God help me, where is she? I want to ask her why we are not making for the Bay as planned. I hear nothing, just the sound of the hull creaking its way through the following sea and an occasional sail flapping.

Maybe I missed her when I came up topside and she is somewhere in the cabin, below. I dash back down the companionway and work my way forward to the head and then the vee berth. Nothing! No Carol anywhere! I am now nearly incapacitated with panic and dread. Back up topside I fly, looking frantically around a full 360 degrees. Nothing! It’s beginning to sink in, now. Carol is really gone. She couldn’t have fallen overboard, too much of a sailor for that silly supposition. She knows all too well the hazards of solitary deck watches.

Now I know…Carol did what she had to do. She went into the sea on her own. She wanted this passage to be her last. She set the auto pilot on a southerly course, running free of making landfall so when I did awaken I would be safe…alone, but safe in open waters.

Carol knew her cancer was going to bring rapid decline soon. Tied to a bed, being tended by others because one can no longer do even the simplest things was never an option for someone of Carol’s natural dignity. And for me it would be like seeing an injured bird flailing desperately and futilely for its lost freedom, trying uselessly to take flight, once again. Carol was too much a creature of wind and water to fall victim to such a fate. Carol has laid her head down for the last time to be covered over by the cool, flowing sheets of her beloved water world.

The morning sky is bright now and only a few lights remain flickering along the coast’s profile. I am an empty shell, as if I’m adrift. I slump dejectedly down in the cockpit and start to sob uncontrollably. I’ve lost my Carol! By all that is holy, can I go on at all, now? Disconnecting the auto pilot, I point the Cal back toward the Golden Gate.

I deliver the 3-30 under the Bridge...back to our bay, our San Francisco Bay, Carol! I’m now empty of the joy I thought would be ours if you and I had only sailed back into the bay together, even if it should have been for the last time. And here I am, alone, at the helm of your very own little no-name sloop. I recall how you detested the cutesy names people give their boats and how you took pride in your boat’s no-name status. It’s all I have left of you now.


Chapter One

Lost in the Familiar

Sausalito, California, New Years Eve, 1986

I’m forty-four years old, have all my hair and am still reasonably attractive to women, but slightly overweight and I am retired. Yes, to say again, I am retired! Suffice it to say Travis Blake does not need to work to support his lifestyle, therefore, he doesn’t. I am currently living in Sausalito, California at the hillside home of Ann Cuffe Whitley, the mother of my recently deceased lover, Carol Whitley. I used to live on my 50 foot motorsailer in northern Sausalito’s Clipper Yacht Harbor, but that was before she went down off Point Arena earlier this year. I have no other option but to stay on at the Whitley home for the present, but it is not really the same as having my own place and I feel uncomfortable about that. On the positive side, my presence is helping 73 year old Ann, adjust to Carol’s passing; otherwise Ann would be all alone in that big house.

In some ways, I am happy to be staying at the Whitley’s gorgeous hillside home. The breathtaking bay vistas from the gigantic windows of this sanctuary are nothing short of life affirming, making the experiences of loosing Carol, my boat and everything that lead to them seem like parts of a protracted nightmare rather than the horrendous realities they were.

Sausalito is nestled at the foot of the San Francisco Bay side of the Marin headlands and adjacent to the northern landfall of the Golden Gate Bridge. Sausalito is a charming little hillside enclave more like one would find along the coast of the Mediterranean Sea than it resembles an American small town. Even its bayside park, Vina del Mar, is decorated with exotic statuary transplants. The stone elephants that grace its entrance and the fountain at its center came from San Francisco’s Panama-Pacific Exposition of 1915.

***

I spend more time and money than I should, these days, at the bar of the most expensive waterfront watering hole in Sausalito; this place is called the Trident. Always it’s the same scenario, working on another expensive drunk, typical of my modus operandi, these days.

