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March 5, 2021 

The Story of Silversark: Silver Donald Cameron’s Boats, 

Books and Life in Atlantic Canada1 

By Ken Cameron and Angie Walkinshaw 

 

The Wind in the Willows, by Kenneth Grahame, was one of the late Silver Donald’s 

Cameron’s favourite books. It was among the four that he recommended when asked to 

suggest reading material for the passengers for the first commercial trip to the moon. 

(see https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hNjFPpEj4o0 beginning at 18:25 minutes) It 

captured a fascination with boats that was a central feature of Cameron’s life and work 

as a writer, journalist and environmental advocate who projected a global influence from 

his base in Isle Madame, Nova Scotia. 

  

 
1 Silversark, the vessel that the late Silver Donald Cameron built, sailed and celebrated in his writing, is to be 
donated by her estate, with assistance from members of the Cameron and Simmins families, to the Canadian 
Maritime Heritage Foundation. She is to be used in educational programs to introduce young people to wooden 
boats and boating. This document is a companion to accompany that gift and to explain the significance of the 
vessel and her creator in the literary and community life of Nova Scotia. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hNjFPpEj4o0
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Boats and Silver Donald Cameron’s Early Years 

Donald Cameron was born in 1937, the first of three sons of Hazel and Max Cameron. 

After earning the first PhD in education from the University of Toronto, Max became the 

Director of Teacher Training and later Dean of Education at the University of British 

Columbia and moved his family to Vancouver.  

In 1947, Max and Hazel Cameron acquired a cabin at South Beach, Point Roberts, 

Washington to provide recreation opportunities for their young family close to Max’s 

year-round responsibilities at UBC. Silver Donald Cameron described the family’s first 

boat on p. 30 of his 1998 book The Living Beach as follows: 

South Beach lies open to the Strait of Georgia, so we used boats that could be 

launched off the beach. Our family had a flat-bottomed plywood skiff that my 

father had bought for $40 – light, nimble and handy, an ideal boat for an open 

shore – and I loved that little boat as I loved little else. 

Max Cameron died suddenly at South Beach in September of 1951 at the age of 44. His 

sons were 6, 10 and 14. Donald buried his grief in construction projects – a viewing 

tower so the ocean could be seen from the backyard, a 9 by 12-foot cabin in the vacant 

lot next door to provide a buffer against adult supervision – and boats, which seemed to 

offer further opportunities for freedom. The first boat was dubbed a “hydroplane” by 

Donald and his brothers, although with its rectangular shape, snub nose and flat bottom 

it was clearly designed as a swamp buggy. The second was a 6-foot rowboat for his 

youngest brother Ken.  

The project may have been Donald’s first contract for service: he offered his labour for 

free on the condition that Ken purchase the materials, for which the budget was $20. 

The little boat was put together with nails because screws were outside of scope, thus 

ensuring that she would leak almost from the beginning and instilling in both sons the 

determination to avoid the depressing sight of incoming water in all their future boats.  

Soon, Donald sailed into the gale-force winds of adolescence, flirting with juvenile 

delinquency, and cleverly concealing any signs of the academic and literary abilities for 

which he would become famous. When he found his feet, his attention was fully 

consumed by a marriage and children, a doctorate and a promising academic career. 

But he never lost sight of his dream of owning a home by the sea, with a room in which 

to read and write and a view of his own vessel tugging at her mooring and beckoning 

him out to sea. 
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Boats and the Re-invention of Donald Cameron 

Acting on that dream was a contributing factor in his decision, when his first marriage 

ended while he was in his early 30s, to turn his back on the professional and financial 

security of his academic life as an English professor at the University of New Brunswick 

and on his home in Fredericton. He settled in the tiny Acadian village of D’Escousse on 

Isle Madame just off the south shore of Cape Breton Island. There he began a new life 

as a freelance writer, journalist, documentary film producer, boat builder and social 

commentator. He even adopted a new name, Silver Donald Cameron, to differentiate 

himself from the large number of Donald Camerons in Nova Scotia and to reflect his 

mane of white hair. 

