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6]/1/6 will sail pathless and wild seas,
We will go where winds blow, waves dash, and the
Yankee clipper speeds under full sail.

Walt Whitman
Song of the Open Road



“Where the winds blow...” Clipper ship Red Jacket Painting by Gordon Grant
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Foreword ey

by HOWARD I. CHAPELLE

THE LAST DAYS OF COMMERCIAL sailing vessels have rarely been discussed at length.
At most., maritime historians and writers have produced short accounts of the last
days of sailing packet ships or clipper ships or down-easters, confining their efforts to
a single, distinguished type of sailing vessel.

Here, Robert Carse has written of the final days of many types of vessels, showing
the slow decadence of the sailing freighters as a whole and their final economic
death-struggles, ending with the supremacy of mechanical power at sea in case after
case.

The economy of sail. in sea transportation. was a pied-piper that led many
merchants to ruin. They did not realize that economy is a far ranging subject, for
the costs of manpower needed only to operate a sailing freighter would eventually
exceed the costs of fuel and maintenance, of interest on construction costs and of
management of a mechanically propelled vessel. Even though sailing freighters might
make an occasional passage in steamer time, or less. sail was outmoded. What was
required was regularity of cargo delivery; a gas works needed coal every six days, on
the nose, not the hit-and-miss delivery of the economical sailing collier.

There was plenty to mislead. The sailing freighters, such as the great coal
schooners, were cheaper to build than steamers of the same capacity, for the whole
hull of the sailing vessel could be given up to cargo with the result that a given
bulk-cargo could be carried in a smaller hull than in a steamer. And the latter had to
have machinery, costly stuff requiring expensive fuel. Wind cost only the sailmakers’
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and riggers’ bills. By pinching on the size of the crew, adding deck machinery, the
coal schooner and sailing bulk carrier might undercut the steam-pot all across the
board.

Yes, sail looked good and many backed sail with their bankroll. But one thing
alone broke the sailing freighter: irregularity of cargo delivery. What was the cause
of emphasis on regularity of operation? Inventory; a business did not have to invest
in. and assume risks for, a large inventory requiring heavy investments tied up for
long periods. with loss of interest and risk of depreciation in the material stocked.
With regular deliveries. inventories were brought to short term investments and the
savings obtained could be invested in more productive ways.

This. then. is the back-drop of the stage on which the slow tragedy of the end
of the sailing freighters. and of fishing vessels. will be played. as told in this book.
Robert Carse deals with the courage. cowardice. madness and command with which
the acts are played. with a touch of maritime history to tie the acts together.

Yet, when the play is done. the final end of commercial sail cannot be seen.
Sailing oyster dredges exist on the Chesapeake and sailing junks are in the news
from Viet Nam. the China coast and Taiwan. But the story will be the same, with
the final fadeout in the creeks. bays and rivers rather than on the high seas.










CHAPTER ONE

Clippers In Therr Glory

. veterans now of Cape Horn, and no better sailors lived.

TWILIGHT CAME VERY SLOWLY, almost imperceptibly upon the sailing ships. Man
had used them from before the time of recorded history. The effects of the winds,
their power to move a ship over the sea. seized and held the imagination of sailors,
merchants, geographers and kings for many centuries.

The very early seagoing people. the Phoenicians, had their wind gods. And the
Egyptians, and the Greeks. and the Vikings. The sailors who came home from a
voyage told stories which the bards picked up and made into epics.

There was the sand-harsh simoom that swept off the North African desert and
lashed the eyes and faces of the citizens of ancient Massalia. The high-ribbed moun-
tains behind the port gave the coast another wind. the chill. mean mistral, and out past
the Pillars of Hercules were all the great Atlantic storms. Then. on around the globe
were the Northeast trade winds. and the Southeasterlies from below the Equator; and
on the Spanish Main. in among the green and steep Antilles. was the sudden. terrible
cyclonic storm the Caribs called huracano.,

When men who had sailed with Magellan came back to port. they spoke of a
wind named pampero which blew oft the Argentine plains with abrupt violence and
added to the dangers of a ship headed toward the stark gray granite of Cape Horn,
around the southernmost reaches of the continent. The China seas. along with the
coast of what was still known as Cathay. were to be remembered for the dread raifung.
The English translated that as typhoon. and had vivid accounts of the massive, drub-
bing force of the monsoons which the Arabs used season in, secason out to sail from the
Red Sea and the Arabian Gulf to Malaysia. Africa, Madagascar and back.
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PAINTING BY CHARLES ROBERT PATTERSON

The beautiful medium clipper Kirkcudbrightshire was built in 1884 and sailed out of
Glasgow, Scotland. Broken up in 1922, the ship lay as a hulk until 1927.

Men began to write books about the winds. Shipmasters compiled their own
very private wind charts. plotting on them the courses their vessels should follow to
make the voyage outward-bound and home as fast as possible. Knowledge of the
winds and their uses attained the highest degree of concentration during the American
clipper ship period of 1850-60. It was very keenly needed. Clipper ship masters reck-
oned the performance of their vessels in premiums that would bring thousands of
dollars for each day saved on a run.

Those vessels often carried as many as thirty-three sails, which meant two acres
of canvas spread aloft. Aboard the most extreme of their class, the mainmast truck
stood 200 feet above the deck. Men have not built or sailed such ships since; they are
forever gone. But for many years after their economic purpose was proven to be past,
the challenge of their beauty. grace and speed persisted.

The departure of a clipper like Lightning, Flving Cloud, or Rainbow from her
East River pier in the Port of New York in the 1850 was an unforgettable sight. The
usual custom was to bring the ship down from her loading berth and anchor her off
Castle Garden, at the foot of Manhattan. The owners boarded there for a glass of
sherry and a final word with the captain. Then they went ashore, and the anchor
catted, a tall-stacked tug on the tow-line. the ship took the ebb tide and started for
the Lower Bay. Sandy Hook and the open sea.

Most of the captains made an inflexible habit of wearing their shore-going cloth-
ing. stove pipe hats and all. until the vessels were well away from the land. The mates
handled the work down on deck. and the sailors. those of them who were sober enough
to understand orders. climbed aloft to the yards and unbent canvas.
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A wet day aboard the Norwegian Sorlander as the modern training ship bucks hard
to choppy seas in the North Atlantic. Below. a cadet holds her carefully on course.




