
Old wood boat remembers the wind. Dilapidated and parted 
from the sea, she remembers and waits as her mast cracks and 
blackberry vines creep across her deck. But one day, a family 
tows her home. Scraped, scrubbed, sanded, and varnished, 
she is made beautiful and seaworthy again. After libations 
have been poured out, the family casts off, and old wood boat 
embarks on adventure once more.

In this love letter to sailing, heralded artist Nikki McClure tells 
the story of a restored boat in timeless and reverent prose that 
perfectly accompanies her stunning cut-paper illustrations. At 
once delicate and bold, each page is masterful, rendered from a 
single sheet of black paper with precision and care that is sure 
to enthrall readers from coast to coast.
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Nikki McClure is a self-taught cut-paper artist. She is the author and 
illustrator of numerous children’s books, including 1, 2, 3 Salish Sea; What 
Will These Hands Make?; and To Market, to Market, which won the Washington 
State Book Award. She also illustrated the New York Times bestseller All in a 
Day, written by Cynthia Rylant.

A proud denizen of the Pacific Northwest, Nikki McClure has worked 
within the Olympia music scene, including the riot grrrl movement, and 
has had her art exhibited internationally. Her work has also been featured 
on snowboards, Patagonia T-shirts, record covers, magazine illustrations, 
the New York Times, greeting cards, book covers, movies, nonprofit logos, 
strangers’ tattoos, and Olympia’s storm drains.

Nikki McClure cuts each of her images from a single sheet of black paper 
using an X-Acto knife, transforming a simple piece of paper into an 
extraordinary story. She is renowned for her popular annual calendar, which 
she has been making since 1998. She lives in Olympia, Washington, with 
her family, where she swims year-round in the Salish Sea, picks berries all 
summer, and enjoys adventures on her restored sailboat.

Visit her online at www.nikkimcclure.com and on Instagram and Twitter at 
@nikkimcclure.
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People ask me these questions when I tell them I like to 
sail for weeks and weeks and weeks.

Why do you sail?
I live in Olympia, Washington, at the southernmost part 
of the Salish Sea. A waterway that extends out into the 
world begins at my house, and I could go anywhere from 
here, slowly. Old Wood Boat goes about 5 knots, which is 
a brisk walking speed. Sometimes we have gone 9 knots, 
aided by strong currents, and sometimes we inch along 
at 0.8 knots. You see a lot when you move silently on the 
water day and night. You exist with the creatures of the 
sea. I love snorkeling, even in cold water, and sailing 
is a way to get there. The underwater scene in the book 
contains all my favorite snorkeling experiences merged 
into one spread.

Where have you sailed to?
From my home in Olympia there is only north and then 
back south again. I have sailed up to Alaska and around 
Vancouver Island, but I mostly sail in the Salish Sea. My 
favorite places are islands in Canada, but there are little 
islands nearby with mysteries of their own. I hope to sail 
Old Wood Boat to Haida Gwaii someday.

Where do you sleep?
Just about everywhere, except at the wheel. Deep 
slumbers are for down below in the cabin. Old Wood Boat 
has two berths forward and two in the main cabin, one 
of which pulls out into a double berth. (It is still very 
tiny, about the size of a twin bed.) When you sleep on a 
boat, you sleep just below the waterline. You can hear 

the water and 
feel a gentle 
rocking. In the 
deep night, I 
like to go out 
into the cockpit 
and look at 
the stars. In 
remote and 
wild darkened 
places, you can 
see the Milky Way, and when the wind is calm, the stars 
reflect on the still water, doubling infinity. The sleeping 
scene was added to the book later in the sketching phase. 
It is one of my favorite pages. Sleeping is an important 
part of adventuring.

Are you ever scared?
Most books about boats for kids involve a storm at sea. 
Sailing is all about adventure, so I wanted to make a book 
that wasn’t about disaster and narrow escapes. But yes, 
I do get scared, though I become less so the more aware 
I am and the more I observe the weather. I track the 
weather several days out, and I watch what the wind is 
doing just around the corner. I love listening to NOAA 
weather radio. Their voices calm me. When the breeze 
picks up, we reef the sails, reducing their surface area, 
so the wind can’t overpower the boat. If it is really, really 
windy, we lower our sails, stay put, and wait. As the ship’s 
navigator, I know the currents and tides and where there 
are several quiet places out of the wind to anchor. I also 
have a great crew and boat who keep me safe.

How do I learn?
Sailing lessons are available in coastal and lakeshore 
cities through yacht clubs and community sailing centers. 
My freshman year of college, I took a class that involved 
sailing every week. We would head out on the water and 
count wintering seabirds. I remember seeing thousands 
of birds. Now when I see fifty birds it is a big deal. It took 
a long time before I was invited to sail around Vancouver 
Island. Eventually I decided that I needed my own boat to 
explore wild, mysterious places, which led me to my Old 
Wood Boat.
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