The Trident Bar occupies the second level of an isolated wharf borne building jutting out into the bay just south of the downtown area and Vina Del Mar Park. The first level is taken up by Ondine’s Restaurant. Vistas from the Trident’s windows include, from north to south, Belvedere Island, Tiburon, Angel Island, Alcatraz Island, the city of San Francisco. In the background stand Treasure and Yerba Buena Islands and the iconic San Francisco-Oakland Bay Bridge.

It is an idyllic evening in Sausalito, the lights are just starting to flicker on and San Francisco appears as an Emerald City across the waters of a heavenly world called San Francisco Bay. A supernatural electricity in the lights on my bay and the refreshingly warm air of this charming New Years evening combine to make for a dream of perfection never before achieved by the combined efforts of Man and Mother Nature. This setting would be enough to inspire a pig to write poetry if they would allow pigs to live in Sausalito and drink at the Trident.

The way it’s going for me, I could use a bar top lined up with Scarlett O’Hara’s 80 cent doubles. But I’m a long way from Scarlett O’Hara’s, now, and too bad for it, I think to myself. That St. Augustine, Florida watering hole was my perpetual hang-out when I lived in the Sunshine State in the early 1980’s. Ah, St. Augustine, that poor man’s Xanadu- By-The-Sea, a twisted modern-day Tortuga of ex-office space buccaneers, I miss you so very much! How I wish I was back there, right now. Unlike sophisticated, upwardly mobile Sausalito, St. A. was a gathering place for misfits and escapists like me, drawn to the aura of semi tropical coastal town anonymity and, of course, Scarlett’s 80 cent doubles. There is nothing like getting schnokkered cheaply every night amongst one’s fellow illusionists to make life tolerable and keep the dream of anarchical freedom alcohol real in your weak little mind. They need to open up a Sausalito branch of Scarlett O’Hara’s; one can go broke getting schnokkered at the Trident. Yet, without the company of my Florida misfit-pirate buddies, the ambiance would not be the same…just cheaper!

Since it’s early evening, the Trident isn’t very crowded even though it’s New Years Eve. Below the Trident, Ondine’s is alive with music and the street musicians at nearby Vina del Mar Park are droning out a lively and appropriately dreamy rhythm. I really shouldn’t be staying here too long. I need to head back up the hill to the Whitley house and see the New Year in with Carol’s mother, Ann.

“Travis Blake?” a husky but soft female voice tickles my ear from the far end of the bar.

Half buzzed, I turn in this lovely sound’s direction. A beautiful Asian girl’s face is staring at me and under that face all legs. Just my type!

“I’m Stella. Remember we met at the Clam Shell Bar in St Augustine, Florida?”

“Oh yeah, the most beautiful China Doll since Nancy Kwan. You don’t mind the China Doll reference, I hope. My political correctness fades after my second cocktail.”

“I take a nice complement where I find it. Can I call you Trav?”

“Sure, gorgeous! What are you doing with your cute self in Sausalito? Not that I’m complaining. On the contrary, it’s great to see another ex-pat of Zanadu-By-The-Sea.”

“I’m visiting a friend who has a house right above town, here.”

“Yeah? I live up there, too. In the gray, low slung job with all the glass; the house that looks like it’s about to take flight.”

“Oh yes, I’ve seen the house. It’s beautiful! I love modern architecture. My friend’s house is about a half a block toward downtown Sausalito from you.”

“You somehow attached to your Sausalito friend, if you don’t mind me asking? Mind you, your answer will determine how loaded I get, tonight.”

“You’re an amusing fella, Trav. He’s just a friend who’s hooked up with my sister. What about you? You alone, Trav?”

“More alone than a moon walker who just missed the Lunar Lander’s return to the mother ship, Stella! Can I buy you a drink?”

“Okay, Travis, but you better let me come down to your end of the bar, it will save us from loosing our voices.”

“Hi ya, my cute ex-hubby.”

Gad no, it’s Kay! She is packaged in a miniscule, delightfully indecent short red dress with those stunning legs going all the way down to matching 4” heels a hundred feet below. At least she is with escort, tonight.