PAINTING 8Y GORDON GRANT

“A Yankee clipper with a Yankee skipper” was a common sight in Caribbean ports.
In the foreground, the bumboat folks get ready to row alongside the clipper to sell
fresh fruit, rum and other goods to the crew.

The great, lean ship spread her sails one after the other, and the helmsman,
with the sharp gaze of the master upon him. put her squarely on course. The topsails
were set first, and the jibs, then the topgallantsails. The big courses came last, and if
the weather held fair, the royals and studdingsails were added to her driving force.

Wind drummed upon the white. fine American duck that curved taut beneath the
yards and from the stays. The braces. the tacks and sheets hummed with the strain.
The shrouds talked. too. and the masts. The waves lifted, dipped, struck the ship,
rushed on aft along her runs with an ardent splatter of foam.

The captain left the poop after a while and turned over the ship to the first mate.
He went below to his cabin and took off the shore-going finery, dressed in a woolen
jersey and bell-bottomed trousers. China-side straw slippers. Then, in the case beside
the chart table in the saloon. he stowed his chronometers and his sextant. He made the
first entries of the voyage in his logbook, giving the time of departure and the distance
and bearing from the land when it was taken. He unfurled his Atlantic chart and laid
off the rhumb line course that would best serve the ship on her voyage to Cape Horn
at the Southernmost tip of South America. It was a long haul ahead, and he did not
welcome it. The ship would reach the Cape Horn region during the Antarctic winter,
make her westing among icebergs and against furious gales. The captain grunted in
anticipation of the inevitable Cape Horn misery, put the chart away and went to bed.

The clipper ran smartly South, cleared the Horse Latitudes—the belt of calms



“Across the Atlantic...”  Great Western of the Black Ball Line Painting by Antonio Jacobsen

“Near twilight . ..” East River, 1894 Painting by Charles Robert Patterson
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With Alcatraz Island rising in the background, the cextreme clipper Senator unloads
her cargo at the Chestnut Street wharf in San Francisco. This remarkable photograph
was taken in 1866.



bordering the Equator—caught the Southeast trades, hauled her braces sharp up and
kept heading for the Cape. Her daily runs averaged around three hundred miles. She
was a well-found ship. The watches even sang a chanty as they yanked at the pump
handles in the morning before they turned to with holy-stones. deck swabs and the
salt water hose. The captain paced the poop alone. proud. remote. a figure the sailors
had come to respect. and. in a sense. fear.

It was the captain who would make the fateful decisions off Cape Horn. He
owned the absolute authority to send all hands aloft in the middle of a black and
screaming night. If he so wished. he could keep upper canvas spread until topmasts
snapped, spars and sails thrashed beyond control. and men were killed or drowned.

The young sailors tightened their belts as they listened to the old-timers™ stories.
They wiped the sweat from the palms of their hands on their dungarees. Then. once
more, they looked high aloft where the royal vards swung in erratic arcs across the
sky. There were no more chanties in the morning when the ship reached 50 degrees
South latitude and squared away for the westward traverse into the Pacific. Men
talked about very little except ship’s work. This before them was the supreme test
for any sailor.

Aboard a clipper ship bound for California in the days of the Gold Rush of 1849.
Fair weather brought the passengers out on deck for some fresh air and sunshine.




When it was achieved. when the ship had beaten through into the Pacific, the
young, green hands in the crew felt a new confidence in themselves. They were
veterans now of Cape Horn. and no better sailors lived. It gave them great pride
in spite of the torture of frostbite. sea boils. weeks of cold food, wet clothes and
sodden bunks.

The clipper ship crews realized that competition was extremely sharp, that their
jobs might not last. and could soon be taken from them by more prosaic vessels.
Sturdy. broad-beamed packet ships. big cargo carriers. dominated a lot of the trans-
atlantic trade and kept regular schedules with European ports and Boston, New York
and Baltimore. The packets were also active in the passenger business, moving
European emigrants westward by the thousands. Sailing vessels of all sorts, among
them the powerful square-riggers designed on less extreme lines than the clipper, and
the schooners. and the increasingly popular steamers were another menace. But as long
as a clipper could run her 300 miles and better a day, she was still queen of the seas,
the finest vessel afloat.

The fure of gold proved too strong for the men aboard ships coming into San
Francisco. This carly daguerrotype shows the harbor crowded with ships abandoned

by their crews.
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Carrying both her topsails and all
her other canvas, an unidentified
American schooner enters Havana
harbor. Morro Castle is on her
port bow. This stereotype dates
back to 1860.

Clipper ship Gamecock leaving
the harbor at Whampoa, China,
with a cargo of tea.
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CHAPTER TWO

i‘\ TAX{LI:, ii:’

The Ca ptains’ Wives

... I grew very fond of this sea life.

FOR CENTURIES, the mothers of New England seagoing families had known of the
death toll to be taken. Where two strong boys sat at breakfast in their Cape Cod
kitchen, a mother could tell herself with absolute. chill certainty that one of the pair
would not survive. He would be placed on the list of missing from a deepwater ship,
or a schooner, or lose his life while hauling lobster pots in the tide rips of the bay.

The pain of such knowledge. and of the years of separation from their husbands,
was too much for a number of the women to accept. Whenever they could, those
lucky enough to be captains’ wives went to sea with their men. Mrs. Charlotte
Babcock. wife of Captain David S. Babcock. master of the famous extreme clipper
Swordfish, was among the first, in 1851. The custom persisted through the Down
Easter period and the days of the big schooners. Mrs. Babcock was a young woman
when she joined her husband aboard Swordfish, and she brought with her their nine
months old daughter, Nellie, and Nellie's nurse.

Captain Babcock, a Stonington man and a crack sailor, was determined to beat
the record established a few months before by Flving Cloud. But his vessel was con-
siderably smaller than the other. William H. Webb had designed Swordfish, and her
specifications of 1,036 tons, an over all length of 169.5 feet and a 36.5 foot beam
meant she carried much less sail. It was almost universal opinion along New York’s
South Street that Babcock did not have a chance.

PAINTING BY GORDON GRANT

Flying Cloud, the greatest clipper of them all, per-
forming in the kind of weather she liked. Her best
day’s run was 374 sea miles.
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A model of Flying Cloud shows her graceful lines.

