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Special to The Washington Post

B
ob Savage says we all have boats
in our blood.

“Deep in everyone’s psyche,
there’s a maritime connection,”
the boatwright had said from the
floor of his shop at the Chesa-

peake Bay Maritime Museum in St. Michaels.
Not this psyche, I thought. But as I stood
there breathing in the smell of wood and
watching boat builders toil away, my inner
water girl began to emerge. I knew I’d be
back, and next time, wielding tools.

Fortunately, the museum has a program for
people like me, who get sucked into the ro-
mance and nostalgia of traditional wooden
boat-building. Apprentice for a Day allows vis-
itors with any level of woodworking experi-
ence — and any concentration of boating in
their veins — to help build a 131⁄2-foot rowing
or sailing skiff. The apprentice program, man-
aged by Savage, produces and sells a boat
roughly every four months. 

So for just $25 for the day, I decided to sign
up and bring along my dad as a birthday pre-
sent. He gets queasy stepping over a puddle,
but he did once make me a wooden paddle-
boat as a bathtub toy. 

And that’s how I came to find myself back
in the shop a few months later, sanding down
Atlantic white cedar seats — called thwarts
— between coats of varnish. Savage had each
of the apprentices working on a different job
around the shop. He set me up in the paint
room, so I could look out and see sun stream-
ing across the water, hear sea gulls crying and
breathe in that intoxicating smell of sanded
wood and varnish. (It’s all a happily olfactory
experience: “Walking around the shop with all
the smells, I go nuts,” said Dennis, one of my
fellow apprentices.) 

Our workday started at 10 in Savage’s
small, cluttered office. Blueprints hung from
shelves and pictures of boats covered the
walls. Savage offered us coffee and doughnuts
and told us he had a hit list of projects he’d

like to get done that day but wasn’t counting
on it. “The main objective,” he said, walking
us into the high-ceilinged barn, “is to have fun
and make some wood shavings.”

The boat shop has a dirt floor and is heated
by a wood-burning stove. Pulleys and ropes
hung from every possible beam, and a flat-bot-
tomed rowing skiff named the Jennie Wren
(which Savage said will have a cameo in an up-
coming romantic comedy, “Failure to Launch,”
with Matthew McConaughey) dropped from
the ceiling. Shelves were lined with Mason
jars of nails, and every horizontal surface
seemed to be littered with coffee cups or tools.
Savage told us we’d be finishing a rowing skiff
and its oars and would start work on a sailing
skiff. “I’ll tell you what needs to be done, and
you gravitate toward what turns you on.”

A lanky man with a beard and bright blue
eyes, Savage spent 14 years making large-scale
topographic maps before he got the boating
bug. After boat-building school, he arrived at
the museum in 2002. He has an accent that
turns “boat” into “boot,” and he uses words
such as “nifty” to express awe. He has a habit
of losing pencils, along with a tendency to get
carried away with technical explanations.
That was gravy for folks like Dennis, but it oc-
casionally made my eyes glaze over.

Savage tosses around terms like spi-
der system and rolling bevels. When he
applied the Pythagorean theorem to
making oar handles round, my dad said
under his breath, “Beautiful!” Savage
replied, “It is beautiful.” And just like
that, my dad had the bug. 

We broke for lunch at noon and
walked over to Taste Gourmet Deli. I
ate a grade-A Reuben on a Styrofoam
plate while the guys made fun of their
own fanaticism about wooden boats.
The three other day laborers were dem-
ographic clones of my father: men in
their late fifties or early sixties. Two of
them, like my dad, were engineers, and
all three were wooden boat enthusiasts. Dick,
who used to build boats, was making a week-
end of it and would be back for more the next

day. Dennis, who owns a boat canvas
shop in Allentown, Pa., drove four
hours that morning just to get some
technical questions answered.

“I call them boat freaks,” Savage
said about the fanatics. He made a
scary, wide-eyed face to mimic the
zealots. “I’m the same way.” The guys
all agreed that fiberglass boats are
pretty much lowlife and that Jon Wil-
son, who founded WoodenBoat maga-
zine, is responsible for keeping wood-

en boat-building alive and exciting. Dennis
has made two trips to Wilson’s boat camp in
Maine. “I can still smell it when I close my
eyes,” he said.