“Oh hi, Kay. Did you buy the Trident with my generous settlement check? It seems we’re always running into each other here, lately.”

“Silly Trav! Don’t just stand there. Introduce me to your beautiful date.”

“Stella-Kay, Kay-Stella. See ya, Kay.”

“And what am I, chopped liver?” Kay’s rather large and somewhat handsome escort says, extremely peeved.

“No offense, pal, but if you stick with Kay, you soon will be! Excuse me but I’m drunk. What’s your excuse?”

“Hey buddy, you looking to loose a few teeth?”

“Not kosher to play dentist to someone in Trav’s condition,” Stella interjects, saving my bacon. Kay’s date is even bigger than Mean Joe Green. I’d be in Marin General for a month.

Stella drags me off to the other side of the Trident and works a deal with the hostess that we be seated at an isolated table.

“Thanks, my new China Doll guardian angel.”

“Your problem, local boy, is you have too much history haunting you around here. If you don’t mind me saying, you need a vacation from the Bay Area,” Stella says as we get seated at our new leper colony table.

“Yeah, local, alone, and a ne’er-do-well to boot, but a well financed ne’er-do-well, nevertheless. I’ve got my own piece of the rock coming my way each and every month until such time as I’m killed by one of Kay’s various lovers. I’m afraid all this makes Travis a dull drunk.

”Aren’t you still designing yachts?”

“No ma’am. I’m merely a child of the society of idly drunken nautical has-beens, Stella, my new pal.”

“Well then, Mr. Ne’er-do-well, you’d do well to join me on my trip to see the world. Let’s you and I wander this Bright Guilty World together. What do you say, Travis Blake?”

“I am rather busy, these days and…oh nuts! Okay, let’s do it, let’s see that world, China Doll! I’d be delighted to be your new traveling partner.”

Stella’s right, I need a vacation, alright, a change of place, but more than that, I could use a change of time. With Carol gone, I am lost and I feel useless in my own time.


Chapter Two

Bay of Fog

Friday, February 6, 1987

I am procrastinating on whether to wander the world with my new friend Stella or find a way to an end and join Carol. Stella is becoming impatient and may leave without me, but I’m not really sure about anything, right now, and decisions are suddenly repugnant to me.

I still have a boat. I try to spend as much time as I can on Carol’s little Cal 3-30 sloop at Clipper Yacht Harbor in north Sausalito…when not being the benefactor of the Trident Bar.

Clipper Yacht Harbor is near the northernmost boundary of Richardson Bay. This Bay is a shallow little watery indention between Sausalito and the Tiburon Peninsula, the south end of which is open to Central San Francisco Bay. Clipper Yacht Harbor occupies the last navigable bit of water this pond has to offer for deep keel boats like Carol’s.

Clipper used to be my old stompin’ ground when I lived onboard my boat, Lolita. I was one of only two live-aboards on my row of slips, then. The nearest other live-aboard at the harbor was and still is Bay Area radio personality, Dan Shurly. He lives on a decrepit houseboat in the next row of slips to the south. Dan and I are drinking buddies and lifetime members in the Without Booze, Life Would Really Suck Club. Dan still works at being the early morning DJ at KSFO in San Francisco. He has always kicked-off his show, Don’t Call Me Shirley, by advising commuters to: ‘Turn around and go back. It’s not too late. Pull a Gauguin and escape to the South Seas and paint native girls.’ Life at Clipper Yacht Harbor would not have been tolerable without the company of philosopher, DJ extraordinaire and my good friend, Dan Shurly.

***

Carol’s boat is located in the slip next to my own now vacant slip. Slips are getting harder to come by in the ever growing Bay Area, so I’m holding onto it in case I should get another boat. From the 3-30’s cockpit, I can see a clear sky over Central San Francisco Bay. It’s a great day for venturing out for a sail and I am restless and need to shake my melancholy. I miss Carol so very much and I carry a hopeless illusion that if I sail out onto the bay I will find her again or, at the least, feel that she is close by.

