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Cover Image:
USS Constitution vs.
HMS Guerriere © by
English marine artist

Geoffrey Huband.

EDITOR’S LETTER
America officially celebrates its 250th anniversary this summer. The
official date is July 4, the day the founders signed the Declaration of
Independence in 1776. On page 18, we interview New England his-
torian and novelist Cynthia Elder. Tales of the Sea, her two-part
novel about a Cape Cod seafaring community in the mid-1800s, is
truly a classic American story.
    In By George! On page 6, we remember Alex Skutt, who founded
McBooks Press in the 1990s and was singularly responsible for bring
a broad selection of naval fiction to America’s shores. Jed Lyons,
CEO and Chairman of the Globe Pequot Publish Group, recalls his
long business relationship with Alex.
    We pay tribute to Tyrone Martin, USS Constitution’s 58th com-
manding office, who crossed the bar earlier this year at age 95 in
Scuttlebutt. On CDR Martin’s watch, the Navy restored Old Iron-
sides’ historical accuracy and provided for future renovations.
    Julian Stockwin, author of the Thomas Kydd naval adventures,
writes about his admiration for English marine artist John Chancel-
lor among the sea painters “who so ably captured the majesty and
awe of Nelson’s Realm and the boats and ships that sailed upon his
waters.” Cynthia Barrett, author of Three Sheets to the Wind, provides
a primer on the origins of everyday expressions derived from sailors’
superstitions on page 16.
    Finally, in new books, we share a selection of titles related to
America at 250, along with recent fiction and nonfiction offerings.

George Jepson, Editor
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INTERVIEW

Cynthia Elder

New England author and historian Cynthia Elder with her two-volume novel, Tales of the Sea.
All images illustrating this article are courtesy of Cynthia Elder unless otherwise designated.

A cache of eighteenth-century letters, ship’s logs and personal journals
inspired the New England author to write a two-volume novel about

three generations from a Massachusetts seafaring family in the 1800s.

T hree decades ago, author Cynthia Elder—“my friends call
me Cindy”—cruised Maine’s Penobscot Bay for a week
aboard lifelong sailor Bob Elder’s 38-foot sloop Restless.

Afterward, she sent him a special ship’s log with a wooden cover
containing her daily journal entries from their journey as a thank-
you gift. “The plan worked,” says Cindy. “He invited me back,
the logbook grew, and before long we tied the knot.” �
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    Soon after their marriage, Cindy “learned
that sailing was in Bob’s blood—literally.”
While working on a family history, she came
across a transcribed letter from Captain James
Jenkins, at sea in the 1800s aboard the mer-
chant ship Hoogly, to the woman he loved.
    Jenkins was Bob Elder’s great-great-grandfa-
ther. “The words struck me to the core,” says
Cindy. “Captain Jenkins shared many qualities
with the sailor I had just married. His voice
echoed through time in the person of my hus-
band. At the time, I thought this was the only
letter from James Jenkins that existed.”
    Over two decades later, a cache of handwrit-
ten letters, ships’ logs, and personal journals
stored in boxes for 150 years surfaced. “As I
spent time with these documents,” says Cindy,
“the idea of transforming their words into a
novel grew in my mind.”
    By this time, Cindy was herself a seasoned
sailor. And the couple’s daughters, Emily and
Elizabeth, had grown up sailing Narragansett
Bay and farther reaches with their parents. It
was a family affair that dated back to the mid-
1800s, when Captain James Jenkins’ family
went to sea.
    Cindy’s research and passion for the Jenkins
story led her to write Tales of the Sea, a two-
part historical novel: The Journey Begins and The
Drumbeats of War. Kirkus Reviews called Cin-
dy’s work “A well-developed novel that uses co-
pious historical sources to vividly bring its
characters and setting to life.” Kirkus gave the
novel a “Get It” recommendation.
    After chancing upon Tales of the Sea (see our
review on page 25), I was smitten with the nar-
rative that carried me back nearly two centuries
to an American seafaring family. So, I contacted
Cindy to learn more about the story behind her
novel and journey to becoming a writer.

—George Jepson

Have you always been a reader?
Some of my earliest memories involve reading. I
recall sitting at my father’s bedside when I was
four years old, pretending to read “The Owl
and the Pussycat” by Edward Lear. I had mem-
orized the poem, but I wanted to prove to my

father that I could read, so I turned the pages
using the pictures as guides. He was in the final
stage of a four-year battle with cancer, and it’s
the only clear image I have of our time together.

