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CINDY GOWEN 

5. SAILING AND THE DAD CONNECTION 

It started with hearing the water slap the sides of the boat. Or maybe it was just 
being on the water and the motion of the gentle waves and the sun on my face. 
Something was addictive to me about sailing. I hung out with friends of friends that 
had a boat. I learned how to sail myself and then how to crew. I volunteered for the 
Oceanic Society of the San Francisco Bay so that I could spend more time on the 
water. I taught sailing and worked for free. I had this dream or vision of being on 
the seven-day race to the Hawaiian Islands.  
 I took my new girlfriend to every harbour around the bay and at the coast to 
“just look” at boats. After a few years of this I bought my own boat—a 21-foot 
Catalina sailboat. It was a used boat but in excellent shape. I named her Whistling 
Dixie. 

I was lucky to have lots of friends who were willing to try sailing. I tried to be a 
clear, calm captain, but many times I’m sure I was not. 
 Weather permitting, I was on the water each day of every weekend and, during 
the summer, in the evenings too. I just couldn’t get enough. 
 Then one day it hit me. It was the sound of the waves lapping the side of the 
boat that was the most soothing. This sound was the most calming influence in my 
life. Why was it so compelling?  
 I think it’s because it connected me to my father who had died 26 years earlier. 
It took me years on the boat to put this together. The sound of the water was like 
the sound of his voice to me, as if I was on the water with him again, the sounds of 
fishing together on the lake in North Carolina. I now had a way to be close to him 
that I had created without even knowing it.  
 The love poured back from him as I understood this. I could feel him smiling at 
me. I know he’d have been proud of how I handled my little watercraft, which was 
twice the size of his largest fishing boat. I remembered he had always wanted a 
Boston Whaler. 
 I come from a long line of fishermen. My grandmother Bernice, my father’s 
mother, was an incredible fisherperson. Every summer I would travel down to 
Florida to see her. She would take me out deep-sea fishing. I also remember fishing 
with her at my Uncle Hoot’s farm and off the piers into the Gulf of Mexico. If I 
caught anything worth catching she would report it to the local newspaper as the 
catch of the day. 
 I wonder now—as I write this—if fishing with me brought her son back to her? 
Could she be reconnected with him by teaching me? I wonder who taught my dad 
to fish. 
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