I find myself starting the 3-30’s anemic 15 horsepower inboard engine, casting off the dock lines and aiming the little sloop toward the harbor entrance. Poking into Richardson Bay, I point the bow south toward the Central Bay. The little sloop chugs along the Sausalito shoreline passing close aboard the various strange homemade, freestyle houseboats that dot this bay so prolifically, these days. Skirting by downtown Sausalito, I set a rough course to take me between Angel Island and the Golden Gate Bridge. I can see a fog bank starting to drift into the bay and, quite suddenly, visibility is deteriorating. I head right for it thinking that fog this time of year is unusual and probably won’t hang around very long. All the same, it’s enough to make me pause before setting the sails.

In a few minutes, I’m engulfed in a cotton ball of an extremely dense fog and I can’t see anything ahead. Where did this fog come from on what looked, only minutes ago, like such a clear February day? This condition is more characteristic of summer in the Bay Area, not at all a happening of the winter months on San Francisco Bay. If I keep going I’ll be right in the middle of the ship channel and stand a better than average chance of being run down by a containership or a tanker.

Suddenly, dead ahead, a huge white bow pops out of the cotton ball not one hundred feet in front of the 3-30; my fear rewarded by reality. I yank the tiller hard over and the little sloop turns abruptly to port barely avoiding a T-Bone, headon collision. Too late for anything like a miss, the two vessels slam against one another’s sides in a heavily onesided confrontation. The huge white hull scrapes hard against the fiberglass egg shell of the 3-30, ripping open the hull-to-deck connection, pulling the mast down and carrying away the lifelines in the process. Jagged chunks of fiberglass are flying through the fog. Son of a bear, the 3-30 is being broken up and is going to be sucked under by the motion of this leviathan’s towering steel wall of a hull. The 3-30 is violently twisted about its beam ends and starts to sink. Nothing for me to do now, but bail out. I leap overboard and start swimming for my life.

In moments, the 3-30 is gone and I am bobbing about in icy cold water only a few yards off the white hull as it passes by my suddenly vulnerable position. Luckily, I’m just far enough away from its stern not to be sucked into its slow turning props. I look up to see a name in black letters on the white mass of a rounded stern, “Lurline”. Lurline? Blazes, that’s the name of one of the classic white liners of the old Matson line…immortalized in romantic travel poster reproductions now, but long gone to the scrap heap. I must be hallucinating from shock or this is one wild dream!

What can I do now but die of hypothermia and fairly quickly in the bay’s fifty five degree water? This may just be reality and not a dream! Then a hard something rubs up against my body. It’s the hull of a boat!

“Hey, you alright, fella? Here’s a life ring, grab onto it and I’ll haul you in,” I faintly hear a voice saying as I’m already growing numb and dull witted from the icy water.

I desperately grope for the bright white ring. Clinging to it with both arms, I look up and see my body being pulled alongside a small, colorfully painted little double-ended workboat, the old kind of boat I haven’t seen outside of old Motor Boat magazines. Must be a replica of some kind and mighty dutifully reproduced to the last darned detail, I think.

“I saw the Lurline run your boat over and you jump for it, so I moved in to pick you up. You’re darned lucky her props didn’t suck you under. Who are you to be out on the bay in such a pea-souper?” all this being said by a young, short but muscularly built man with a weather-worn face and jet-black hair over dark, piercing eyes.

“My name is Travis and thanks. Pretty crazy of me, but I had my reasons and the fog seemed to come on faster than normal and from nowhere. You’re a little nuts to be out here, yourself. Who are you and where are you heading?”

“Name’s Mike and I’m headin’ for the Nunes Boatyard at Whaler’s Cove in Sausalito. I got a load of metal castings for the yard from the East Bay. We’ll warm you up good once we get there. Here’s a blanket in the meantime. Yeah, that ship was none other than the Lurline. You couldn’t have been run down by a more prestigious ship, fella!”