Back in the chilly barn, I made some in-
stant hot chocolate, and we all took turns us-
ing a band saw to cut the transom, which runs
across the stern and is one of the first steps in
construction. “Just slide the wood into the

saw like a pool cue,” Savage instructed.
“That does smell good,” I said stepping

from the saw, taking a deep breath. “See,”
Dennis said. “You’re getting hooked already.”

Near the end of the day, we gathered
around everyone’s stations for show and tell.
Dennis showed off his chisel work and Alan
presented the oar he had shaped. Dick and
my dad explained how they used a low-angle
block plane — which looks like a Craftsman-
made cheese slicer — to shape the transom
(the floor was now covered with curly wood
shavings). I showed the pieces I’d sanded and
how they would fit onto the boat. Savage hint-
ed several times that he needed to clean up for

the day, and eventually we said our goodbyes
and tore ourselves away from the boatyard. 

My dad and I had dinner at Key Lime Cafe.
Then he drove home to northern Mayland,
and I walked down the street to browse at
Salty Dog Books & Music. I spent the night at
the Five Gables Inn, where I detoxed in the
steam room, wrapped up in an oversize robe,
switched on the gas fireplace and called it a

night. 
Sunday morning I borrowed one of

the inn’s bikes, a green cruiser with a
white metal basket, to ride the flat,
wide-shouldered road to Tilghman Is-
land. The 15-mile ride on a bike built for
meandering around town took the bet-
ter part of an hour. When I got there, I
rode over the Knapps Narrows Bridge,
past the tackle shop and the volunteer
fire department to fuel up with a drink
at the corner store. Back in St. Mi-
chaels, where seemingly every other
storefront is a real estate office and
houses without American flags look out
of place, I window-shopped my way to
lunch at the Town Dock, where I found

mediocre crab cakes and an excellent view of
the marina.

But I soon found myself drawn back to the
boatyard. Someone had observed that some-
times the most fulfilling part of boat-building
is simply being in the shop. “Is Bob here?” I
asked a ponytailed man. Off at sailmaking
school, he said. So I walked up to the observa-
tion deck and watched a young couple work
on the oars I’d measured out Saturday. And I
breathed in the boat-building smells as deeply
as I could, down to a maritime connection I
had after all. 

Keeling Me Softly
Novices get a gentle introduction
to wooden boat building in St. Michaels, Md. 

PHOTOS BY MICHAEL TEMCHINE FOR THE WASHINGTON POST

At the Chesapeake Bay Maritime Museum in St. Michaels, Md., above, novices can be
boat-building apprentices for a day. Below, boatwright Bob Savage checks his students’ work. 
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GETTING THERE: St. Michaels,
Md., is 80 miles from Washington.
Take Route 50 east across the Chesa-
peake Bay Bridge. Bear right at the
Route 50/301 split and follow Route
50 to Easton. Turn right onto Route
322 and follow that for two miles.
Turn right onto Route 33 (St. Mi-
chaels Road) and follow it for 10
miles into town.

APPRENTICE FOR A DAY: The pro-
gram takes place year-round at the
Chesapeake Bay Maritime Muse-
um (213 N. Talbot St., 410-745-
2916, www.cbmm.org). It is offered
most Saturdays and Sundays from 10
a.m. to 4 p.m. Cost is $25 per day
(or $15 for museum members). A
more formal apprentice schedule for
building a 16-foot sailing skiff will run
for 13 weeks starting Jan. 7. Check
the Web site for the Journeyman
Special: For $90 ($50 for mem-
bers), you can apprentice for any four
days during that 13-week period and
choose the work you do. Preregistra-
tion is encouraged because the pro-
gram is limited to six participants.

WHERE TO STAY: Few places
could be cozier after a winter day in a
boatyard than the Five Gables Inn &
Spa (209 N. Talbot St., 877-466-
0100, www.fivegables.com), around
the corner from the museum. The inn
has off-street parking (which is at a
premium in town), a full-service spa,
rooms with gas fireplaces, steam and
sauna rooms, continental breakfast
and to-die-for chocolate-chip cookies
in the lobby. Weekend winter rates
start at $200 per night. The Victori-
ana Inn (205 Cherry St., 888-316-
1282, www.victorianainn.com) is on
the harbor. Weekend winter rates
start at $149, based on a two-night
stay, and include a hot country break-
fast.

