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By Tom Darling

“Fairy tales can come true. 
It can happen to you…” 
– Young at Heart,” Frank 
Sinatra

 “Some years ago – never 
mind how long precisely – 
having little or no money 
in my purse, and nothing 
particular to interest me on 
shore, I thought I would sail 
about a little and see the 
watery part of the world.”  
Moby-Dick, Chapter 1

Great boats make great 
stories. From the days of 
the Greeks, stories travelled by water. Jason and the Argonauts, 
the Trojan War, Aeneas. Iconic small boats and the stories that 
launched them – that is the subject of Mystic Seaport  Museum’s 
(MSM) new exhibit, opening May 28 in the Thompson Exhibi-
tion space on the Seaport campus in Mystic, CT.
 The first exhibit mounted at MSM since the pandemic 
speaks to boats. And they talk back. “Story Boats: The Tales 
They Tell” is the brainchild of MSM’s new curator, Christina 
Brophy, who enlisted the entire Museum community to put 
on the show. It is sponsored by Gowrie Group, part of the Risk 
Group, veteran purvey-
ors of insurance for your 
watercraft. We salute 
Carter Gowrie and his 
team for getting behind 
this innovative new look 
at iconic small boats. Hear 
from Gowrie Group in our 
podcast on “Story Boats” 
as well. Tune in at conver-
sationswithclassicboats.
com on May 5 for Part I 
and two weeks later for a 
very special sequel leading 
up to opening day of the 
exhibit.
 Christina Brophy 
came to MSM in De-
cember 2020 as part of a 
new team.   Remember? We were in the teeth of the pre-vaccine 
surge. The Museum had staged a groundbreaking Turner water-
color exhibit that was gangbusters before COVID hit. The Sea-
port went into hibernation, waiting to come out. “Story Boats: 

The Tales They Tell” is that 
coming out party.
 Christina is a wa-
ter rat who got her sea legs 
on the St. Georges School 
exploration vessel, band-
ing turtles and inspecting 
sea critters. She passed 
through academia on three 
continents, ending up in 
Valencia, Spain, site of the 
upcoming America’s Cup. 
At the New Bedford Whal-
ing Museum, she curated 
thirty exhibitions includ-
ing those of such maritime 
characters as Starling Bur-
gess, the Stanford White of 
American yacht designers, 

and Ray Hunt, whom we have profiled as the godfather of the 
Boston Whaler. 
 When I talked to Christina, she was connecting via Zoom 
in the Mojave Desert; She was land sailing her compact land 
yacht, the blokart, which conveniently comes apart to fly as 
checked luggage. She had a vision while in pandemic transition 
of an exhibit that would draw from what I call The Old Curios-
ity Shop of MSM; the collection of small watercraft housed in 
a low immense brick structure across the street from the main 
grounds of the Seaport.

      I have been a guest 
there half a dozen times, 
most recently for the pod-
cast “Hickman, Hunt and 
the American Runabout.”    
This, along with three or 
four other Conversations 
with Classic Boats epi-
sodes, drew directly from 
the contents of the build-
ing that morphed from an 
operating velvet weaving 
plant to a watercraft toy 
store.
      A distinguished succes-
sion of boat historians has 
supervised the small water-
craft collection at MSM; 
a triple play comprising 

Gardiner to Bray to Snediker. This group assembled a collection 
of more than 450 well-preserved examples of American small 
boat design.
 We learned about John Gardiner as the godfather of the 

Story Boats: The Tales They Tell

Just a few of more than 450 well-preserved examples of American small boat 
design at Mystic Seaport Museum

