             SCHOOL, CANOE AND A DREAM COME TRUE

By, Meline Scheidel

     “I hate school,” Dave Vasher mumbled when his mother asked him how his day went. He never understood how doing all those stupid math problems and science experiments could help him get through life. Reading seemed like a waste of time.

     Instead of being in a classroom, Dave liked to work with his hands. He grew up with the roar of a saw in his head and wood shavings clinging to his clothes. His father, a skilled carpenter did most of his work in their garage. Dave and his dad spent many weekends and winter evenings in the garage sawing, sanding, varnishing and rebuilding old wooden boats.

     Summer vacations were spent in, on or around the water, fishing or hunting. While up north one breezy July evening, the scent of fresh-cut cedar was in the air. Dave and his dad took an evening walk, curious as to where the smell was coming from. They discovered a man building a canoe in his driveway. They watched, fascinated while the man patiently glued one thin wooden strip above another. Before they walked back, Dave vowed that someday he would build a canoe of his own.

     Despite never liking school, Dave graduated, landed a job as a machinist, got married and had a son.  Loving the work he had done with his father as a child, he decided to take up carpentry as a hobby. 

    The buzz of a saw and the scent of fresh-cut wood fill his garage. A work in progress is usually balanced on sawhorses or on a nearby bench. In his spare time, he has calculated estimates, built counters, cabinets, shelves, dressers, a baby cradle and garages, just about everything except a canoe. Until now!
     After some internet research he discovered a book titled, “Building a Strip Canoe,” written by Gil Gilpatrick. It included plans for eight canoes, paddles and cane seats.  He chose the Wabanaki Canoe.  It’s pronounced WAHB-uh-nah-kee and it means “dawnland people,” also known as “easterners.” 

       He already had most of the tools from past projects.  He purchased twelve, fourteen-foot long sheets of red cedar from the local hardware store.  Each board measured one inch thick and was eight inches wide. Once cut or ripped, he had about two hundred quarter inch strips. He used an abundance of sandpaper, large buckets of glue and resin.

     It’s extremely important to the performance and shape of a canoe that all the measuring is done accurately. Next, Dave had to measure and cut pieces of wood to form temporary stations.  These are removed after the hull or the body of the canoe is formed around them. This would be done by gluing the cedar strips end to end and then one strip above the next. After that, the resin is applied and dried, and then the tedious job of sanding begins. When the entire canoe is sanded the process starts over again, this is done four to six times.  

     Dave made the cane seats last. Cane comes from the woody stems of plants and is also known as rattan. After he built the seat frames, he had to weave the cane onto them.  He did this by first soaking long skinny strips of cane in water to make them pliable, and then followed the pattern in his book. The caning materials were purchased from a neighborhood store that refinishes furniture.   

     What were his best and worst moments while building this canoe?  “The worst,” he said, “was when I saw a picture that my brother-in-law had taken while I was bending over gluing a strip on the hull. There on the top back of my head was a small bald spot.  I had no idea!  The best part was opening the garage every evening and seeing the canoe taking shape.” He’d close his eyes and feel the gentle sway of the canoe as he and his dad cast out their lines. He imagined the deer they would see sipping water from along the forest edge.  
     His most anxious moments came a year and half and hundreds of hours later, after the canoe’s completion. It was sixteen feet long, three feet wide with two caned seats, and weighed about sixty-five pounds. 

      He couldn’t sleep or eat until he knew that it would perform on the water as though a Wabanaki Indian had made it himself. Would it glide on the water as it should?  Would it leak?  Could one person handle it with ease? 

     The launch was successful. The canoe sliced through the current with little effort. The balance was perfect and best of all, there weren’t any leaks.

    As much as Dave hates to admit it, without all those math and science lessons he had learned in

school his dream might never have come true.  “I feel a sense of completion he said with a smile and then a long sigh.  At least until I start my next project.”