WHERE TO EAT: Key Lime Cafe
(207 N. Talbot St., 410-745-3158)
serves breakfast, lunch and dinner in
a charming home. The menu changes
every Friday, and reservations are rec-
ommended (entrees from $14 to
$25). Pick up your morning pastries
and hot drinks at Blue Crab Coffee
Co. (102 Fremont St., 410-745-
4155), and do the same in the eve-
ning at Salty Dog Books & Music
(402 S. Talbot St., 410-745-2974).
Taste Gourmet Deli (105 N. Talbot
St., 410-745-4100) is a bona-fide
deli with all of the signature sand-
wiches you could want along with
great clam chowder. 

INFO: St. Michaels Business As-
sociation, 800-808-7622, www.
stmichaelsmd.org. 

E S C A P E  K E Y S

Sunday in Travel | Venice reborn.

Since it opened three weeks ago,
the fourth film in the “Harry Pot-
ter” series has taken in more than
half a billion dollars worldwide in
theaters. The Air and Space Muse-
um has more foot traffic than any
other museum in the world, with
upward of 5.5 million visitors so far
this year. 

And since Imax theaters nation-
wide have started adding commer-
cial releases to their usual menu of
science and exploration films,
those who like the large format
have been asking local outlets if
they are going to show the film.
The Smithsonian has two Imax the-
aters on the Mall (the other is in the
National Museum of Natural Histo-
ry) and one in Northern Virginia, at
the Udvar-Hazy Center near Wash-
ington Dulles International Air-
port. “When the studio released
‘Spider-Man’ in Imax format, we
got a huge amount of calls and peo-
ple were disappointed we didn’t
book it. So we were anxious to de-
liver this to Washington,” Mens-
forth said.

He said 1,000 tickets were sold in
the few days since word of the
screening was published on the
Smithsonian Web site.

The theater has 487 seats and
will only have one screening each
day because of the 160-minute
length of the film. Screaming will
be allowed during the Quidditch
match but no eating in the theater.

The Smithsonian has been test-
ing whether screenings of commer-
cial films, especially at the end of
the day, would work. It has shown

“Apollo 13” and “Star Wars Episode
III: Revenge of the Sith” as well as
“Michael Jordan: To the Max.”

Before Thanksgiving, the Natu-
ral History Museum’s Imax theater
started showing the children’s mov-

ie “The Polar Express,” with Tom
Hanks, at 5 and 7 p.m. “It did really
well over Thanksgiving and it’s still
doing well during the lull,” Mens-
forth said. That film will also run
until Jan. 2.

The pilot project fits in with the
Smithsonian’s goal of strengthen-
ing its moneymaking operations
and extending its franchise as a
family entertainment destination
and seeming a little more hip. But
not too hip. “Imax has ‘The Matrix’
in its format. But it is an R-rated
movie and we probably wouldn’t do
that but we actually haven’t built all
our criteria yet,” Mensforth ex-
plained.

One challenge was the length of
this Potter film, a copy of which in
the Imax format weighs about 900
pounds. “The size of the film is
enormous. Take our space films, ‘To

Fly’ and the others — they are the
size of a coffee table. This is the size
of a large, large conference table,”
Mensforth said.

In their arrangement with the
distributor, Warner Bros., the
Smithsonian will not make as much

money per ticket as it does with its
usual Imax movies. 

“In this case approximately 35 to
40 percent will go back to the dis-
tributor,” he said. On typical Imax
fare, the distributor gets about 20
percent.

WARNER BROS. VIA BLOOMBERG NEWS

Daniel Radcliffe in “Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire,” which will screen at
the Smithsonian Air and Space Museum Imax theater during the holidays. 

‘Harry Potter’
And
The Order
Of the Imax
POTTER, From C1

 The Perfect
 Holiday Gift

 Perplexed about what to get someone for the Holidays?
 Why not a gift certificate for dinner or a romantic

 overnight stay at the Historic Red Fox Inn,
 Middleburg, VA

 To order your gift certificate today, call 1-800-223-1728, ext. 1
 10% discount on gift certificates until December 21st.

* NEW YEAR’S EVE | D E C . 3 1 , 2 0 0 5 *
Tickets for all New Year’s Eve performances include admittance to the Grand Foyer Party,

featuring a balloon-and-confetti midnight countdown and waltz and swing dancing
with The Salon Orchestra of Washington and Full Swing until 1 a.m.

This festive tradition will put a song in your heart
with a visit from Santa and other special guests. Jenny Oaks Baker,
violin; Lewis Lipnick, contrabassoon; Kevin Glavin, baritone;
Children’s Chorus of Washington, Joan Gregoryk, music director.