The Boat Shop, where boats ready for the exhibit
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collection during a visit in 2020 for the podcast episode on the 
Dyer Dhow. On our way to the Dyer Dhow dock, we found a 
long shed with a diorama of the Mystic River.  This exhibit was 
illustrating the progression of “Mystic Built,” the long historical 
trail of traditional boatbuilding on the Mystic River. On the wall 
on the left as you enter is a plaque bearing words that the Story 
Boats exhibit fully embraces. And I quote Gardiner’s words on 
the wall:
 “The way to preserve small craft is not to embalm them for 
static exhibit or to tuck them away in mothballs, but to get their 
reproductions out on the water, use them, wear them out and replace 

them anew. Treated in that way, small craft are immortal or as near 
immortal as anything can be. Historic small craft are for the young 
and old and the in-between. They are to use and enjoy, and to pass 
on for future generations to use and enjoy, ad infinitum. Preserva-
tion through use, in the long run, that is the only way.”
 The plaque continues to tell the Gardiner tale:
“That Gardiner on the wall spent 26 years building up the small 
craft program at Mystic Seaport. He held the first recreational 
boatbuilding classes in the country and taught thousands of people 
the basics of traditional boatbuilding. He used the boats in the 
museum’s collection as a study resource, took their lines and built 
reproductions. He advocated preservation through use and initiated 
the idea of a livery program where visitors could use the boats on the 
river. Through his more than 800 published articles and six books, 
he introduced people around the world to the pleasures of traditional 
small craft.”
 Here’s what will be on the MSM grounds beginning May 28:
Boats # 1 to 18 are listed here. Visit mysticseaport.org for more 
details
1. Acadia - A local Stonington boat with a local sailor racing the 
Atlantic solo
2. Anluisa – How do you get to the U.S. from Cuba? Have a 
sturdy boat.
3. Albatross lifeboat – Where you don’t want to be but glad you 
have one.
4. Whistling Wind iceboat – Fastest sailing known to man
5. blokart – Iceboating on sand; Christina Brophy’s very own ride
6. Oyster tonging dugout – An ancient Native American design

The 13-foot Boston Whaler, unsinkable
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7. L Francis Herreshoff “dugout” – Early 20th century native-style 
canoe
8. Patsy Green – On the river
9. Gerda III – Courage on  the sea to rescue 300 endangered souls 
10. Callahan raft – Imagine 76 days adrift in the Atlantic
11. Steinbeck Boston Whaler - Nauset model treasured by the 
author 
12. Whaler halves – The ingenious Madison Avenue “unsinkable” 
ad  
13. Ugiuvak two-hole kayak – Standard equipment for fleeing 
from polar bears
14. Umiak used by John Bookstoce – Daring explorers love their 
boats.
15. Gramp
16. Tango – Ex-Navy Seal tames the North Atlantic by pedaling 
for 41 days
17. Vireo – FDR loved his Maine knockabout and it held secrets.
18. Laser #0 - The boat that launched 400,000 sailors…Thank 
you, Bruce Kirby
 Krsytal Rose, the curatorial professional charged with deliv-
ering the nitty gritty details of the show, gave me that lineup; a 
dozen and a half unique watercraft. 
Christina and Krystal’s partner in 
the venture is Quentin Snediker, 
the longtime guru of the watercraft 
collection who took the mantle from 
the 1970s stewardship of Maynard 
Bray. Quentin knew where all the 
boats were buried, literally in hun-
dreds of thousand of square feet of 
storage space.
 From his graduation from 
SUNY Maritime and his initial cap-
taincy of the Mystic Whaler, a private 
vessel taking guests into the environs 
of Block Island Sound, Quentin has 
racked up nearly three decades de-
voted to the care and feeding of old 
wooden boats. This means projects as 
small as a Whitehall rowing skiff to 
the renovation of Plimoth Planta-
tion’s Mayflower II and the refloat-
ing of the Seaport’s own Charles W 
Morgan. 
 The MSM team makes full 
use of the expansive Thompson Exhibition Space. Some of the 
lighter vessels will fly suspended from the ceiling, like Laser # 0 
donated by designer Bruce Kirby and now displayed in the Mu-
seum’s ticket lobby. Other craft will be on the gallery floor. For 
example, the exhibition team places FDR’s wheelchair with his 
1914 Maine knockabout sloop Vireo. It was there in Campobello 
that the President’s disability became known. The chair signified 
the dedication he had to his sport of sailing.
 In Part II of “Story Boats, the Podcast,” we chat with three 