    I fell in love with poetry
early on, spurred by the
classic, “A Year is a Win-
dow” by Richard Jackson, a
gift from my aunt. Little
did she know it would light
the fuse in me to write and
publish poetry for the rest
of my life. As a pre-teen, I
discovered Felix Salton’s
Bambi: A Life in the Woods
when I was recovering from
pneumonia. I had never
seen the Disney movie ver-
sion, so I was able to im-
merse myself in the natural
world he created. Fortu-
nately, it took me a few �

“Captain Jenkins shared many qualities
with the sailor I had just married. His

voice echoed through time in the
person of my husband.”

Below: Bob Elder at the
helm of the family’s 38-
foot sloop Restless.



weeks to recover, which gave me time to
read Salton’s Perri (about a squirrel) and
Bambi’s Children. I kept my mother busy
running back and forth from the library.
    The love of reading, once instilled in a
child, rarely dies. I was fortunate to be sur-
rounded by people who valued literature in
all its forms. I can’t imagine my life without
a good book sitting on the shelf, waiting to
be read.

What drew you to become a writer?
Writing might be in my DNA, as our family
has more than its fair share of writers. I was
encouraged by my grandmother, Emmie
Mygatt, a writer of western mystery sto-
ries for boys (she had four of her own). She gave
me a scrapbook shortly after my father died, and
I quickly filled it up with poems and stories.
    As time went on, poetry became a safe space
for me to write through my growing pains and
reflect on what I saw in the world. I flailed about
for direction after high school and finally, at my
mother’s urging, ended up at Roger Williams
College (now a university), where they offered
majors in creative writing and “career writing”—
basically, everything you could do to earn a liv-
ing as a writer.

    This proved to be the magic dou-
ble-major for me. I have worked as
a journalist, magazine editor, televi-
sion producer, news radio personali-
ty, communications professional
and nonprofit executive director. At
the same time, I’ve continued to
carve out time for my personal writ-
ing projects in between work and
family obligations.

What had you written before Tales
of the Sea?
My previous published work in-
cludes poetry in many literary jour-
nals, hundreds of newspaper and
magazine articles, a nationally syn-
dicated documentary on domestic
violence, a book on The Haffenref-
fer Museum of Anthropology’s edu-
cation program, and a book on the
history of The Gordon School, one
of the country’s first open-air
schools.

Tell us about the genesis behind the
Tales of the Sea novels.
I’ve long been obsessed with family
history. In my early 30’s, I invited
members of my family to contribute
a written memory to an anecdotal
history book. The contributions
ranged from reflections on a first
kiss to oral histories, poems and es-
says.
    A few years later, when I married
lifelong sailor Bob Elder, I decided
to create a similar collection, in-

cluding both sides of my newly expanded fami-
ly. My father-in-law’s contribution was a letter
from Bob’s great-great-grandfather, James
Hamblin Jenkins, captain of the 177-foot
barque Hoogly in the merchant shipping busi-
ness in the 1800s. Writing to Ruth Fish, the
woman he loved and eventually married, his
words spoke to me through time.
    When Bob’s parents died several years ago,
we found a treasure trove of  letters, ship’s logs
and personal journals from James Jenkins and
his family in a drawer on my in-laws’ porch. �
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Top:  The 177-foot
barque Hoogly in a
painting by an unknown
artist.

Above: Captain James
Hamblin Jenkins in a cir-
ca 1860 photograph.



With help from my brother-in-
law, I transcribed them and lost
myself in their stories. They be-
came as familiar to me as my own
family. I knew I had to bring
them to life.

What most appealed to you about
the mid-nineteenth century in
which your novels take place?
This was a time of technological
change, innovation and deepening
political division in our  coun-
try—not unlike our own time.
The Age of Sail was rising to its
pinnacle, soon to be displaced by
steamships. The tension between
the North and South was building
to a climax that would result in
the bloodiest war in our history.
And yet, people took time to
write letters that would be
months in the drafting and lon-
ger in the sending—an act of
faith and loyalty that helped
them stay connected to the peo-
ple they loved.
    These days, communication is
instant. No patience is required,
and little nuance is expected. I’m
inspired by the incredible literacy
of everyday working people in the
1800s whose education often
ended at twelve years old. They
learned to write by reading books.
I’m moved by their honesty and
introspection, their willingness to
make themselves vulnerable by
sharing their deepest emotions.