“I’m grateful and don’t get me wrong, but you’re going to have a little trouble finding Nunes Boatyard in Sausalito, these days.”

“I know my way around these waters, even in pea-soupers like this, fella. I was born in Sausalito and I’ve been plying San Francisco Bay since I can remember. Of course, the place has changed a bit with the new bridges and all.”

“Whatta ya mean new bridges? You don’t look old enough to remember them ever being new.”

“Hey, fella, that collision musta really worked your brain over. The Golden Gate Bridge is only a couple of years old.”

“Yeah right, pal. 1937 seems like only yesterday.” I respond sarcastically, but with some trepidation and irritation. This guy has got to be full of it or…I don’t wish to think about the alternate answer!

“Yeah well okay, you’re in shock, I guess. Anyway, we’ll be docking at the boatyard in just a few minutes and we’ll fix you up and maybe even get a doc to look you over, too,” Mike says while aiming the gorgeous “replica” toward a break in the fog.

The Lurline sailing out of the bay, ‘New’ bridges, Nunes Boatyard? Again, I ask myself, Is this another one of my dreams?

Mike pokes the little wooden workboat out of the fog bank and there is my beloved Sausalito, so bright and clear under the sunlight of a warm Southern Marin County midmorning. Sausalito is always more or less sheltered from the fog monster that so totally engulfs the Central Bay. We are near Yellow Bluff between downtown Sausalito and the Golden Gate Bridge or should I say the “new” Golden Gate Bridge, quoting my new buddy, Mike. I can see Bridgeway Avenue, Sausalito’s main street, skirting along the old breakwater as usual. Further to the left and at the foot of a hill rising up from Whaler’s Cove, a huge barn-looking wooden building appears that wasn’t there when I put out into the bay in the 3-30. Hmmm! Must be the haze. And the hill above the cove seems to be less populated with houses and all of them are looking rather old fashioned. I can’t even find Ann Whitley’s house, usually so prominent on its dramatic perch above the town. Curious stuff! It must be because of my state of shock and weakness.

Whaler’s Cove is a subtle little cleft at the south end of the town of Sausalito nestled at the foot of the steeply rising hill-scape of the San Francisco Bay side of the Marin Headlands. Many fine modern homes hang from that hill including the dramatic piece of modern architecture that is the Whitley residence. None of them are visible at the moment, just a few old timey gabled roof lines poking out of the trees here and there.

“Hey, Mike, I know darn well I read the name on that big all-white ship correctly as Lurline, but what would she doing running about, these days?” I say, frightened of what his reply will be.

“You read right, fella. Why, everyone hereabouts knows the famous Matson liners. The Lurline is the most prominent of the line and all them Matson liners are painted white. You know what they say ‘The Lurline is Hawaii’, a very famous ocean liner, indeed. Say, where have you been keeping yourself, anyway?”

I know, from my Bay Area history, all about those dreamy white steam ships of the Matson line. A Matson liner was such a symbol of San Francisco’s tie to Hawaii and the then mysterious and exotic east…far away places with strange names and even stranger cultures and peoples. But all once upon a time!

***

Nunes Boat Yard used to be located at Whaler’s Cove. Once upon a time, it was the key business establishment at the cove. Manuel Nunes & Sons had a boat building operation in the Azores, but then moved to Sausalito where they founded the now famous Nunes Boatyard in this cozy little spot. Along with many other famous yachts, they built Zaca, a beautiful schooner owned by actor Errol Flynn for several years. But this big barn of a yard has been long gone, replaced by a large concrete and glass block of an apartment complex hanging out over the very spot where the yard’s old launch ways used to be. Used to be?

That old wooden barn is standing behind a marine launch way at the bay’s edge and fills my eyes at this very moment. Big white letters spell out “NUNES BROS” at the top of the barn’s gable facing the bay. Directly below it another sign says “BOAT WORKS CO”. No contemporary apartment architecture to be seen. Beside the barn of a boatyard and to the north toward downtown Sausalito, there is a line of boardwalk lumber and a dock in front of a row of wood framed houses hanging at the edge of the bay. I haven’t seen that boardwalk and dock outside of childhood memory and an old movie or two.