of the eighteen featured vessels and crew. Our last interview was 
local sailor and restaurateur Clay Burkhalter. Clay is the adven-
turer we knew best from our sailing in his homeport of Ston-
ington and dining in his Dogwatch Café. In 2005, Clay enlisted 
the design expertise of his uncle Rod Johnstone to construct the 
21-foot Acadia for the Mini Transat, a singlehanded race from 
France to Madeira to Brazil. Today’s Transat boats have foils, but 
fifteen years ago water ballast and enormous sprit-launched spin-
nakers were the new thing.
 I took a ride on Acadia with Clem Wood, owner of Etisian, 
the rebuilt IOD featured in a recent Conversations podcast. Not 
much wind was there in Fishers Island Sound, but we got the 
idea. This was the early days of water   ballast and sophisticated 
rigging leading to the helmsman. Far from Slocum and the 
Spray, this was a high-tech oceangoing jungle gym. Clay did his 
rigorous pre-race qualifiers and finished 13th in the 2007 Mini 
Transat. 
 My first interview was Steve Callahan, the subject and 
writer of a book called Adrift: 76 Days Lost at Sea, a New York 
Times bestseller documenting a sinking at sea off Spain in 1982 
and surviving two and a half months at sea alone in an Avon life 

raft. I was reminded  that wander-
ing the sea alone, by accident or 
purpose, is a literary spark for many. 
Steve had given MSM a collection 
of materials including recent oral 
histories that will be available in 
the exhibition.  His special artifacts 
include what he told me were his 
four requirements for sea survival: 
“Pad and pencil, rope and knife.” 
The Avon raft from the adventure 
no long exists. The exhibit displays a 
replica but the message  conveyed by 
his McGuyver-style ingenuity speaks 
to the drama of mankind working 
with and against the sea.
 My middle subject had by far the 
most exotic craft. Dwight Collins 
had a childhood dream to cross the 
ocean. He did it in a highly unusual 
way: pedaling.  n my discussion 
with Dwight, this former Navy Seal 
showed a steely precision with his 
recollection of his 41-day voyage and 

an ongoing reverence for the designer of his craft, the late Bruce 
Kirby.  Kirby pulled out all the stops in designing a combination 
of vessel, drivetrain and propeller to create a bright orange water-
tight platform that Collins propelled from Newfoundland to 
Plymouth, England. For those of you who have pedaled craft off 
the boardwalk of a seaside pond or some amusement park, imag-
ine keeping it up for twenty hours a day for almost six weeks. 
We can only begin to imagine the questions and looks that 
Dwight fielded in his field testing. “What is that thing?” “Pedal 

Bruce Kirby’s Laser #0 flies above.



boat.” “Where are you going?”  “Across the Atlantic.” “Right…”
 There are other big ideas associated with Story Boats. Each 
watercraft is accompanied by artifacts speaking to the voyage, 
intended to immerse the viewer in the story.
 Another objective of “Story Boats” is restarting MSM’s aca-
demic publishing engine. There will be topics that are the basis 
of scholarly research to fill out the stories of these craft. There is a 
plan to reissue the 1970s vintage Mystic Seaport Watercraft, a 396-
page tome that I have worn out as a research source during the 
pandemic. The final attraction of “Story Boats” will be the glossy 
souvenir book featuring photo gems of the exhibit. The message 
from MSM’s curators and lead sponsor Gowrie Group is:

“Visit. Visit often. 
Tell your own stories.
Hear their stories.
There is wisdom in boats.
Let them tell you.”

The next Conversations with Classic Boats podcast, Episode 22,  
Part I: “Story Boats: The Tales They Tell: The Curator’s Cut,”  
posts May 5.
 
Tom Darling is the host of Conversations with Classic Boats, “the 
podcast that talks to boats.” Tune in via Apple Podcast, Google Pod-
cast or Spotify, or online at conversationswithclassicboats.com.

Clay Burkhalter’s Mini Transat Race is documented in the film 
Madstreak.

Scan here to tune into the 
author’s Conversations with 
Classic Boats podcast.