He had in his possession, though, a copy of the Flying Cloud log made on her
record-breaking voyage. He spent long hours in discussion with Lieutenant Matthew
F. Maury, USN, before he took Swordfish to sea. The lieutenant was an international
authority on winds and currents, and had compiled from thousands of deepwater
ships’ log books his “Sailing Directions” and “Wind and Current Charts.” When
Captain Babcock cleared for San Francisco on November 11, 1851, he held invaluable
information.

Mrs. Babcock, her daughter Nellie given over to the care of the nurse most of
the time, was able to keep her own private record of the voyage. Her husband was
delighted that she, the nurse and the child all proved themselves reasonably free from
seasickness after the first few days out. Mrs. Babcock found her quarters comfortable
and well-appointed. She wrote:

“We had a splendid run off the coast, with a strong fair wind, and although I
was seasick at first, I was not very much so and on the third day was able to go on
deck a while but was very glad to go below again. I shall never forget the wonderful
sight, nothing but the sky above and the water beneath, as far as the eye could see,
and the immense waves following each other in unbroken succession, which as they
came toward us, it seemed impossible for us to escape being overwhelmed by them
and it was all so new and strange to me, but as the Captain explained, and I soon saw,
the ship rose to the occasion and went over easily and gracefully, showing herself thus
early a fine sailer, and. as she afterward proved, a very fast one, for we made the
voyage around Cape Horn in ninety days 18 hours and it had never been done before
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A studdingsail serves to advertise the next voyage of the Flying Cloud. As much

as $60 a ton was charged for premium cargo, but the hold space was small due
to her concave hull construction.

in that time except by one ship. Capt. Cressy of ship Flying Cloud made it in
ninety days.

“It seemed so wonderful to go on deck day after day and see nothing but this vast
expanse of water and sky. and ourselves apparently the only living things in the world,
for we rarely saw a vessel of any kind. but I soon became accustomed to it and the
motion of the ship, and as the weather grew warmer enjoyed sitting on deck watching
the sailors at their work, but it was a long time before I could bear to see them go
aloft to furl a sail or do other necessary work, and it has always been a wonder to
me that so few comparatively meet with serious accidents. In all of the seven years that
I was at sea, I only remember one. a sailor who fell from aloft one dark night and was
never seen afterwards although a long search was made.”

Swordfish, besides her high-premium cargo, was carrying passengers to San
Francisco. There were six staterooms for passenger accomodation in the after part
of the vessel, and they were all occupied. But Mrs. Babcock had little to do with them,
and wrote in her journal:

“As it was in the early days of the discovery of gold in California, we had several
passengers bound for that El Dorado to seek their fortunes, but as none of them was
especially interesting, in fact the reverse. I shall not describe them, and after leaving
San Francisco never heard of them again.”

Mrs. Babcock, as was her privilege as wife of the master of the vessel, remained
aloof. She was entering a new world, and wanted nothing to disturb it:

“I grew very fond of this sea life (after conquering my fear of the waves) and

27
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The sort of home a clipper captain’s wife left when she sailed with her husband. This
cighteenth century house and adjoining chapel face the water at The Seaport, Mystic,
Connecticut.

my chiel delight was to sit on deck with my husband on pleasant evenings watching
the waves and the ever changing sky and talking of home and friends and singing
old familiar songs, and my days were always occupied with my baby, my sewing or
a book so that the time never seemed tedious or monotonous to me, being always
happy and contented.

“We had pleasant weather on that first voyage, and the Captain was in high
spirits over the sailing of the ship. He had good officers and crew, and as I developed
such good sailing qualities. and the nurse and baby also, he felt a great satisfaction
in having taken us with him, as at first it scemed a great responsibility, and it was
under all the circumstances, so we had many happy hours together and the time
passed swiftly by.

“The forty-seventh day out from New York. the glad cry of “Land Ho™ was
heard from the mast-head and all rushed on deck to see it.

“It proved to be the iong. low desolate looking coast of Tierra del Fuego, not far



from Cape Horn. and though destitute of any signs of vegetation or habitation, still
it was land. and therefore an object of interest. As we sailed nearer, it looked still
more desolate and dreary, with only a few seagulls flying about and the waves dashing
on the rocky shore. The weather was clear and very mild, it being the last of Decem-
ber, consequently the summer season there and having a fair wind we passed the
extreme point of Cape Horn, with all sails set and studding sails also. a most remark-
able experience as anyone familiar with that latitude can testify. I sat on deck and
made sketches of the different points.

“After passing the Cape and getting into the Pacific Ocean, we rang the changes
on the weather, having the usual variety. head winds and fair, rain and fog, and
occasionally a calm, much to the disgust of the Captain, who could bear with equa-

The dining room of the same house, with
pewter ware in the corner cabinet.
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A prosperous sea captain could decorate his
living room with such splendid wall paper,
usually brought over from England.
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nimity anything but that, as he was very anxious to beat the record of the Flying
Cloud mentioned before and up to the 85th day we were several days ahead of the
time (we had an abstract of her log and so could follow her course exactly) when,
alas, the wind came out dead ahead and not much of it. and therefore we had to beat
the rest of the way and our passage was 21 hours longer than hers.”

With this simple language. Mrs. Babcock described what must have been a
deeply agonizing experience for her husband. The master of Swordfish, in his tre-
mendous desire to defeat Flving Cloud. brought his vessel closer to land than Lieu-
tenant Maury had recommended for the last day’s run. He met fitful head winds that
set him badly back. Captain Cressy had taken Flving Cloud past the San Francisco
headlands on a brisk Southeast breeze.

But. despite the poor sailing at the end of the passage, Captain Babcock es-
tablished a remarkable record. It was registered as the fourth fastest passage ever
made, and the best performance by any ship built in New York. The ship rid of San
Francisco cargo and passengers. Captain Babcock. his wife, Nellie, and the nurse,
kept on to China to load tea for home. Mrs. Babcock was to have many more strange
sights. scenes and events to enter in her journal. and to relate afterwards to her
neighbors in Stonington.

Mrs. Cressy. the wife of the master of Flving Cloud, was at sea the same time
as Mrs. Babcock. but in a much different capacity. Captain Cressy had taught her
carly in their marriage how to navigate, and she left their home in Marblehead and
joined him. She sailed with him continuously and relieved him and the mate of the
difficult navigational duties. allowing them more time on deck for ship handling. She
used a big English sextant made by Dent. the Bowditch five-place logarithm tables,
several chronometers. and a complicated method of finding position that occupied a
full foolscap page with figures. Her work was highly satisfactory. and Captain Cressy
who checked it regularly to establish his day’s run. seldom found corrections necessary.