One movie, in particular, The Lady from Shanghai, made by Orson Welles in 1947 was partly filmed in Whaler’s Cove where that movie’s boat was Flynn’s Zaca, herself. She was anchored off the cove where the Nunes yard was filmed as background to the actors ensconced on that boardwalk in front of a watering hole called The Valhalla. The Valhalla was owned and run by famous Madame and later Sausalito mayor, Sally Stanford. But all this is supposed to be different now; the dock is gone and a new smaller boardwalk fronts the old houses. The Valhalla along with that pillar of a former mayor…long gone too. What a delicious dream cinema-scape this is. What else could it be? I wonder if my dream will hold out long enough for me to see inside the boatyard barn and maybe even meet the Nunes family in the flesh. Okay, dream on little dreamer! I’ll go with ya for now.

***

Mikes perfect replica pulls up to a finger pier at one side of the yard’s railed marine launch way and a man is there to grab the docking lines. “Hey Mike, where’d he come from? He’s all wet. You pull him from the bay?”

“That’s right, Carl, his boat was run down by the Lurline.”

“I don’t wonder in that fog.”

“Let’s try to get him some dry duds and a place to change before he catches pneumonia.”

After sliding into loose fitting jeans that are too short and a shabby work shirt, Mike leads me into a glass enclosed office off the boatyard barn’s crowded shop floor. The shop is jammed wall-to-wall with several small wooden boats in various stages of construction. I recognize them all as Bear and Mercury Class sailboats, both of which are old yet still active in the San Francisco Bay racing scene…but under construction at this moment? One large, nearly completed and very elegant looking sailboat is poised near the doors opening on the railed launch way. She appears to be around 60 feet long.

Mike introduces me to a rough hewn figure of a man in coveralls sitting behind a beat-up old desk cluttered with blueprints, “This is Harry Brink, the foremen of the yard.”

Harry is around 35 years old, of medium height, has a long chiseled face with brown eyes under a mop of black curly hair and is built like a gymnast….stocky but trim. So far, this vintage Sausalito dream of mine is indicating some pretty well maintained specimens of humanity and I’ll bet there isn’t a fitness center or health food store anywhere around these vintage environs.

February, 1939. That’s what the calendar on the wall of the office displays beneath a comely nude maiden who looks a lot like Jean Harlow.

“What’s your name, pal?” Harry inquires.

Things are looking a little strange, so I think I better make up a name…at least for now, “My name is Travers, Jim Travers and I’m a Sausalito resident.”

“Yeah? I thought you said your name was Travis.” Mike recalls all too well what I said when he pulled me out of the bay.

“You heard wrong. I gave you my last name…Travers.”

Okay, fella. At least you’re alright, now. Gotta go unload my boat, Harry,” Mike says opening the office door.

“Thanks for all you’ve done, Mike.” I call out as Mike is already through the door. He waves over his shoulder and disappears onto the crowded, cluttered shop floor.

“Where do you live, Jim? What were you doing on the bay in the fog?” Harry queries.

“I used to live on my boat at Clipper Yacht Harbor, now I live on the hill right above here.”

“Clipper what? No such place in this town! Where on the hill do you live?”

“Forget it. I don’t have an address at the moment,” I glean it’s useless to go on any further about my Sausalito.

“You in trouble, fella?”

“Just a bit out of pocket and somewhat confused.”

“Don’t worry about it. Pretty nasty accident that run-in with the Lurline. What do you do when you have work, Jim?”

“Well, I used to design boats.”

“Yeah, a few guys around here think they can do that too, including the guys who own this yard. What I need are workers, not designers. Can you work with wood or do rigging? I got a big job, a big yawl for the Cuffe’s while trying to turn out those darned little Bear and Mercury Class boats you see bottling up the shop. It’s all breaking my back. I need all the experienced help I can get. I’ll start you out at fifteen a week. What ya say. Jim?”

