Captains Log 7-14-01 – “itty bitty boat Launch Day!” 

   The days of the unexpected “Joys” of the restoration project can now become a distant memory as finally we’ll get some water passing past our transom & thus dissipating the pain of a year & 1/2 of seemingly endless grinding, sanding, painting & …uummmm – the scent of hot curing epoxy!  With the mindless drool escaping a corner of my mouth I try to convince myself that all those hours within the claustrophobic confines of our itty bitty boat applying the endless coats of epoxy only killed the ‘WEAK’ brain cells!   But hey, that’s just another part of the sailing adventure; perhaps our bravery at sea is just the fact that the epoxy has killed off the weak brain cells that control fear. Perhaps the epoxy has eroded the vocabulary of old salts down to two words…”Eeeyyyeee” & “Arrrrrr”.  If an old sailor can speak more than those two words he hasn’t done enough epoxy work!  

    Of course we all use the proper ‘safety gear’.  I’d put on my glasses of course so I could see, then the long sleeved shirt, long pants, then those head to toe cover alls, the gloves, a pair of goggles & then that air filter mask that was backward engineered from the Roswell UFO crash site…& I look like a crash landed alien too! Darn (& I don’t say darn) with the gloves on I can’t get my mask on!  By the time I’ve got all of this suffocating ‘safety gear’ on I’m sweating like a pig (I know pigs don’t sweat but if they did they would sweat like I was that day & many days to come).  

     Oh the ‘joys of a restoration project!  To make epoxy one must pump out a 5 to 1 ratio of resin & hardener into a small bucket; too little epoxy & you’ll be making too many trips back to the supply cans, too much epoxy will cause it to CATCH ON FIRE!  So imagine crawling on your belly to back of the inside of the itty bitty boat to a space the size of a coffin.  Your face is sweating into your mask, your glasses are steamed up inside the mask & finally when you’re ready to apply that precious dose of epoxy you notice a strange vapor spewing out of your beloved bucket, then your wet & sweaty fingers finally feel the intense heat through those rubber gloves…Oh shoot! (& Of course I don’t say shoot:-)  For an instant you’re staring at the flames rising off the paper buckets edges while you attempt to analyze the strange white smoke-ish vapors spewing from the bucket, trying to reassure your self that the mask your wearing will protect you from these intense fumes.  Like the life review in a near death experience you recall the day you sanded off the blue bottom paint; wearing all of the afore mentioned ‘safety gear’ of course you felt like a pro looking at the handy work you’ve just done with the grinder as you remove the safety gear & blow your nose you stare at the blue stuff now on the tissue…How could all that blue stuff (toxic bottom paint) get in my nose?!   Back to reality you crawl out of the coffin size area from the bowels of the boat with the urgency of a sailor bailing a sinking boat.  Only ONE word comes to mind after removing all that safety gear…”Arrrrr”!  A few hours later I was able to say the other word in an old salts vocabulary “Eyeeeeeee”.   My wife asked me if the vapors could kill brain cells & confidently replied…”Only the weak ones - Eyeeeeeee”!  

    It all started innocently enough back in December of 2000 when my wife asked if I would like to obtain a new sailboat.   You bet!  She said it’s her friend Paul’s boat.  “That’s not a new boat that’s a shipping hazard…No way!”  But I gave it some thought over a few beers & realized that it would take 100 years to save up enough for a new boat & by then we’d be too old to go cruising.  The used boat that we would be able to afford even after many years of saving would still most likely be a shipping hazard…So why not start with a little shipping hazard, learn how to deal with …uuummm…epoxy & then go overboard with the larger shipping hazard. How hard could it be?!?   This phrase has got me into more trouble than I can shake a stick at…read on :~

          When we went to check out our ‘new (to us) boat’, we found a rusty keeled boat on a rusty old trailer that was held together with duck tape & bailing wire, worn out sails, the original 28 year old faded gel coat & big sloshy mess of rusting/soggy stuff floating around inside.  “She’s perfect!” – A perfect wreck!   What have I gotten myself into?   No that self pity sentiment was in full denial until after I wore out two electric sanders; read on to discover more of “The joys of a restoration project”. 

     The first step in a restoration project is to remove every thing that is ‘attached’ to the boat; we had already removed the mast, boom & rigging at the boat yard, so I began to remove the rubber bumper around the boat.  It turns out that this rubber bumper is all that holds most cheaper fiberglass boats together, like a Tupper Ware bowl with a lid, the rubber trim is there to ‘keep the lid on’. The rubber bumper (most of the rubber had rotted off years ago so it was really just an aluminum trim strip) some rusted out wood screws & the sealant goo that was applied 28 years ago was all that had been keeping the lid (deck) on!  Once this was removed only a few small places were still holding the boat together; I thought that the boat would fall apart right there & then.  

