                                                   The Blizzard 

                                                               by Adrianne Balcom

    During the Winter of 1977-78, I was living on a sailboat in Beverly Harbor. Not just any sailboat, but an old wooden yawl built in 1906 that my fiancé had salvaged in New Hampshire and brought down to Gloucester for “renovation”.  It was barely seaworthy - the bilge pump worked every 18 minutes, pumping 80 gallons of rusty seawater back into the Atlantic.  I had agreed to share the “experience” of “living aboard” as a test of our relationship. Little did I know that it would be an experience that would change my attitude towards the value of Life and respect for the Elements.

    Our trepidation started when we came home from work and turned on NOAA on our marine radio. A storm was coming. Nothing new to us, or any of the other live-aboards. This was New England: Cape Ann and North Shore residents did not get excited about “the Weather”. We literally “battened down the hatches”, made sure the aluminum frame with the canvas cover over the deck was secured to the toerail, brought in food and filled the water tank and sat down to spaghetti cooked over the alcohol stove.  We listened to the radio once in a while, but as the predictions turned more dire, we shut it off. We had done what we could for safety’s sake.  

    The snow began.  The Marina staff talked about extraordinary high tides. It was getting colder. Well, we had regularly and routinely dealt with two feet of snow: just shovel the deck and canvas! Our dog was a Siberian Husky - it walked itself during the day, finding shelter under one of the boats hauled out in the yard: the best relieving spot under the broad beam of a rich man’s yacht.  We felt as though we were in an igloo made of canvas.  We sat in kerosene-light with the dog between us.

    On the Marine Radio we heard voice “traffic”: the Harbormaster in Salem was ordering a freighter out of the Harbor. The Captain was complaining. Other voices, other ships urgently asked for advice, a mooring, safety. 

“High tides… low visibility… extreme cold.”

We realized that this was going to be a bad, bad storm. But we were New Englanders. And we were docked. We felt safe and went to bed.

    The next morning, one of the Marina crew came by and knocked on the cabin trunk. We opened the hatch and were told that the tide was coming into the parking lot - to move our cars. My fiancé had just bought a new VW Rabbit.  We decided to finish eating and then go move the cars. We felt swells in the water - a little alarmed as the boat rocked violently. We put on ski parkas and headed to the place where we had parked.

    As we came around the shower/toilet building, we noticed a commotion at the Gas Dock.  A Coast Guard Patrol Boat had tied up the whole length of the dock and crew members were having an argument with the Pump Attendant. The snow was swirling and closed in. We could barely see the tender - it was patches of white and grey and red, in a shifting pattern of fog and flakes. There was a truck parked in the 
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middle of the two rows of cars, blocking anyone from leaving their space.  It was a Coast Guard vehicle and the driver (some recruit from Iowa?) was furiously trying to back up in eighteen inches of snow. We shoveled out our cars but the truck was stuck. It could not be moved. All we had accomplished was create a vulnerable path for the seawater to course through and flood our vehicles. I looked at my Volvo sedan and shut my eyes. We went back to the boat.

    We checked on our cars every half-hour. The incoming sea-flood flirted with the tops of our rubber boots. On one inspectional tour, we saw that the VW Rabbit was floating and starting to bang into not only my Volvo but the car on the other side. My fiancé looked grim, and with the help of the Marina team, tied a line around his car and the other cars to hold it in position with special hitches until the tide receded.  It looked like a total loss - all the electronics on the Rabbit were on the underside.

    We checked in at the Office for the latest report. We wanted to save our battery on the boat, so listened to a radio in the marine electronics store. There was a ship floundering outside Salem Harbor; the oil tanker that had been ordered out the night before. It was in trouble, running aground. We walked back to the boat through drifts and tried to look out toward open water, but we could not even see our own dock. We followed our dog - now our “Guide Dog” -down the gangplank which, all of a sudden, we noticed was “less down” and more level.

    Some hours later, the crew came by and said they had towed the Coast Guard truck out and we could move our cars - if we could get them started. My partner’s car did not start so, with the help of my Volvo and the Yard Crew, we pushed the Rabbit to the uphill fence. I drove my car up to the street and parked it as best I could. Not too many of the residents on this point of land had driveways - the street was half-full of parked cars. I walked through the Arctic-dull glow of the sodium streetlights and struggled back to our sailboat.

    We were eating our dinner when the first blow came. There was a rhythmic

banging against our hull, as though the waves had turned to metal. We went out and from the finger float, examined the transom of the sailboat. Caught under our stern was an oil drum. We freed it but could not lift it - it had contents. We looked out and saw other oil drums floating around everyone’s boat. We were glad we had wooden planks and not fiberglass, but the situation was still menacing - one of the planks in our hull, just above the water line, had been stove-in. A dent about a foot long. We heard screams as others realized the danger and fended off the drums. Later, we learned the drums had been swept off the docks in Salem Harbor and the tide brought them down the Coast to menace us.
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    We went up to the Office. All the Yard Crew and Staff were stranded for the night and were huddled in the corridor. The Office of the Marina was upstairs but the Harbormaster’s Office and the Electronics Store were open with lights blazing.  We heard grim news - the tide coming in was going to be even higher than the morning tide.  The whole Marina was threatened. The Coast Guard crew had been evacuated. They had been ordered off the Gas Dock so the Harbormaster could use it for emergencies but the inexperienced crew managed to tangle their aft lines in their propeller. They had abandoned their vessel and the Harbormaster had no 

capability to rescue anyone. He looked out the window which now , for what it revealed, could have been swabbed over with grey marine paint - nothingness.

    There was a “ May Day!” from the “Global Hope” - the tanker on the rocks. It was upright, not going anywhere, not in danger of sinking. The Captain was asking for emergency evacuation.