How did you research the novels?
Working with these documents was like stitch-
ing together a patchwork quilt. I combed
through the details hidden within their corre-
spondence and created timelines to understand
what had happened on particular days in their
lives. There were still holes, however, so I
researched newspaper archives for small towns
and big cities where their travels led them. I vis-
ited lighthouses and the backrooms of small

museums. I had tea with members
of a local historical society and
spent many wonderful hours in the
Mariner’s Reading Room at Sturgis
Library in West Barnstable, Mass.
    Bob and I accompanied his rela-
tives on a “dead ancestors’ tour” to
see the sites, many now erased by
time, where the people of this fami-
ly had lived and died. In the sum-
mers, I sailed with Bob, watching
the quality of light on the water,
scribbling in my journal to capture
a hundred different types of waves
and cloud formations. I even
checked the phases of the moon
and weather events for specific
dates and locations in the 1800s.
So, if I say it’s a waning crescent
moon—trust me, I did the re-
search.

As you initially read the letters be-
tween James and Ruth, what were
your thoughts? Did they immedi-
ately speak to you as characters for a
novel?
My first introduction to these his-
toric documents came through
James’ letters to Ruth. I was floored
by his honesty, dry wit and elegant
writing. It was much later, when I
encountered Ruth’s letters and dia-
ries, that I began to envision them
as the central characters of a novel.
Ruth’s relationships with her moth-
er, brother, aunt and friends fleshed
out her personality. I began to see
both of them as whole people with

distinct voices.
    I want my characters to have

enough substance and inherent goodness that
we grow to care about them. I don’t mind if
they’re flawed; in fact, I prefer them that way. I
want them to grow over time, to face their de-
mons, to show us how to endure. I found these
qualities in Ruth and James.
    I was particularly taken by Ruth’s recollec-
tions of the day General Lee surrendered and
the day Lincoln was shot, as seen through the �
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Top: Ruth Fish Jenkins,
circa 1860s.

Above: Ruth Jenkins’
journal entry on June 1,
1867.



eyes of a young woman in a small town. Her
family, like so many others, suffered great per-
sonal loss. Her patriotism was rooted in love.
    James’ vulnerability shone through his letters
to Ruth, as in this excerpt: “Do you know how
difficult a task self-examination is: how hard it
is sometimes to search out from one’s own heart
the hidden motive of our actions, motives hid-
den even from ourselves?” It takes a strong man
to look that deeply within.

Are all the characters in Tales of the Sea real
individuals?
Nearly all of the characters are real
people whose lives I researched and
whose stories hue closely to the
historical record. However, this is a
work of historical fiction because I
have invented a few characters and
taken some thoughtful liberties
with others to create a story the
reader will enjoy.
    In the back of each book, you’ll
find a list of characters in order,
including information on whether
they are real or invented. You’ll
also find a glossary of terms and

notes on the sources I used in my research. At
the end of the second book, The Drumbeats of
War, I’ve included an epilogue which tells you
what becomes of each of the real characters in
the book.

Was there a particular challenge in writing the
novels?
One of the challenges involved writing a story
from multiple perspectives. Tales of the Sea is
the story of an entire family whose lives were
tied to the sea. I chose to use multiple points of
view so the reader could see life through the eyes

of men, women and children from
generations of seagoing families.
    The other dilemma I faced was
how to anchor the novel when so
many of my characters were sailing
around the globe, living on the oth-
er side of the world from each oth-
er. It hit me one morning after my
second cup of coffee. Lighthouse
keepers could anchor us to one
common place—the Sandy Neck
Lighthouse in West Barnstable—
while the world moved around
them. �
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“Lighthouse keepers could anchor us to one common
place—the Sandy Neck Lighthouse in West Barnstable—while

the world moved around them.”

Above: The Sandy Neck
Lighthouse at the en-
trance to West Barnsta-
ble Harbor today.

Below: The Sandy Neck
Lighthouse, circa 1870s,
which plays a significant
role in Tales of he Sea.
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What has been the greatest influence on  your
work as an author?
I adore great historical fiction. Years ago, when
I discovered James Michener’s epic historical
novels, I was hooked. In more recent years, I’ve
gobbled up Ken Follett’s Kingsbridge Series and
just about everything by Kristen Hannah and
Diana Gabaldon. In poetry, I remain attached
to Emily Dickenson, Walt Whitman, Robert
Frost, Maya Angelou and Mary Oliver, while I
continue to explore and appreciate contempo-
rary and emerging poets.