At the time of his death at 82 years in June 2020, Silver Donald Cameron had produced 

a rich body of work on a wide range of subjects including environmental justice, 

education, beaches, and labour rights. He was in the process of publishing his 20th 

book, Blood in the Water: A True Story of Revenge in the Maritimes, and he had 

completed more than 100 in-depth interviews with leading environmental thinkers and 

activists as part of his Green Interview project with his friend, business partner and 

producer, Chris Beckett. For 50 years, Silver Donald Cameron was the only person 

making a full-time living as a writer on Cape Breton Island. 

A driving force in Silver Donald’s reinvention was his love of boats and the sea; he 

never lived more than a few feet from saltwater during the rest of his life. And there 

were boats of all sorts: a schooner, a cutter, a motorsailer, a canoe, numerous dinghies 

and even a collapsible tender. These boats and Donald’s experiences with them played 

major or minor parts in a half dozen of his books. Other boats were featured in other 

books, such as Bluenose I and II, Dragon Lady in his novel of the same name, and 

Midnight Slider and Twin Maggies, respectively the victim’s vessel and the murder 

weapon in Blood in the Water. 

Two vessels bracket Silver Donald Cameron’s centrepiece boat, Silversark, which is the 

subject of this article. The first was Hirondelle, a schooner that had spent her life prior to 

her acquisition by Cameron as a commercial fishing vessel. The last was the 

motorsailer Magnus (originally named Pumpkin, but mercifully renamed by Cameron in 

defiance of the superstition that renaming a boat brings bad luck). It was the vessel of 

choice for his exploration of the Intercoastal Waterway with his third wife, Marjorie 

Simmins, which was chronicled in Sailing Away from Winter (2006). 

The Story of Silversark 

The vessel that best represents Silver Donald Cameron as a Cape Breton boat owner, 

sailor and marine writer is his 27-foot cutter, Silversark. Even the wordplay of her title 

(“Silver’s Ark”) hints at her significance. Cameron and his late wife, Lulu Terrio-
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Cameron, completed Silversark between 1976 and 1985 with the assistance of dozens 

of friends in “a seminar on boat-building and life,” which he described in Wind, Whales 

and Whisky (p. 86) as follows:  

The Seminar began with tools and wood and working hands, but again and again 

it made its way home to philosophy, as every human activity ultimately must.  If, 

as I believe, our purpose in this life is to learn who we are, what we are, and how 

we are related to the world and to one another, then perhaps the boat was only 

an occasion, and the Nine-Year Seminar on Boatbuilding and Life was the thing 

that we were really doing. 

Sliversark was intended to be a compact, efficient boat for two or three competent 

sailors. She is basically a Bruce Roberts Adventure 25 design, considerably modified by 

Cameron in consultation with Roberts. The major modifications included a cutter rig, a 

flush deck and an aft-tilted transom. She bears some resemblance to Samuel Crocker’s 

1931 Stone Horse. 

The vessel’s construction is illustrated in the following figures. 

 

Figure 1: Silversark’s basic construction began with Douglas fir ribs bent and glued in a form. 
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Figure 2 The ribs were then joined together on a jig with steel clamps. 
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Figure 3 The frames were joined together with stringers. 
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Figure 4 The frame was then covered by three layers of ¼ inch Bruynzeel mahogany plywood glued in 
place and fastened with bonze ring-nails. 
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Figure 5 The hull was turned over in the shop, using two slings and a pulley. 

 

Figure 6 The completed exterior was sealed with three coats of epoxy 
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Figure 7 The interior of the completed shell was finished with epoxy. 

The kelson was laminated from four pieces of Honduras mahogany ten inches in width, 

and the wooden part of the keel andskeg from thick mahogany planks. The stem is of 

white oak, and the transom of Douglas fir faced with Bruynzeel plywood. 