DEC. 8 –11, CONCERT HALL | Tickets $20–$80
The NSO Pops Series is underwritten by David and Alice Rubenstein and is sponsored
by American Express Company.

NSO POPS

Happy Holidays!
Marvin Hamlisch

Marvin Hamlisch, Principal Pops Conductor

“One of Washington’s most cherished traditions” (The Washington Post).
Emil de Cou, conductor; Amel Brahim-Djelloul, soprano;
Charles Lyon Stewart, treble; Xavier Sabata, countertenor;
Andrew Tortise, tenor; Curtis Streetman, bass; The Washington
Chorus, Robert Shafer, music director.

DEC. 15 –18, CONCERT HALL | Tickets $20–$79
Volunteers from the Capital Area Food Bank will be on hand to accept donations of commercially
canned goods at all four Messiah performances.

NATIONAL SYMPHONY ORCHESTRA

Handel’sMessiah

B E G I N S TO M O R ROW AT 7 P.M .

New Year’s Eve at the Kennedy Center
CONCERT HALL | Tickets $50–$90

NewYear’s Eve at the Kennedy Center is sponsored by Grupo Modelo.

A Jazz New Year’s Eve
TERRACE THEATER | Tickets $65
Best availability 7:30 p.m.

Kennedy Center Jazz is sponsored by Cadillac .

TICKETS AT THE BOX OFFICE OR CHARGE BY PHONE (202) 467-4600
TTY (202) 416-8524 * GROUPS (202) 416-8400 * ONLINE kennedy-center.org

WINTER DEALS!
Vacation Express flights from Baltimore begin Feb. 9, 2006

PUERTO PLATA
The best value in the Caribbean!

PUNTA CANA
Amazing beaches!

COSTA RICA
Ask about exciting adventure packages!

RIVIERA MAYA & CANCUN
Great flight times = More fun in the sun!

Call FARE DEALS today!

800-347-7006

FAMILY VACA TION AT
A LUXURY WATERFRONT EST ATE
On Eastern Shore! ST. MICHAELS . Docks & swim.
pools. Slps 12-16. 410-745-2435 or 410-829-1730
stmichaelsvac.com lippincottrealty@verizon.net

SOLOMONS ISLAND
Harbor views, whirlpool tubs, priceless
memories, inviting specials and gift certificates!
410-326-4811 www.solomonsvictorianinn.com

Think SNOW!
Advertise your group trip,

ski lodge, condo, villa or ski gear in

Ski Escapes...
the advertising directory
with everything for the

ski enthusiast! Call Anne at
202-334-7003 or email:

boucharda@washpost.com

...and personal thanks to all
readers and advertisers...!

Sincerely,
Anne Bouchard, Advertising Rep

INNS, LODGES & VILLAS
publishes every Sunday in Travel
and every Wednesday in Style

Deadlines for copy are:
Wednesday at noon (Sunday edition)

and
Friday at noon (Wednesday edition)

To place your ad, or for
advertising information, please call

Anne Bouchard
202-334-7003

Toll free: 800-627-1150 ext. 47003
FAX: 202-334-7185

For a look at accommodations
featured online, visit us at

www.washingtonpost.com/innsandlodges

SMOKE HOLE RIVERSIDE LOG CABINS
2½ hrs from DC-Seneca Rock’ s, WV - Honeymoon/fam.
log cabins, Jacuzzi, fpl., full kitc . Great hiking & skiing!
Weekday spec . www .smokehole.com 800-828-8478

Timeshare Resales 60-80% Off Retail
Best Resorts & Locations! Call for FREE catalog!
1-800-770-0453 www.holidaygroup .com/wp Since 1992

CHESAPEAKE BEACH RESORT & SPA
Full service spa. Jacuzzi suites with fireplace, indoor
pool, 3 waterfront restaurants , marina. Moonlit Bay.

HOLIDAY PACKA GES & GIFT CERTIFICA TES.
Small town charm just 30 minutes from D .C.

1-866-312-5596 www.chesapeakebeachresortspa.com

MARYLAND PENNSYLVANIA

WEST VIRGINIA

TIMESHARE

INNS, LODGES & VILLAS
online at http://www.washingtonpost.com/innsandlodges

...and personal thanks to all
readers and advertisers...!

Sincerely,

Anne Bouchard, Advertising Rep
202-334-7003

e-mail boucharda@washpost.com