Where does your process begin
when you start a new novel?
My process starts with a spark—
something that ignites my interest
and catches my attention. That
moves quickly to the research
phase. I dig into every source I can
find, read books, visit museums,
whatever it takes to determine if
there is enough “there” there to
create a story worth reading.

Do you plot out your novels be-
fore beginning to write?
I create a rough outline of the plot
with flexibility for change if the
story should evolve in unexpected
directions. I also develop character

descriptions, including the arc of each character.
I want to be able to answer the questions: What
does this character think they want in the begin-
ning? What do they get? How do they feel about
what they get?

Please describe where you write.
When my house is quiet, I like to write in my
kitchen where I can look out and see Hundred
Acre Cove through the slider. Also, the coffee
pot is handy. For longer, more serious stretches
of writing, I disappear to my office upstairs,
where I have a writing desk, a closet full of ar-
chival material, bookshelves, and (when neces-
sary), a folding table to lay out historic
documents. I can also write just about anywhere
if I can find a quiet, undisturbed space and a
surface for my laptop.

Do you have a regular writing routine?
I rise most days at about 5:30 am. That’s my
magic hour—right after the first cup of coffee.
My brain is on fire, and it’s a good time to do
creative work. The world is asleep, so it feels like
found time. No one needs me for anything.
When I’m on deadline, I can work straight
through the day, as long as I can get outside at
some point for a walk. I rarely work in the eve-
ning—that’s my wind-down time when Bob
and I debrief on the day and put our feet up.

Have you ever experienced writer’s
block? Like most writers, I’ve suffered
from a lack of confidence at times, but
rarely from writer’s block. I often have
several projects in process at the same
time, so if I’m not in the head space for
my historical novel, I’ll work on a po-
em or an article, or I’ll send out queries
or organize my desk. There are always
books that need to be read and research
to conduct—all of these things draw on
different parts of my brain.

At the end of a writing day, were you
able to walk away from the characters
in Tales of the Sea?
I don’t think I’ll ever walk away from
them, because they are literally a part of
our family now. I hear their voices �
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Above: Cindy’s home of-
fice provides a quiet,
snug space for writing.

Below: Fresh air aboard
Restless in the Atlantic
off Narragansett Bay pro-
vides solitude for Cindy
writing phrases that de-
scribed the waves and
clouds.



in the words of my husband and children. I kept
my promise to bring their story to life, and now
their story is part of my own.
    During the writing process, there were some
characters—like Joseph Nickerson, the light-
house keeper—who would stay with me, whis-
pering in my ear, telling me what to write next.
When I finally had to say goodbye to him, I
cried.

Have you been surprised at the positive reaction
readers have shown to the Tales of the Sea?
Every time I hear from a reader who appreciated
the story, it feels like the first time—a glorious
renewal of spirit, a reminder of why I worked so
hard to complete this project. I’ve been especial-
ly honored by the experienced sailors who have
shared their enthusiasm for the novels. They
understand this world, so their opinion means a
lot. Also, I’ll never forget when I received my
Kirkus Review. I was in the basement organiz-
ing shelves when it popped up on my phone. I
was terrified to open the email. With every word
I read, I kept thinking, “when does the bad part
come?” It never came—Tales of the Sea received
their “Get It” designation. They called it “a
well-developed novel that uses copious historical
sources to vividly bring its characters and set-
tings to life.” I was in shock!

Are there other historic periods or subjects you
would like to explore with your writing?
I have two historical novels in process. One is
based loosely on the life of a poor farm boy from
Ohio in the early 1900s who serves in World
War I and travels the world when the war ends.
He becomes a guide on round-the-world cruises
in the 1920s and is recruited by the OSS (pre-
cursor of the CIA) during World War II to place
spies around the world. My grandfather provid-
ed the inspiration for this novel. The second
project is a time-slip historical fiction novel
based on an Endicott-era fort in Rhode Island
which I came to know during my tenure with RI
State Parks & Recreation. It’s checkered past
caught my attention.

Is there anything else you would like to share
with our readers?
Without readers, writers would be lost. We
think of you all the time. We try to imagine how
you will respond. When the right reader finds
the right writer, magic happens. Thank you for
being the other half of the equation! n
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Above: Cindy and Bob
Elder aboard Restless.