The lead keel, which weighs nearly a ton, was poured in a mould built in Silver Donald’s 

boat shop. The flat surfaces (soles) of the cabin, cockpit, and counters (afterdeck) were 

laid up of wide strips of afrormosia, a gorgeous African hardwood separated by thin 

strips of oak.  

Silversark originally had no electronics, only two electric lights – one at the masthead 

and one at the chart table – and no through-hull holes below the waterline. (She later 

received a depth-sounder and a Loran-C, and she had various other upgrades over the 

years, including the replacement of her solid wood mast with an aluminum mast. 

Originally launched and sailed without an engine, relying on wind and long oars for 

propulsion, she was fitted in 2001 with a 2-cylinder, 18-hp Yanmar diesel engine.) 
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After construction and finishing of the cabin, Silversark was ready to launch, her trailer 

leading a small parade through D’Escousse to the wharf with Silver Donald playing his 

guitar and singing “I’s the b’ye that builds the boat, and I’s the b’ye that sails her.” 

 

Figure 8 Launch day with Silver Donald already on board. 

Between 1985 and Lulu Terrio-Cameron’s death in 1996, the owners sailed Silversark 

all around Cape Breton and the Maritimes, often with their son, Mark Terrio-Cameron. 

Two of those voyages are chronicled in Wind, Whales and Whisky (1991) and Sniffing 

the Coast (1993). The vessel appears on the cover of both books and is essentially a 

character in each of them. They are accounts of sailing experiences, the history and 

qualities of the places visited, and the interplay among the people involved both aboard 

and on land. Wind, Whales and Whisky is an account of the couple’s exploration of the 

Bras D’or Lakes, while Sniffing the Coast describes their circumnavigation of Prince 

Edward Island with a side trip to the Magdalen Islands.  
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Figure 9 Silversark under sail 

Boats, Books and the Meaning of Life 

Boats figured prominently in all of Cameron’s work, touching not only the joys and 

challenges of owning and operating a boat, but also the ways in which boats can help 
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us understand communities and even how they help us understand ourselves. Some 

illustrative excerpts appear below. 

On the joys and challenges of building and sailing boats 

“A boat is a basket of dreams. When you acquire a boat - or, more accurately, when you 

are captured by a boat – dreams flower as inevitably as dandelions in the lawn.” - 

Sailing Away from Winter, p. 1. 

“Building a boat is a process of thinking, knowing and doing – of learning and creating, 

which are the two most important of all human activities. It is not a single big job; it is a 

thousand little jobs, some of them done over and over and over. What you learn is not 

just a matter of technique, of handling wood and metal…If an innovation fails, the cost 

will be measured, not in money, but in lives.” - Wind, Whales and Whisky, pp 82-83. 

“In the shop, Silversark was a big, inert sculpture in mahogany, bronze and oak.  But 

now, like all ships, she had developed a life of her own, a distinctive personality...She 

was indeed more like a living thing than anything else a man - and a woman - could 

build with their own hands.” – Wind, Whales and Whisky, p. 37. 

(Quoting the shipwright David Stevens) – “When a newly launched vessel first feels the 

wind and starts to move,’ he said,’ she gives a little lurch – and that’s the birth of a ship, 

thrill of a lifetime.” - Wind, Whales and Whisky, p 54. 

“Handling a boat is not like driving a car. A boat is a toy of wind and tides.” - Sailing 

Away from Winter, p. 109. 

“In a strong puff – a sailboat will nose up closer into the wind; when the wind eases, she 

falls away.” – Wind, Whales and Whisky, p. 141 

“Engines in sailboats are an abomination – dirty, smelly, unreliable, explosive, 

expensive. Engines require holes in the boat for shafts and cooling water.” - Wind, 

Whales and Whisky, p. 15. 

‘…if we had a motor we would simply have motored to Sydney.  And we would have 

missed everything that mattered.” - Wind, Whales and Whisky, p. 159. 