During a voyage that followed the 1851 record-breaking New York-San Fran-
cisco run. Fiving Cloud was bound for Madagascar in heavy weather. Mrs. Cressy was
alone in the main cabin where she worked at the chart table to plot the ship’s line of
position. When she looked up to rest her eyes and stared out of the sunlit port-hole
above her. she saw in the foam of a wave crest the flash of a sailor’s bare feet as he
tumbled aft, hopelessly submerged. He had fallen from aloft while at some job in the
rigging, Mrs. Cressy knew, and must be already half-conscious from shock.

She went fast up the companionway ladder onto the poop. gave at once the cry,
“Man overboard!”

A life-ring was tossed, and Captain Cressy took the ship immediately off the
wind, sending a boat away with the mate in charge. The boat came back about an hour
before dusk. The mate reported bad luck: no sign of the man at all. Mrs. Cressy
talked with her husband. She indicated the wind drift, and the direction in which the
man had probably floated. She knew that after darkness the boat crew would also be



A ship’s galley where the cook sweated out his chores The officers’ saloon where the captain and his mates
in fair weather or foul. took their meals.

in great danger and might not be able to regain the ship. Captain Cressy agreed, then
ordered another boat put in the water and manned under command of the second
mate. He wanted both boats, he said. to keep searching until the last possible mo-
ment of daylight.

The man was found in the dusk by one of the boats, so weak he could not yell
any more, or kick up a wake against the sharks that had begun to surround him. He
was hauled aboard, covered in a blanket, and taken to Flying Cloud, where he became
Mrs. Cressy's patient. Captain Cressy worked at the navigation for the next few days,
and after Flying Cloud reached port and the story was told, Mrs. Cressy became
famous in sailor bars and boarding-houses all around the world.

There were other captains’ wives, though, who distinguished themselves a great
deal more than Mrs. Cressy. Records of what they did are only partial. have been lost
in the intervening years, or at best were no more than a series of log book entries, a
short article on the maritime page of a newspaper after the safe arrival of the vessel
in port.

The history of the American extreme clipper Neptune’s Car and the achievement
of Mrs. Patten, the wife of the master. is sorely incomplete. Still. it is known that in
the 1850 period of hard-driving passages for California, the ship was bound around
Cape Horn when the mate proved insubordinate. Captain Patten was forced to con-
fine the mate to his room, and take over the officer’s duties. The consequent strain
was too much. Captain Patten developed brain fever: he lay unconscious, gravely ill.

The second mate tacked any knowledge of navigation. If Neptune’s Car was to
make her Cape Horn westing, Mrs. Patten must handle the work unaided. She was
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nineteen years old at the time. had been married when she was sixteen, and had been
sea-going with her husband ever since. She checked her husband’s work book for the
last celestial sights he had taken. went up on deck with his sextant. plotted her sights,
established the new position of the ship, told the second mate what course to steer,
and what sails should be kept aloft. Neprune’s Car came into San Francisco like that,
with a much better than average run.

The tradition lasted. When the American clipper Frank N. Thayer was home-
ward-bound with a cargo of jute from Manila to New York in January, 1886 there
was sudden, savage mutiny. Two Filipino sailors who had been shipped in Manila
went berserk in the middle of the night. With their sharp-bladed bolos, they killed
in rapid succession the wheelsman and both mates, and then seriously wounded Cap-
tain Clark, the master, and four sailors.

Mrs. Clark was aboard with her small child. She realized at once the gravity of
what had happened. The ship lay aback to her canvas, helmless, 700 miles from St.
Helena in the South Atlantic. Mrs. Clark secured her child in the captain’s cabin,
then managed to reach her husband. bring him his revolver, and bind up his wounds.

Captain Clark, revolver in one hand. bull’s-eye lantern in the other, mustered the
survivors of the crew. He shot and wounded one of the Filipinos when the man refused
orders. But the other crazed sailor ducked away in the darkness, pried open a corner
of the fore hatch. went below into the hold and set the tinder-dry jute cargo afire.

The fire spread so fast that Captain Clark, with the few men left to him, could
do nothing but abandon ship. Mrs. Clark put her baby in the lifeboat that was to be
used, risked her life again to return to the main cabin for her husband’s sextant, a
chart, a chronometer and a set of navigation tables. There would be weeks of sailing
in the open boat to get to St. Helena. the only possible landfall.

Fire was in the rigging and the sails when Mrs. Clark came on deck and took her
place in the boat beside her child and her husband. Topmasts were about to topple
out of the ship, and she blazed in all her length. But the pair of Filipinos had slipped
a small spar over the side. clung to it as the lifeboat was lowered and paddled past
them.

Captain Clark was supported on the boat’s stern thwart by his wife. He took
careful aim and killed both men. There was no time left for mercy. The boat lacked a
sail, and she was encumbered by the wounded. and the child. Those who were able
to move paddled her beyond the blazing wreckage of the ship. Mrs. Clark was grateful
for the light it gave: she stitched up blankets into a sail. Then the sail was hoisted,
and the voyage begun for St. Helena on a course laid oftf by Captain Clark.

The boat with all hands safe aboard entered Jamestown harbor in St. Helena at
midnight, January 10, 1886. Port authorities notified J. A. McKnight, the American
consul. and he came out to meet the boat’s people along with a doctor. He offered his
home to Captain and Mrs. Clark and their baby, then congratulated the parents upon
their great good tuck, their seamanship and courage.



The full-rigged British ship Mount Stewart was home for Mrs. M.C. McColm. the
master’s wife, for thirteen years. Her two sons were born on board the ship.

The masters of British medium clippers also took their wives to sea with them
as often as possible, and in the last period of service for the ships, after 1900, several
women shared the long. slow voyages. The ships were in ballast a lot of the time,
and shuttled back and forth around the world after cargo. But the half dozen or so
that remained under the British flag had become a sailor’s dream. “a home away from
home.” and most of the crews knew no other life except under sail.

This was particularly true of the 1.903 ton steel-hulled Mount Stewart, built in
1891 as a full-rigged ship for the Australian wool trade. When she was finally sold to
the ship-breakers in 1925, her master. M. C. McColm, had been in command for
seventeen years. and he had never worked aboard a steamer. The sail-maker had
been in the ship for sixteen years. the cook for eleven, and some of the able-bodied
sailors nearly as long. Captain McColm'’s wife. an Australian, had sailed steadily with
him for a little over thirteen years. and in that time had given birth to two sons.