Fifteen dollars? The Cuffe’s? Gad, where am I and what happened to minimum wage? Cuffe was Ann Whitley’s maiden name. She is the daughter of Thomas E. Cuffe, protégée of Robert Dollar and, indeed, had a yacht built in Sausalito in 1939…so Ann told me once when Carol and I were kids in the 1960’s.

Until I can find out what has happened to me, I better go for the job, “Yeah, I’m a pretty good rigger. I’ll take the job, Harry. You know of a place I can stay? With my boat gone I’ll need a place to sleep.”

“I got an extra room at my house. You can bunk down there for the time being. Okay by you, Jim?”

“Great and I’m in no position to look a gift horse in the mouth, but why so generous, Harry?”

“I’ve always trusted guys who come from the sea…or the bay in your case. Times ain’t so good, neither. Nothin’ to be ashamed of living on a boat. Lots of guys are living on boats, if they’re lucky enough to have them, worse places if they don’t. Come on, I’ll take you to the house now and settle you in. You need to rest.”

***

Harry leads me to the street side of the yard’s big barn and to his car, a very new looking cream colored V-8 ‘A’ Model Ford roadster. I know and love classic cars, but I never thought I’d ever see one that was this close to new! He backs it out onto the street and proceeds north toward downtown Sausalito. This street is the much traveled main drag in Sausalito leading to the Golden Gate Bridge to the south and to the lion’s share of Sausalito’s real estate to the north. It is strangely uncrowded for this time of day. A couple of more classic automobiles and an old time city bus are on the street and they all look new too.

“Pretty neat car, Harry.” I say.

“Yeah, thanks. She’s a year old and I got a heck of a deal on her. She’s an 81A with the big V-8…85 horsepower and a real dream to drive.”

A real ‘dream’ alright, I think.

Harry wheels the little ‘dream’ of a Ford roadster around the street side entrances of the old wooden shore side houses adjacent to the boat yard; their street side facades are now to our right. Then the street bears to the right, suddenly presenting a view of the bay and Angel Island and then left and north, hugging the breakwater lined shore. Nothing different about this end of the town’s main drag, good old Bridgeway Avenue, except as we head toward downtown, I see no Ondine’s…no Trident Bar, just a very rustic looking wharf-born structure. I think, from my studies of Sausalito history, this used to be the home of the San Francisco Yacht Club in the 1920’s!

Breezing through downtown Sausalito, I notice the old buildings and storefronts don’t look so old. Like the cars, they appear as new-old classics. And at the center of town, Vina del Mar Park looms up ahead on the right; no change there…the old elephants still standing guard. But on the corner just before the park sits a Rexall Drug store identified by a big neon sign overhanging the sidewalk. No more Rexall’s in my time, let alone one that would occupy such a prominent location in my up-scale Sausalito. This would be labeled quant small town America stuff in 1987; like the well preserved drug store-fountain still on the square in the town of Sonoma…but not the stuff of contemporary Sausalito. Up-scale boutiques and gift shops populate my 1987 Sausalito; shrines to an overly popular, upwardly mobile post Vietnam era Bay Area suburban ‘destination’.

Whether I like it or not, I am not awaking from this dream, so maybe I should just kick back and enjoy what comes next. My own Sausalito sometime before I was born is a real hoot…go with it Travis Blake…ah, I mean Jim Travers.

It hits me that I might actually be able to look up my father and my Carol’s mother, Ann Cuffe. Harry mentioned Nunes is building a boat for the Cuffe’s. How eerie is that? If this is not a dream, then it is something else that I dare not yet admit to myself. I must be careful not to influence this present place and time, thereby altering the future and my place in it. There are rules to this potentially volatile game…I read that somewhere in an old Sci Fi novel. Rules are the price we pay for being imperfect and I guess reality is where you find it at any given moment. The forever we think is ours is but a time bomb anyway. I read that somewhere too.
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