“No boat is ever really finished, and improvements are a major pleasure of life afloat: 

patiently analyzing problems, devising solutions and executing them with the tools and 

materials on hand. There is always another small problem to be solved, another 

incremental advance to be gained – something that will slightly improve the boat’s 

safety, speed, appearance or convenience. A devoted skipper practices something like  

kaizen, the attainment of quality in Japanese industry by constant minor improvement. 

And loves every minute of it.” - Sniffing the Coast, p. 35. 
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On boats and communities 

“When you enter a village under sail, you enter quickly into its life – any village, 

anywhere.” - Wind, Whales and Whisky, Prologue, p. xii. 

On boating and self-discovery 

“The notion of voyaging stretches back into the soft-focused reaches of a bookish 

child’s vivid imagination.” – Sniffing the Coast, p.4.  

“What unites cruising people, perhaps, is a thirst to know the world deeply, in all its 

splendour and diversity and terror.  All our cruises are voyages of exploration.”  - Sailing 

Away from Winter, p. 204. 

“I like sailing as a metaphor for business; it fits far better than the military analogies 

which often prevail. Our metaphors shape our attitudes; our attitudes shape our 

actions.” -  Sniffing the Coast, p. 68. 

“One sleeps well in a boat, rocked to sleep by the ceaseless movements and lulled by 

the wavelets chuckling against the bow...” – Wind, Whales and Whisky, p. 22. 

“Among the pleasures of sailing is the torpid, passive ease of many passages.  You can 

read, make music, sunbathe, eat. Or you can just be. Even fretful people find it possible 

to sit back and muse aimlessly, staring at the wake or watching the slow transformation 

of shapes in the clouds. No doubt that meditative, rhythmic, wave-paced pulsation of 

time was one of the charms of transatlantic crossings before the age of air travel.” – 

Wind, Whales and Whisky, p. 36.  

“…enough wind for good sailing, blue water and small whitecaps, green hills flanking us 

on both sides. It is hard to define the pleasure of such sailing; between steering, 

navigating, sail-trimming, getting food and drinks, one is busy enough but never too 

busy, and the mind is free to wander. The rhythm of the boat’s motion, the sound of 

wind and wave, the steady unspectacular progress towards a destination - it all has a 

mantra-like effect, occupying enough of the mind to release its impulses to fantasy and 

meditation.” – Wind, Whales and Whisky, p. 285. 

“It all came flooding back: the camaraderie of the shop, the banter, the learning, the 

well-earned weariness, the joy of watching that lovely, big-bellied, tapering presence 

slowly take shape under your hands. When we were building Silversark, we 

occasionally worked all night on long jobs like epoxy-coating the hull. By the time we 

were done it would be dawn, and the birds would be showering us with song as we 

walked back to the house in the rose-and-silver glow that comes before the sunrise, 

tired and happy and very much in love.” Sniffing the Coast, p. 37. 
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“Where does joy come from, anyway?  A mellow summer evening, with the slanting 

yellow light of an approaching sunset. An arc of sand rimming the water, a dune of 

stony beach blocking the sea from a freshwater lagoon. Wildflowers painting splashes 

of yellow and magenta against the infinite greys of the rounded beach stones.” – Wind, 

Whales and Whisky, p.147. 

“Is there an inherent conflict between the economy and the environment? Can we learn 

to care for the planet the way sailors care for their ship? If we fail the ship, the ship will 

fail us – and our record is far from reassuring.” Sniffing the Coast, p. 285.  

“Sitting on the deck of a schooner, surrounded by my country’s past and bathed in its 

music, poised to sail into an unknown future, I suddenly realized that I knew exactly who 

I was, and exactly where I was. And I liked it.” - Sailing Away from Winter, p. 57. 

 

Figure 10 Silversark at her home port of D'Escousse, with Silver Donald Cameron's restored Victorian 
home in the background on the left. 