Captain McColm went to live in New South Wales. Australia, when he took
down his flag from Mount Stewart. He bought a dairy farm at his wife’s urging.
Their sons found the life quite interesting, because they had never lived in a house,
and had seen cows in pasture only at a distance.
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CHAPTER THREE ax b I

Decline of the Clippers

. . in the midst of festivities, the proof of doom.

rFHE COURAGE AND SKILL of the men who sailed the swift, graceful clippers were not
enough to stave off the inevitable. Three signs clearly indicated the future, and warned
that wind-driven ships could not continue to dominate the sea trade. The first was the
successful run, in 1809, of the steamer Phenix from Hoboken to Philadelphia, down
the Atlantic coast. The second was the establishment by Samuel Cunard of a regular
steamer service from Halifax to Boston, then across the Atlantic to Liverpool, Eng-
land. This Cunard achieved by 1840, after improvement of the machinery used aboard
the Phenix and on British-flag steamers maintained in the Irish Sea traffic.

Boston merchants, delighted with the profits that steam might bring them, made
Cunard guest of honor at several champagne banquets, and even paid for a tug to
break a channel through the ice for one of his steamers when Massachusetts Bay
froze over. The same group of merchants. though. kept investing in, or buying, ex-
treme clippers of the kind built by Donald McKay in his East Boston yard. Steamers,
they said, were really “stink pots,” and were infested with riffraff Liverpool Irish
firemen, and a great part of the potential cargo space was taken up by coal bunkers.
And why buy coal when all the winds of the world were there to move a ship? Besides,
tea carried in steamers had a coal smoke flavor when the cargoes arrived from the
Orient. Only in sailing vessels was the flavor fully retained. unblemished. Then the
dubious, those who thought stecamers might win out somehow. were told to recall the
history of Savannah. When she was built in 1819, she was supposed to be a definite
threat to sailing ships. But the steamer on her maiden voyage to the United Kingdom
used her sails a great deal more than her paddle wheels.
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The correct plans of the Steamship Savannah, showing the side elevation and the sail

plan, found after many years of careful research. These plans were drawn to archi-
tectural scale by Howard I. Chapelle.

This model, built from unverified information, was The true model of the Savannah, showing the different
used for many years in textbooks and various exhibits. smokestack and paddle-wheels that could be folded
back when not in use.
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The paddle steamer Shannon using both sails and steam to make her way to a port
through heavy weather. The smoke and steam from the valve on the smokestack show
that the stokers are Keeping up the pressure.

The third sign that doomed sail, regardless of the continued and quite fanatical
enthusiasm for it, was very evident when the superb clipper Flying Cloud came into
New York in April, 1852, having made good the unparalleled record of 374 nautical
miles sailed in a day. Her owners were the tamous shipping firm. Grinnell, Minturn
& Co. They were extremely proud of the ship’s achievement. Her log was printed in
gold on white silk for distribution to their friends at a gala reception at the Astor
House. They also exhibited at the reception the topmast fids—solid picces of oak
wedged in to hold the mast firm—taken from Fiving Cloud after she reached port.

These closely fitted pieces of oak had been macerated nearly into pulp by the
action of the vessel while under a press of canvas at sea. It was not difficult for any-
body who knew the rudiments of ship construction to realize that, if the topmast fids
were chewed apart. there must have been equally severe and excessive strain on all
parts of the vessel. The clippers were of wood construction. They could not possibly
hold up as scaworthy with the stresses of the Cape Horn gales. the weeks of beating
against the China Sea monsoons. the long, bitter Pacific battering. Right here in the
Astor House, in the midst of the festivities, the owners of Flying Cloud had shown how
short-lived the vessels of her kind would be, if driven at a speed to bring home profit-
able cargoes.

The dubious, when they spoke of this, were quickly answered. It was pointed out
to them that Donald McKay took only 60 days to build the extreme clipper Stag
Hound. She made on her first voyage to California and China in 1851 enough to pay
for herself, and a profit of $80.000 for her owners, Sampson and Tappan.




But William H. Webb, the astute New York shipbuilder, in the peak year of 1853
when more than fifty clippers were launched, decided that he would stop construction
of the type. He gave over the work in his East River yard to the building of steam-
ships, vessels of war. and some packets of conventional, “old-fashioned” sailing ship
design. Medium clippers were built after 1853: and no extreme clippers at all after
1855.

Webb was completely right in his estimate of the need for change. By the end
of 1853, it was obvious that there were not sufficient cargoes for all the fine new,
heavily rigged clippers. Cargo rates had been as high as $60 a ton at the peak of the
California 1849-50 boom. Now they were much lower, and just about what an owner
would accept to keep his vessel active. McKay’s winner, Flying Cloud, was idle for
two and a half years as her agents hunted ladings for her, and they were finally glad to
take $10 a ton for San Francisco freight.

The final blow was dealt the clippers in 1854-5 when the Panama Railroad across
the Isthmus was finished and opened. There was no more Cape Horn thrash for the
skysail-yarders, for the men who built the railroad put into operation a fleet of
steamers that operated from Panama northward to San Francisco, and at premium
passenger and cargo rates.

McKay, a stubborn Scot with dreams he refused to relinquish. kept on building
clippers. He was determined, in spite of the advice of his friends, to build the biggest of
them all. Her name was Great Republic, her length 335 feet, her tonnage 4,555. The
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Using steam power to aid her sails, the Confederate raider Alabama strains to elude
United States Navy frigates.

PAINTING BY WILLIAM JORGERSON, 1885
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An early photograph shows one of the attempts to compromise between steam power
and sail. The Kite is wooden-hulled and square-rigged with a tremendous bowsprit and
jibboom that gives her almost clipper proportions.

bankers and the merchants were skeptical of her and refused to invest. McKay built
her with his own money, and lost when she was swept by fire as she lay at a New York
yard waiting for the final rigging work.

There were other ships for McKay to build. He went on to construct for James
Baines, the Scottish shipowner, some of his most lovely sharp-lined clippers. He ex-
perimented also with iron hulls, and iron frames that took wooden planking. Then, in
desperation, and almost financially ruined, he built several steamers. It was the end
for him. He retired to a Massachusetts farm, inland from the sea.

