Unlikely Sailor

By Lowell Snow
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She sails into port, unnoticed by most. On her thumb, the sterling ring of the man who stole her heart. Before her face can become familiar, her mission accomplished, she slips away as quietly as she came. Who is this mysterious woman, scanning the horizon from the bow of a 15th century explorer’s ship? She’s not the heroine of a maritime novel, and she’s not a pirate queen. She’s Miss Ellie, thirteen years the secretary of Trinity Lutheran Church in Alamogordo, NM.

"Follow your dreams." Says Elenore Kaiser, age 77. "Try. Really try. If you fail, at least you tried. To me that's kind of important."

For the past four years, spring to fall, Ellie has been on the small crew of the Nina, an authentic replica of Columbus' favorite ship, as it visits ports all over North America. Working nine to ten hours a day, six days a week, she sells souvenirs to the tens of thousands of tourists, coordinates the hundreds of school groups that come on field trips, prepares meals, and generally is 'mom' to the six man crew. Captain Morgan Sanger refers to Ellie as 'Queen of the Nina'.

The original Nina made all three of Columbus' exploratory voyages to the New World and was flagship for the second and third. The Nina Miss Ellie sails on, is as exact a replica of the original as anyone has ever built. It's not quite as long as an eighteen wheeler, but twice as wide. The crew quarters in the front of the ship just under the deck are about the size of a small camper and life aboard ship is much like camping. Everyone, including Ellie, sleeps on bunks and use a small camper-like rest room. Food is stored in a huge ice box and there's a butane stove for cooking. When they're docked, they usually have a motel room, where everybody gets equal opportunity to sleep on a real bed and take a real shower. That works out to about once a week.

There's a lot of climbing involved in living on a ship, but not what you might expect. The Nina is a caravel, the 'mini van' of fifteenth century merchant ships. It is very practical and can be sailed by a small crew without ever climbing the mast. Most of the climbing for Ellie comes between the ship, at water level, and the parking lot on shore where she sets up the souvenir and ticket stand. There's also an eight-foot ladder that must be navigated every time she goes in or out of the crew cabin. She seems to manage all of this with little difficulty, even though she has a pacemaker. When she first considered this adventure, her doctor actually encouraged her, as did her family.

Her roughest experience was a storm on Lake Michigan that lasted thirty-six hours. Unlike large waves on the ocean that are generally lined out and evenly spaced, waves on the great lakes tend to be choppy and throw the ship from side to side. It was one of those waves that literally threw Ellie out of her bunk and onto the floor. But that wasn't her scariest experience. She says the only time she really felt nervous was when a whale, about the same size as the ship, came so close she was afraid it had mistaken the Nina for another whale.

Friends at church like to kid Elenore about her unusual work, but when asked what they really think about their former secretary being a sailor, friend and church elder, Marvin Humphrey said, "She really doesn't make a big deal about the ship thing, but we think it's great…we love Miss Ellie."

So how did the daughter of a Sheboygan, Wisconsin mechanic, end up on the crew of a vintage sailing ship? It's a matter of love, family, and faith.

She married her high school sweetheart, Raymond Kaiser. They met in physics class, and even though she detested his crew cut, (which he kept the rest of his life) she was drawn to him. Their first date was simple; he called one night and asked if he could walk her home the next day. 

However, he joined the service right out of high school to fight in World War II, then stayed in. When the war was over and they started letting women in again, Ellie joined the Navy Waves, did a three year tour, then returned home. About that time, Ray, (as everyone called him) also returned home to help his family for a while. One thing led to another, and they were married in 1952.

As their family grew, they traveled the world following Ray's military career. When asked how they developed such a strong and lasting relationship, when military life is so difficult for many families, Ellie listed several things:

· They both grew up in conservative Lutheran families so they knew what they were supposed to do. (Even on ship, Ellie carries her Bible and a list of Missouri Synod churches so she can go to church when possible.)

· Neither of them kept their feelings inside. They talked things out and never went to bed angry.

· They did things together as a family. "If the kids couldn't go, we just didn't go."

· They had meals together and always prayed before they ate.

· They were both active in church.

When the kids were older, Ellie worked for several years as secretary at a large church in Sheboygan. She learned that even when people really upset you and circumstances break your heart, you just do what you can and go on. She describes herself as not taking things too seriously and enjoying people. When asked what animal her mascot would be, she said, "My 'yippy' little dog, Luzi, she's very loyal." 

After Ray retired, they traveled the country in their fifth-wheel camper. While spending a winter in Alamogordo, New Mexico, near White Sands National Monument, they decided to move there. She says the sunsets are unbelievable. When the pastor of Trinity Lutheran came to visit and found out that she had been a church secretary, he recruited her. For several years she served as a volunteer until the church was able to pay a salary. Even then, according to Elder Humphrey, she often worked more hours than she got paid for.

One morning in 1998, the man who had stolen her heart in that high school physics class, gave her his usual good-morning salute, went into the bathroom, and died.

How do you deal with that kind of loss? How do you deal with the loneliness that follows? Like so many widows, even though she had a loving family and church, she was struggling emotionally.

Doc, her youngest son, had been first mate on the Nina for several years. She paid him a visit and did the cooking while there. The crew quickly determined that Miss Ellie needed to stay, and thus, the Queen of the Nina found her place in history. 

Ray had wanted to sail on the Nina with their son, but never got the chance. Now, Ellie wears his wedding ring on her left thumb to remind her that Ray is sailing the Nina in her heart. 

She says the loneliness after her husband died was killing her. “I’m not a TV person and there’s just so much knitting you can do. This saved my life.” When asked what she would like to say to a lonely widow who might read this article, she replied, “Do something! Volunteer. If you sit all day, you’ll rust up.”

The season is over and Miss Ellie is back home in Alamogordo working through four boxes of junk-mail, but she misses the Nina. "She (the Nina) becomes your special little world and the crew is like family." Ellie says. "When you're out on the water, everything else just seems to go away. When I see the marine life, or the millions of stars, or a beautiful sunset, it feels like it's just me and God. I'll always want to go back." 

There are no plans for the Nina to return to the U.S. As of the writing of this article, it is sailing to Puerto Vallarta, Mexico, where it will be available for short outings. For more information, go to www.thenina.com.