The radio crackled:  up and down the Coast; not a single harbormaster

could go out, from Gloucester to Marblehead. The Coast Guard vessel was down. No helicopters could fly. Visibility was zero - “or less”, we joked.

    There were cries in the gloom: one of the crew discovered that the first float, or main winter dock on the outside, was floating up over the pilings which held it. We were all shocked - this was an “extra high tide”.  It struck us that it was also a “hundred years storm”. The pilings had been designed according to accepted engineering practice, but they weren’t tall enough tonight. The float and its three boats (no one aboard) were ripping loose from the mainland.  Our dock would be next.

    We scrambled to our slip and, as we did, we saw the danger: the gangway

was an uphill path to our dock.  We gathered a cooking pot and all our food

in plastic bags. The dog didn’t like being dislodged so we carried her to land. The wind whipped, the snow fell, the tide was again coming up the parking lot. We got to the concrete block Marina building and dropped onto the cheap nylon carpet. All of the paying customers (marina residents) were there with peanut butter, bread, fruit and cans, blankets and quilts, pets and partners. I was one the only woman, if I recall. There were about a dozen people sitting. The Harbormaster sat at his desk, intently listening to his radio, no emotion on his face.

    The brave Yard Crew (about four men plus their Supervisor) went out and tried to save our boats and the docks. We heard there was gasoline from the gas dock floating on top of the seawater.  We waited an hour or so until one man returned: they had saved the float from ripping loose and drifting out to sea with a block and tackle and sheer courage. Not only our “yachts” had been salvaged but the Marina’s livelihood as well. The stands under the boats in the Yards had swayed but the weight of the boats held them. The tide was going out once more.
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    We could not sleep - the lights stayed on ; bare bulbs in their porcelain sockets. But it meant that there was heat. There was safety, so we didn’t mind, and tried to doze, eat crackers and planned the next day.  The Harbormaster shooed us out of his office and we went to sit on the uncomfort of the Electronics Store floor.  All of the radio scanners were on - lined up on shelves and counters - squawking alternatively and sometimes together. Our Siberian settled down and curled up between us and we were warmed.

    That evening we heard reports that the pilot boat, “The Can-Do”, had set out from Gloucester to rescue the crew of  the “Global Hope”. The Harbormaster was swearing - the “Can-Do” was in trouble.  

“C’mon Quirk!”, a few of the men shouted and whistled. They explained to me that Quirk was the captain and had effected many rescues around Cape Ann and further towards The Banks. He had no fear of the Atlantic. But there was a hush as we heard his transmissions, progressively dire, a few miles from us.  He and his boat and his crew were in trouble - a forty-foot long, double-hulled steel working boat.

    Out in the White World, over the water, Quirk struck Egg Rock. His engine failed, they hit the Rock. They thought. They had lost their electronics, had lost their bearings, but they were on the Rock. But then, he reported, they were being pounded by twenty-foot waves. They were “sitting tight”...”Thirty-foot waves”….

    A few hours later, around 11 pm or midnight, there were reports that the crew of the “Can Do” had been rescued, or rescued themselves, and were on shore, “ being taken to the Hospital”. We all smiled ; Quirk had failed, but prevailed.  He would live another day. No one knew the crew - there had been several other men on-board. Meanwhile, the Crew of  the “Global Hope” had been reporting that they were in no danger of sinking but very uncomfortable. They decided that help wasn’t necessary and would wait for the good weather the next day to be air-lifted by the Coast Guard.

    All of a sudden, over the radio, as we were still smiling, came a voice. It was a  Ham Radio Operator in Manchester-by-the-Sea. He said that the “Can Do” crew was still onboard, being battered by the waves and were in danger of sinking.  We heard the “Can Do “ Captain’s last transmission.

    A wave had broken through the 1” thick glass of the windshield and other windows on the bridge and they had stuffed a mattress in the hole. They were getting into their survival suits.  There was a cry from one of the crew pleading for help, but Quirk pushed him back and calmly told those listening not to try to rescue them. That their situation was hopeless.

He signed off.
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The rest of the night, we dozed. Quiet.  I cried. No one said a word.

     At about six thirty a.m., there was a rustle in the Harbormaster’s Office. We all trooped in and stood before his desk.

“What is it? Have they found them?”

The Harbormaster had taken a phone call. He looked around at us then looked at the phone. He said, “A body has washed up in Nahant.”

“From the ‘Can Do’?”

He nodded, “Still in his survival suit.”

    The Yard Crew came in and told us that it was safe to go back to our boats

and survey the damage. I walked the dog while my fiancé went to the yawl.

He joined me at the Shower Building. It was a beautiful, clear, cold morning.

Sunshine 100%. We went back and straightened everything that had fallen onto the cabin sole. We replaced our food in the lockers. We cleaned up the engine oil soaking the teak beneath our feet. The dog stayed in the covered cockpit, curled up.

    That afternoon, after the plows had been down High Street and Water Street, we walked the dog down to the public landing. We walked past the Jubilee Yacht Club and onto snowdrifts and sand dunes mixed together. The signs of seastorm were all around us; the oil drums, seaweed, pieces of wood and trash.  And in front of us, serenely sitting in the Bay, like a skyscraper on its side, was the “Global Hope” - as though a giant had tired of playing with it and had put it down and strided out to sea.

   I was, at one time, going to write a screenplay, about our life on the boat. It was going to be an autobiography of the old yawl of it’s life, owner by owner, ending with our stewardship. But I gave up the idea and raised a child instead. 

When people ask me where I was during the Blizzard of ’78, I tell them I was in Beverly, having the worst night of my life.  And I tell them what happened.
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