Twilight had obscured the dreams that had been with him since boyhood. He
was not bitter as he recognized that the ships which he had designed and whose beauty
was unmatched were, after a span of ten years, no longer wanted in international
trade. But he felt rejected, thrust aside, and made to seem almost ridiculous.

Donald McKay died in the midst of his family, respected and deeply loved by
them and hundreds of friends. But he could not have had much reluctance about
meeting death. His life had really finished back on that wind-filled, brilliant day when
Flying Cloud logged 374 sea miles.



CHAPTER FOUR

1 he Cape Horn Gamble

. . . lost main topsail yard, and main and mizzen topgallant masts.

THE SEVERE FINANCIAL DEPRESSION in the United States during 1856-7 collapsed
the last. lingering dreams of the clipper ship owners. They could no longer afford the
Cape Horn gamble. Steamers carried the California cargoes, for what they were worth,
and at much lower insurance rates for the shipper. Chinese tea was still being drunk
in large quantities, but the public refused to quibble about “smoke taint” or “mildew”
because of the iron hulls. At the Portuguese colony of Macao, and at Whampoa in the
Pearl River below Canton, China, the steamers got the pick of the new crop for
European, British and American consumption.

The partners in Grinnell, Minturn & Co., pinched by the depression, got out the
first voyage log book for Flying Cloud and studied it with extreme care. Captain
Joseph Perkins Cressy. the master of the vessel, had made his entries in a fine and
flowing hand that was easily read. The log revealed at once the almost unbelievable
damage Flying Cloud had suffered as Cressy forced her along the New York-San
Francisco road around Cape Horn.

The entry for June 6, 1851 stated: “Lost main topsail yard, and main and mizen top-
gallant masts.”

This was only three days after leaving New York, and Cressy kept right on, desperately
forcing her. He wrote on June 11: “Very severe thunder and lightning. Double-reefed top-
sails. Latter part, blowing a hard gale, close-reefed topsails, split fore and main-topmast
staysails.

“At 1 p. m. discovered mainmast had sprung. Sent down royal and topgallant yards and
studding sail booms off lower and topsail yards to relieve the mast.

“Heavy sea running and shipping large quantities of water over lee rail.”

Then, on June 14: “Discovered mainmast badly sprung about a foot from the hounds
(the supports for the topmast) and fished it.”
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The launching of the splendid six-nasted
schooner Edward B. Winslow at Bath,
Maine, in 1908. Built for hard use and
great cargo capacity, she sailed the At-
lantic Coast route for many years, haul-
ing all sorts of bulk cargo, including
timber, coal, granite and cement, often
dangcrously overloaded.




Cressy never stopped crowding her. He sent her smashing into thirty-and-forty
foot seas that combed her from the cutwater piece on aft to the break of the poop and
left the main deck a white, life-snatching welter. He made a log entry on July 13:—
“At 6 p.m. carried away main-topsail tye and truss band around mainmast. Single-
reefed topsails.”

It meant that the ship could not use her main topsail. a very important sail, and
that at any instant the topsail yard and the gear. weighing tons. might fall on deck.
That would crush to death anybody beneath. and in all likelihood bring total disaster
to the vessel by penetrating her hull or dismasting her.

Cressy was a superlative seaman. without doubt one of the finest clipper ship
masters. He brought Fiving Cloud through the gale, renewed all damage. and broke
the speed record. But it was certainly not the cheapest way to handle a commercial
cargo ship. The Grinnell. Minturn partners. looking over the neat log book pages.
realized that. and before the depression was finished. sold Fiving Cloud. They wanted
under their house flag ships that made money.

Her new owners sent her to London in December. 1859 to pick up cargo. Cap-
tain Winsor, her master. was also a real sail-crowder. and he took advantage of the
boisterous westerly gales. His time from Sandy Hook to Deal was seventeen days, an
amazing record for any sailing ship.

Then Flying Cloud went in the keenly competitive trade to the Orient, and while
she made some quick runs for her owners. she was again proven to be an unsatis-
factory cargo-carrier. She leaked from the repeated beatings she had received: her
heavy gear and immense spread of canvas were expensive to renew, and like all McKay
ships, she was only fast in almost gale force winds. She was put upon the sales list in
Hong Kong, and finally taken off it under charter to the British government to serve
as transport and bring troops home.

She was offered for sale again on April 20, 1862 when she arrived in the
Thames. This time she went to James Baines. the canny Liverpool shipowner, who had
a fancy for McKay’s designs. He put her in the Australian emigrant trade and left her
there until the early 1870’s, when she was once more sold. She was weary, sodden, and
sorely sprung. Her fate was to carry timber in the North Atlantic trade, where she
joined a great number of once famous wooden-hulled sailing vessels.

Flying Cloud piled up on the rocky New Brunswick coast in 1874, was not
hauled off for some time and only after she had struck so hard that she took water in
her holds and partially submerged. She was pumped out. refloated. and towed to St.
John for repairs. But while in the shipyard there fire broke out aboard her. It was the
end for her: the ship was not worth the repair bill. She was broken up for the copper
sheathing and the other metal in her, and that was sold for junk.

Most of the public. the four terrible years of the Civil War between them and
the great era of the clipper ships, had already forgotten Flying Cloud. But the ship-
builders in Maine. in Newburyport. Massachusetts. and in Mystic. along the narrow
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The 4-masted Roanoke being launched at the A. Sewall and Company yard, Bath,
Maine, in 1892. Ships built in Maine practically dominated the coastal trade.

Mystic River in Connecticut, remembered her very well, and gained a lesson from the
extremity of her design. It had been the proud boast of the Grinnell, Minturn people
at the outset of Flying Cloud’s service that, “What she can’t carry, she must drag.”

The post-war American square-rigger designers saw nothing but empty boasting
in that statement, and went ahead to build medium clippers. The British were also
building similar vessels, although they had put down several extreme clippers such
as the famous, beautiful and fast Cutty Sark and Thermopylae. These were con-
structed for the China tea trade, and for the long hauls out and back to Australia.
British clipper ship business had been stimulated by the Australian gold rush of 1857,
and maintained by carrying emigrants outward-bound to New Zealand and wool car-
goes on the homeward run.