Visit Cynthia Elder online at
www.cynthiaelder.com.
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munity, he openly shares his thought-
ful and opinionated views.
    Elder’s eloquent prose, wrapped
around the literate voices of historical
characters, fosters a sense of connection
and interest. The sea story, told mainly
through the Jenkins’s voices, compares
with Richard Henry Dana Jr’s narrative
in Two Years Before the Mast. Elder’s
descriptions of conditions at sea reflect
her three decades of sailing Narragan-
sett Bay and beyond.
    The story advances chronologically,
creating leaps in time. The reader often
knows something that a character
doesn’t, creating compassion for those
waiting for news from or about another
person.

The Drumbeats of War, which picks
up the narrative in 1860, reflects a time
of deep division and emotion in Amer-
ica, as the nation faces the Civil War.
Ruth’s brother, Josiah Fish, heeds Pres-
ident Lincoln’s call to arms with the
Union Army. Through his letters,
readers experience a soldier’s raw expe-
rience. In one passage, Josiah describes
a chilling encounter with the enemy in
a few words: “bullets flew there like
hail stones for about an hour.” Each
letter brings, at least temporarily, relief
that he still lives.
    At the same time Americans spill
blood on battlefields across a young
nation, James and Ruth Jenkins sail the
oceans aboard the barque Hoogly, sepa-
rated by months from news about
home and the war. Their only threat
from the conflict was Confederate raid-
ers at large on the seas, like the notori-
ous Alabama.
    Later, particularly affecting mo-
ments emerge in Ruth’s letters as she
reacts in real time to the Civil War’s
end and Lincoln’s death. And just as
powerful are James’s fragile emotions
through his letters at sea while away
from Ruth.
    Finally. woven into the novel is the

C ynthia Elder’s sweeping Tales of
the Sea chronicles a New Eng-

land seafaring community over four
decades in the mid-eighteenth century.
Based on a treasure hoard of handwrit-
ten letters, ships’ logs, and personal
journals, she offers an original and cap-
tivating view into a bygone era.
    This exceptional two-part novel
comes alive through the voices of three
generations who actually lived through
those often turbulent times.

The Journey Begins introduces the
primary characters who lived in West
Barnstable, on Cape Cod, in 1830.
Lighthouse keeper Joseph Nickerson,
along with the Fish and Jenkins fami-
lies, relies on the sea to make a living.
    Young James Jenkins aspires to a life
at sea from an early age. Eventually, he
rises to captain merchant ships, deliver-
ing cargoes around the world. Once
established, Jenkins marries a Barnsta-
ble ship captain’s daughter, Ruth Fish.
Reading James’s letters from his voyag-
es, she harbors a fervor to sail with him
to distant ports of call.
    On Sandy Neck, a dunes-laden bar-
rier beach across Barnstable Harbor,
Lighthouse Keeper Joseph Nickerson
follows news from the nation and
abroad. As a popular figure in the com-

The Journey Begins &
The Drumbeats of War

by Cynthia Elder
Holand Press, Paperback / e-book

$35.00 / $16.99
Available Now

REVIEWS

Clay and the Sublime Port
by Philip K. Allan

Independent, Paperback / e-book
$35.00 / $16.99

June 2, 2026

A fter returning
to England

from South Ameri-
ca, Captain Alexan-
der Clay faces the
threat of losing his
beloved frigate,
Griffin, not to an
enemy but to a Na-
vy Board official in the Royal Dock-
yard at Portsmouth.
    At the Admiralty in London, Clay
encounters leadership changes made
while he was away at sea. Greeted by
Lord Palmerson, the Junior Lord of the
Admiralty, “no older than early twen-
ties,” the young man informs Clay that
he desires him to join Admiral Colling-
wood in the Mediterranean.
    With Griffin requiring serious dock-
yard attention, Palmerson proffers,
“How does a seventy-four sound?”
HMS Hermes, a French-built 74 cap-
tured by the British Royal Navy off
San Domingo, awaits a new command-
er in Portsmouth.
    Cracking open Clay and the Sublime
Porte was a happy return to vintage
naval fiction. Clay’s visit to the Admi-
ralty and his new commission launched
a new captivating sea adventure.
    On an early evening a few weeks
later, Hermes slips her moorings at
Portsmouth, bound for Gibraltar �

moving real-life plight of Thomas, the
Hoogly’s cook, a self-emancipated en-
slaved person.
    As the United States celebrates its
250th anniversary, Cynthia Elder
breathes life into a consequential chap-
ter in the American story. n

–George Jepson




