By Danielle Taylor

CABIN LIFE

Rising from the Ashes

Documenting the Journey

hen Dartmouth College junior Greg Sokol
paddled up to Gilman Island in May 2009, he
didn’t realize he was about to make a devastating discovery. Gilman, just a short distance
down the Connecticut River from the campus, was home to
the old Titcomb Cabin, which the school’s Ledyard Canoe
Club rented out to the community. As a member of the club,
Sokol had volunteered to clean it in preparation for the
spring rental season. But when he arrived, all he found was a
charred pile of rubble.
Built in 1953 by a group of students, Titcomb Cabin had
been an important part of the canoe club’s operations for
decades, and like many members, Sokol treated the cabin as
a treasured “not-so-secret island
hideaway.” Recognizing its value,
he and a few fellow club members
immediately began working to secure permits for a rebuild as well
as the logs and other necessary
construction materials.
“At first, I wasn’t planning
on being part of the [building]
crew,” says Sokol. “But it gradually became clear that a few of us
who had worked hard to put the
pieces in place for this crew would
be the ones to do it. It needed to
happen, and it needed to happen that [following] summer, or
it was questionable whether it
would happen at all.”
In fall 2009, several club members selected 97 red pine and
spruce logs from a college-owned tree farm in Vermont, and
after months of peeling the logs, cleaning up the remains of
what they called “Titcomb 1.0,” hauling tons of materials to
the island by canoe and pouring the foundation, the team of
six (Sokol, Lucas Schulz, Kate Bowman, Jordan Nesmith, Max
Friedman and Kodiak Burke) floated the logs down the river
in a lively log drive the following June.

LEFT: Brian Seitz photo; ALL OTHERS: Lucas Schulz photos

After a historic New Hampshire cabin
burns to the ground, several college
students devote themselves to rebuilding it.

W

ABOVE: The charred remains of the original Titcomb Cabin were all
that was left of this Dartmouth legacy following an accidental fire.

ABOVE: In a July 2010 blog post, Lucas
Schulz (in yellow helmet) writes, “This
cabin is going to be able to handle one
serious dance party before we have to
worry about the floor giving out.”
LEFT: “This experience has taught me
that, if at any chance I get to design
and build my own house, I will absolutely jump at that opportunity,” says
Greg Sokol (pictured). “I wish I could
work on this for the rest of my life.”

The team maintained a blog (rebuilding
titcomb.blogspot.com) that detailed the
development of Titcomb 2.0 as well as
the team’s various escapades of the
summer. At one point, after hauling a
load of lumber out to the island, “Jordan
accidentally stepped on the corner of a
skiff full of plywood while unloading
one and sank the whole thing in about
3 feet of water,” laughs Sokol.
“Also, halfway through the summer,
Max bought an automatic trigger for his
camera so he could make cool time-lapse
videos,” he continues, “and one afternoon
he spent a half hour lying face down on
the logs, moving a tiny bit every 30 seconds or so, so he could look like a worm
crawling across the log pile.” Musing, he
admits, “You go a little crazy working on
an island 14 hours a day in the summer.”

LEFT: Before floating the logs downriver to Gilman Island, Max
Friedman (pictured) and the rest of the team had to strip the bark
and prepare the logs for construction.

Learning About Logs
Because all materials, including the logs, had to be hauled up a
steep slope to reach the building site, the crew built a 40-footlong ramp from the water, which they promptly dubbed “the
death slide.” Brute manpower and a grip-hoist tool proved an
exhausting, inefficient log-hauling solution, and their next
idea, a long-handled come-along, snapped mid-lift. Fortunately, they came across a chainsaw-powered winch, which
zipped the remaining logs up the ramp in about 30 seconds
without the backbreaking effort.
“We had to deal with a lot of unique challenges,” Sokol
remembers. The team had minimal construction experience
and zero log-building knowledge prior to working on this
cabin, so they relied heavily on the “Log Construction Manual”
by Robert Chambers.
However, four of the six full-time crew members were
majoring in engineering, which gave them a huge advantage.
“That helped a lot,” says Sokol, “because we already knew
how to do things like stress-load calculations and didn’t have
to outsource a lot of that. The engineering school was a huge
resource the entire summer.” The crew frequently turned to
the engineering school for professorial advice as well as use of
the machine shop.
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ABOVE: “Our walls have been growing to
dangerous heights over the past week, but
we have pushed on higher and higher —
safety is only our No. 5 priority, so it’s been
a pretty nerve-wracking process at times,”
jokes Jordan Nesmith (in red helmet).

®
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LEFT: The crew’s first solution for hauling logs to the site involved a mechanical
grip-hoist that required the entire body
strength of two laborers. “Needless to say,
this phase of the operation is not the most
precise part of the building process,” says
Nesmith (center).
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The crew’s dedication to each other
and to the integrity of the project clearly
shows in each blog post. Although the
writers poke fun at their own lack of
cabin-building knowledge and joke
about the mishaps that occurred along
the way, it’s obvious that the team was
dedicated to learning from their mistakes, solving problems as they arose
and turning out a strongly built cabin
that would serve the college community
for years to come.
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“The main thing we really learned
was to take your time and do everything right the first time,” Sokol points
out. “Even though it’s a much more
organic building than a traditionally
framed house, you’ve got to keep it under control.”

Finishing Touches
By the end of summer 2010, the crew
had reached their start-of-term goal:
finishing the roof. As the students

turned their attention back to academics and the graduates to life after college, progress on the cabin moved more
slowly. To finish it off, the team adopted
a few new hardworking members and
gratefully accepted a lot of volunteer
help, and by late summer 2011, the cabin
was nearly ready for renters.
“It’s pretty close!” Sokol confirms
in late August. “I was just up there, and
the crew this week put a porch on, got
the railing up, got the front door on and
put a big lock on it. Things are looking
pretty good. It should be ready to go
this fall.”
More than just building a cabin,
these students made sure a cherished
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WANT TO STAY?
The Titcomb Cabin closes over
the winter, but to rent it beginning
in spring 2012, contact the Ledyard
Canoe Club at 603-643-6709.
Rates include a canoe rental and
run $10 per person per night.

university legacy stayed alive. Like the
1953 student crew that established the
original cabin, this group’s efforts honor
the memory of Dartmouth alum John
Titcomb, who built cabins in the 1930s
for the Dartmouth Outing Club.
For the most part, however, the
crew members downplay their role, focusing on the development of the cabin
instead, and they’re more than happy
to share their island getaway with the
greater Dartmouth community. “It’s
got some updated features, and it’s a
whole lot nicer than the first one,” Sokol says of the cabin. “Hopefully more
students will come.” CBC

Thanks to the tireless efforts of a dedicated crew and contributions from
dozens of volunteers, Titcomb 2.0 will serve Dartmouth students and
community members alike for many generations to come.
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