The American shipbuilders had to meet great competition in the international
market, but they refused to put down any vessels that resembled the early clippers.
They designed instead a class that came to be known as “Down Easters,” and proved
to be seaworthy, fast enough, and, above all, profitable when operated against the
steadily growing steamer fleets. Their main purpose was to haul California grain
around Cape Horn to the East Coast, and their real designation was that of medium
clippers.

They got their name from the fact that nearly all of them were built in Bath and
Searsport and Rockport, Maine, and in East Boston and Newburyport, in Massa-
chusetts, and in Mystic and Stonington, in Connecticut. Then other Maine seaport
towns, Damariscotta, Thomaston, Yarmouth, Frankfort, Richmond, Phippsburg,
Camden, New Castle, Waldoboro, Kennebunk and Kennebunkport, expanded their
shipyards and began construction of the Down Easter type.



It was strict tradition that every Boston ship be nicely finished, with a handsome
and carefully carved figure-head and trail boards, and semi-elliptical stern. But the
Down Easters were designed as bulk carriers. They were given square sterns, and
many of them were box-sided, and there was little done about ornamentation. The
owners wanted one thing: dry and safely carried cargo, with enough shifting boards
and substantially built ceilings in the holds to withstand the effects of the Cape Horn
gales.

During the boom period of the California gold rush, many Maine farmers had
become shipwrights almost overnight. Their lack of skill was shown in the ships left
to rot on the San Francisco mud flats. They went back to the farms, though, and the
men who stayed on and built the Down Easters for twenty-five years after the Civil
War were highly skilled, keenly aware of the standards that had been set long ago in
local yards, and which they were proud to accept as a challenge to their own, personal
ability.

History stretched back vividly and unbrokenly in the Maine seaport villages,
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Beached broadside by storm, the full-rigged ship Peter Rickmers lies almost a total
wreck at Fire Island, New York. Built in 1889 at Port Glasgow by Russell & Co.,
the ship was German owned when she went aground, May 1, 1908. She had just left
New York with a cargo of case oil for Rangoon.




The six-masted schooner Wyoming com-
ing off the wavs in 1909. her decks
crowded with guests. Though it was ob-
vious that there was little future value
for these ships. shipvards in Maine con-
tinued to build them. The Wyoming
joined the rest of the Atlantic coastwise
fleet carryving bulk cargo at cheap rates.

{e
e e o K, il s e o)

44

S i




into the earliest of colonial times in the seventeenth century, the French and Indian
wars, and the Revolution. The villages were very much the same as when they had
been rebuilt after the last Indian or British burning: the hip-roofed white houses
bright in neat, tight rows against the somber immensity of the forest, the fast-running
river, the bay below the wharves, the fish sheds, and the shipyards.

Tawny yellow Tibetan rugs were on the living room floors in some of the houses.
Clipper ship masters had brought them home, and chests made of camphorwood, or
mango, with broad brass hasps and locks. There were ormulu clocks, and embroidered
fire screens, and chandeliers that caught the afternoon sunlight and cast reflections
upon the panelled walls. Right into the 1870’s and *80’s, mothers told their daughters
how, when they were small, they had stood upon the widows’ walks of these houses
and watched the clippers come in from the sea. The royals were hauled up first as the
captains manouvered to anchor, and then the lower topgallants were taken in, and
the courses were clewed, and hoisted in the buntlines.

The men who built the Down Easters remembered these and other stories that
strongly connected them to the past. They could name off the famous deepwater
masters whom the little town of Searsport had supplied in the 1870’s. The town had
sent 70 percent of all masters into American merchant marine ships during that
period. The best known among the captains were Wiliiam Parse, Ned Myers, Amos
Nichols, William Goodell, Benjamin F. Colcord, William R. Gilkey, and Nathan
Gilkey, and several more of the Nichols family, and Henry Curtis, Joseph Sweetser,
and Andrew Ross.

Searsport had twelve shipyards along six miles of waterfront. The ships she
built were comparatively small, though, around 1,500 tons. The town was noted more
for the men she sent to sea as mates and masters. The Down Easter shipbuilders who
were prominent in the trade were Arthur Sewall, and Flint, and Chapman, Goss,
Sawyer, and Packard at Bath; Samuel Walters and Edward O’'Brien at Thomaston;
Thompson at Kennebunk; Pascal at Camden; the Blanchard brothers at Yarmouth;
Minott at Phippsburg; Reed at Waldoboro: Soule at Freeport; and there were others,
all down the Maine coast, and into Massachusetts and Connecticut.

Shares in the vessels were owned in the classical way, by “locals,” people in the
towns where the ship was built. But the vessels were handled by New York or Boston
brokers who secured the cargo charters. Cape Horn voyages cost a lot; to renew wear
and tear upon hulls, rigging, gear and sails averaged $25,000 a year for a 2,000 ton
vessel. This meant that she was very well kept, and that her crew were happy in her.

The men who served in the crews were usually of local stock, and connected one
way or another by marriage with the mates and the master. They worked hard, ate
sea biscuit that they called “bread” and which was made of California flour. Instead of
the customary “salt horse” beef given in other American-flag ships and foreign vessels,
they had preserved meats contained in cans called “airtights.” The owners were per-
fectly willing to put decent stores aboard, and pay the crews well in comparison with
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Typical of the times, the schooner Lucy Evelyn uses all available space for carrying
money-carning cargo. Often the helmsman could barely see over the deck cargo.

steamer wages of about thirty dollars a month for able-bodied sailors. The owners
made on their investment in a Down Easter an average of 15-20 percent.

Construction of the vessels was almost completely of native woods. The frame of
a ship, her stem and stern post, breast-hooks and carlines were of white oak. The out-
side planking and the inside were of pitch pine, and this was also used in the deck
beams. the keelson and the keel. Both keelson and keel were fashioned from huge
pitch pine logs. The knees of the vessel were all cut with the natural angles of the
growth from native Maine hackmatack, and fastened with locust tree-nails. A number
of the Down Easters were fastened with brass or copper bolts throughout, but others
used iron bolts above the ballast load line.

The bottom planking was felted and coppered up to the average salt water draft.
Deck-houses were usually painted and were framed with oak and planked with white
pine. Ornamentation was scarce anywhere aboard. even in the cabin, which was
usually picked out with some sort of hard wood such as mahogany or teak. The bow-
sprits came aft into sheers: there were no fancy figureheads at all, and the ships were
full-bottomed. for cargo carrying, with very little deadrise.