     I started this restoration endeavor by going to West Marine & asking the young fellow at the register “Say I’m gonna fix up an old boat, what should I buy?”  A wide-eyed vacant stare was all I got; “I’ll get the old salt from the back of the store”.  I guess that’s where they keep ‘em ‘till they need ‘em.  I repeat my now foolish sounding question to the old salt; you could see the dollar signs forming in his pupils, with a big grin on his face he advised that step one should be to read up on the subject before spending any money.  Well I spent a pile of money before I even started the project…a sign of things to come :-o  

    My plan was to first secure the hull to deck joint by applying an adhesive/sealant (5200) & screwing down with stainless steel screws.  When the goo had dried I grinded off the screw heads & contemplated fiber glassing the entire hull to deck joint; “How hard could it be?  It’s only a 21’ boat?!”  Well that turned out to be nearly 60’ of hull to deck area…wow! Starting this phase was promising at first but it soon became apparent that “it’s a long way around this boat!”.  You have to do a race of sorts, you want to get all the way around the boat in one session to insure a good bonding so you race the sun & pace your supplies; if you run out of supplies when nearly finished you have to run down & buy more fiberglass & epoxy but the short winter sun will go down.  I kept buying more & with each purchase I’d say, “oh this ought to be the last”.  And on it went; once all the holes, cracks, hull to deck joint, keel reshaped & endless grinding, rough sanding & fine sanding- the whole boat was baby butt smooth…I was ready to seal it all in with coat of epoxy.  Boy this was exciting; this should really make a nice hard & smooth coating.  The epoxy went on fast, smooth & fairly easy.  Standing back to admire it was pure gratification.   Then after I cleaned up & came back out to admire my handy work the nightmare began; the darn (& I’m not thinking darn) epoxy was starting run.  There were countless ‘rivulets’ of epoxy destined to become solid as frozen snot epoxy ridges.  Of course the next day dawned the horrifying site of all those rock hard ridges & all the dead bugs stuck all over the once baby butt smooth hull.  “Arrrrr”…was the only word I could utter for the rest of the day (actually there were quite a number of words I uttered, muttered, ranted & raved but none worth repeating) while I got out the grinder that I thought I had retired.  

   Grinders!  Let me tell you about the grinding process.  On solid epoxy you really have to lean on that grinder to get a small patch smoothed out.  Now on gel coat if you just brush the grinder to the hull for one micro second you will have a hole in your boat so that’s how careful you have to be; very nerve wracking but I eventually get through it all.  I had worn out my second orbital sander so I felt ready for action with my new sander that used Velcro to hold the sandpaper in place; it seemed odd how such thin Velcro could hold the sandpaper in place but hey it’s a top of the line sander, it’s gotta werk!  I had just started a new day with the new sander & all my sanding disks ready; I confidently applied a new disc, start up the sander & before I could put the sander to the hull, “Fling!”…off goes the brand new sanding disk.  That’s odd maybe I didn’t put it on correctly. “Fling!”  off goes another one, then another…This is when my sanity is dragged from the comfort of denial; denial – that cozy place in your mind you can hide from the harsh discomforts of reality…now it’s time for…”What have I gotten myself into?!#$%^&*” So far the blue stuff in the tissue – no problem, the flaming bucket of epoxy inside the coffin like confines of the boat – no problem, even the re-grinding of the baby butt smooth hull – no problem.  But some how the new sander with new sand paper flinging off at a buck apiece sent me over the edge & back to the hardware store. 

   OK it’s finally painting time :-) I get the primer with the brushes & rollers…Boy this is gonna be exciting…an eerie feeling of ‘day-sha-pooh’, that strange feeling something really poopy is about to happen.  Oh the paint went on fairly easy & smoothly but this primer paint that’s supposed to smooth out surface imperfections & sanding scratches sadly the next day revealed that it left every brush stroke blaringly obvious accentuating every single hare on every single brush stroke, along with a plethora of dead bugs all over the boat – WWWWeeeeeeeee!  & Hello new sander…& “Fling!” off goes the Velcro disks!  OK I’m gonna borrow a paint sprayer!  So after another long day or two of sanding I go next door & ask to borrow my neighbors giant air compressor he had said I could borrow any time before but that day he said “Oh that ones been stolen, here use this little tiny one”.  So I suit up with all the afore mentioned safety gear plug in the spray nozzle hit the button - “Phishp” barely a spit comes out, darn (& I don’t say darn) not enough pressure.  Another fiend…I mean “friend” comes along with his paint sprayer & once again I don the afore mentioned safety gear, crawl to the coffin sized rear of the inside compartment, hit the spray button & once again “Phishp” barely a spit comes out, darn (& I don’t say darn) not enough pressure.  “Day-sha-pooh!” but this time it’s like one of those terribly annoying dreams that you just can’t wake up from.  Ok finally I borrow the right compressor & really do end up with a professional paint job. 

   So what have I learned?  Well I learned that on a 45 foot boat the process of fiber glassing thee deck to hull would be way to big of a job for a mere mortal, even one that has prior experience…I just won’t do it:-)  Oh yea & the painting of the boat?  Oh yea baby, I learned that it would be better to have it done by someone else.  It may not seem that I really learned anything of value towards the purchase of the big 45 foot boat but in a way I may have learned enough to save my life; if I were to run into these kind of un-pleasantries on a grander scale I might have drowned in a sea of despair long before the keel hit the water.  Launch day came & it’s been all sailing & no more sanding; the mindless drooling has tapered off & I can now utter a few more words than just “Eyeeeee” & “Arrrrrrr”.  Soon we’ll be contemplating the purchase of a 45 foot blue water cruiser in need of a boat load of TLC (Titanic Load of Cash), I’m sure I won’t remember a thing that I learned on the first boat restoration & soon again the drool will return, my wife will ask me if I’d like to fix up this new (to us) boat & I’ll just say…”Eyeeeeeee!” 
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