Scan here to learn more 
about Mystic Seaport  
Museum’s Story Boats exhibit.
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Maybe you’ve wanted to try racing but were 
unsure of how to find crew. Or maybe your 
regular crew isn’t available to race. Or maybe 
you just want to try racing doublehanded. 
Well, our friends at the Eastern Connecticut 
Sailing Association (ECSA) are now offering a 
Doublehanded Non-Spinnaker rating option 
for their Offshore Circuit in addition to the 
usual Spinnaker and Non-Spinnaker ratings.
 Any boat registered in ECSA may com-
pete in DH Non-Spin races. DH Non-Spin 
ratings for ECSA compensate for limited 
sail handling capabilities and reduced crew 
weight on the rail. As such, there is no rating 
adjustment for Cat-rigged boats. Ratings for 
all other boats will be adjusted based on Dis-
placement to Length averages in each division. 
 If you want to find out more about the 
new rating option, the specific rating credits and regulations 
can be found on the ECSA website (ecsa.net) under PHRF/
Regs, Defs, Adjs. Details are spelled out in Section XIII. If you 
have any questions, contact Chief Handicapper Bob Bruno at 
bbruno1@comcast.net.  ■

checking in.
ECSA adds Doublehanded Non-Spinnaker Division

Doublehanded entry Lark headed to the finish of Essex Yacht Club’s 
2021 Sam Wetherill Race. This year’s Wetherill Race, on Friday, May 
20, already has 25 entries.  © Matt Myers 

Risk never sleeps. Neither does Gowrie Group.
Boating – and life – requires strong navigation skills, the ability to see and 
prepare for risk, and the right partners to make sure you are prepared 
for anything. As the leading experts in marine insurance, we offer you 
competitive choices and customized insurance solutions to protect you, 
your family, and your boats. Gowrie Group, Always On Watch.

Insurance solutions for:

• Powerboats & Sailboats
• Racing Sailboats & One-designs
• Worldwide Cruisers (Jackline Program)
• Luxury Yachts
• Classic Yachts
• Marine Crew Medical 

THE LEADING MARINE
INSURANCE SPECIALISTS.

800.262.8911 |  gowrie.com/boatquote | boats@gowrie.com
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14   A Story of Hard Charging
 On the singlehanded first leg of last year’s Bermuda 1-2, Peter Becker needed 

to run his engine eight hours per day in order to keep the batteries on his 
J/105 sufficiently charged. Peter outlines subsequent system upgrades that 
should see Young American finishing next month’s Newport Bermuda Race 
with plenty of fuel in the tank.

19    Sea of Dreams
 Since their merger in 2016, two amazing sailing and science programs in 

Stamford, Connecticut, Young Mariners and SoundWaters, have a bright 
future that includes a state-of-the-art learning facility opening soon.  
Rick Bannerot shares the story.

35    An Unexpected Maine Cruise
 After their plans for a European cruise were scuttled, Zdenka & Jack Griswold 

elected to enjoy a summer exploring the lovely coastline of their beloved home 
state. We’re pleased to present Jack’s story and Zdenka’s photos thanks to our 
friends at the Cruising Club of America.

40    Story Boats: The Tales They Tell
 It’s been a while since our friends at Mystic Seaport Museum have mounted 

a new exhibit, and the one opening this month in the spectacular Thompson 
Exhibition Building is not to be missed. Tom Darling has a preview, both on 
these pages and his Conversations with Classic Boats podcast. 

50    Coop’s Corner: See, Safety – No Joke*
 As scores of sailors scramble to complete requisite Safety-at-Sea certification 

courses before the Thrash to the Onion Patch, our intrepid Contributing 
Editor reflects on leading the life raft portion of an SAS seminar and shares 
wisdom on the importance of being prepared for The Eight Events.

Scan to visit our website.

find us on facebook
facebook.com/windcheckmagazine

On the cover: Representing  
San Francisco Yacht Club,  
Sarah Young finished third in  
the U.S. Junior Women’s Single-
handed Championship for the 
Nancy Leiter Clagett Trophy, 
hosted by Stamford Yacht Club  
in Stamford, CT.
© Rick Bannerot/OntheFlyPhoto.net
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