The bigger of the Down Easters were three-deckers. planked fore and aft. Their
usual spread of canvas included three skysails. and they had short lower masts and
very long topmasts. The upper topsails often had two rows of reefpoints, and the
ships, as a class, rarely flew studdingsails. There were only three which carried them,
and the Paul Revere alone carried a full suit.

Longboats aboard were carvel-built, and kept upside-down on deck. But the
quarter boats, slender, classical whaleboats. were held outboard at all times, swung in
the davits and ready for taunching. Both rudder head and tiller were of massive oak
construction, and the wheel ropes led through lignum vitae blocks. There were spit-
toons furnished for the wheelsmen. but, for the sailor who missed, the mates had hard,
direct words. The holy stone. sand and canvas. and spotless decks were of great im-
portance in the Down Easters.
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Whitebelle is loaded with lumber until there is barely enough clearance for her
booms. Such stowage practices were common with schooner operators.

These vessels were the last commercial square-riggers to be built in the United
States. They remained active. mainly in the California trade. until the very serious
depression of 1886 paralyzed the economy and put an end to their construction. The
first of the grain carriers, the clipper bark Greenfield, had sailed Eastbound in 1855.
and right after her came the Boston clipper Charmer with a full wheat cargo on a
New York charter at $28 a ton. During the bumper harvest year of 1882, there were
559 ships in the trade, and they carried home from California around the Horn
1,128,031 tons of wheat and barley. and 919.898 barrels of flour.

Now that was all finished. The Maine yards went back to building schooners
with three, four and five masts for the coastwise trade. and smaller. much finer two-
mast craft for the fishermen who worked the waters of the Grand Banks and Georges
Bank oftf Newfoundland. Some of the shipbuilders. lacking orders. gradually shut
down and went out of business, and in Newburyport and Stonington and Mystic trade
was kept alive with orders for small schooners, and sloops to be.used locally by fisher-

men or in short-haul coastal traffic.
The last of the clippers of the Donald McKay epoch served out their time, short-

rigged and sluggish, in the North Atlantic timber trade to Europe. or were cut down
to coal hulks or barges. The Down Easters soon followed them, and the nation which
had brought the sailing ship to the highest degree of performance in history looked
forward without enthusiasm to the age of steam. Even the men who sailed the last
of the square-riggers and the schooners knew that within no more than a few years
they would be forced to handle power-driven craft. It was that. or stay ashore.

Steamers touched all the Maine ports. put into Nantucket and New Bedford, ran
from Providence to New York on schedules just as promptly kept as the trains. Out
on the Banks, the big and fast transatlantic liners were a terrible hazard for the dory-
men off the fishing schooners. They were only given the chance to hear the onrush,
look upward through the fog at the sharp sweep of the steel bow before the instant of
final, crushing impact.
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The keel of the Baker Palmer was
laid in the early Spring of 1901,
when the snow still covered the
ground and the inlet waters were
frozen. Through the following
months the work on the frames
proceeded, the masts were stepped,
the shrouds rigged and the hull
planked and finished.

———




A holiday air prevailed over Wal-
doboro, Maine, as the day of the
launching approached. Visitors
went aboard the ship, boys climbed
into the rigging and little girls in
floppy hats and pigtails prome-
naded on the main deck. The
whole town came out to watch as
the ship slid into the water stern
first.
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Flags flying, Baker Palmer rode easily in the calm waters
of the little harbor. But years of hard usage in the coast-
wise trade took a heavy toll. Not quite as proud and beau-
tiful, Baker Palmer limped into Boston in 1909, her bow
gashed in a collision with a railroad barge.
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CHAPTER FIVE s

Steel Hulls for Square-Riggers

. . . there were broken bones in their hands, scars on their skulls.

INDUSTRIAL EXPANSION WAS CHANGING every form of life in Europe, Great Britain
and the United States, and had a direct effect upon world shipping. The transportation
of manufactured goods and raw materials between the continents doubled, and
doubled again, and again in the second half of the nineteenth century.

Across the land, first canals and then railroads carried the huge amounts of
goods. Wooden ships had shown themselves to be unsafe. Ship construction now came
from the new materials in mass use. iron or steel plate. which gave much better hull
protection. But increased speed was also needed. Profits would be realized just as fast
as raw supplies were hauled from overseas to the factories.

But despite the lessons to be learned from what had happened to the American
wooden-hulled clippers. British shipowners kept on with the same type of vessel for
some years. Then, along in the 1870’s. they recognized that iron plate served much
better for hull construction material and they changed over to it. Their main con-
sideration was, of course. durability. but they were also influenced by the consequent
reduction of fire hazard.

Fire at sea aboard a wooden vessel that carried highly inflammable sails and
tarred hemp rigging had always been one of the greatest concerns of any shipmaster.
With crude and slow, hand-operated pumps, and no other fire-fighting equipment
except axes and buckets, a ship might be easily consumed, and many were.

The loss of the splendidly built teakwood frigate Cospatrick stayed in the minds
of shipowners on both sides of the Atlantic for a long time after the event. Her tragic
circumstances represented an extreme case, yet showed what could take place at any
time aboard another vessel.

Dalgonar, of Liverpool, England, appears almost spec-
tral emerging from fog banks. Built in Southampton
in 1892, she became a derelict in 1897.



ety B IITETY SRS A
One of the largest sailing ships ever built, the
Preussen, of Hamburg, Germany.
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Aryan, believed to be the last square-rigger of
wooden construction to be built. She was
launched at Phippsburg, Maine, in 1891, and was
destroyed by fire at sea, December, 1918.

Cospatrick had been built in India in 1856, and was still in first class condition
in 1874 when she sailed for Auckland, New Zealand from London with general cargo,
429 cmigrants, and a crew of forty-four men. She was under the command of Cap-
tain John Elmslie, a veteran master, who had his wife aboard with him. Cospatrick
had made a good run to the southward and was standing around Cape Horn in fair
weather on November 17 when fire was reported.

This was at night, in the middle watch. The wind was light, Northwest, and on
the quarter. “Fire!” had been cried from forward. The watch below came piling out of
the focsle in their drawers and shirt tails. They were followed by the emigrants. Smoke
plucked by the breeze billowed up from the fore-peak hatch. Captain Elmslie, quickly
on deck, realized that the fire was in the fore-peak, and serious. The bosun kept the
usual ship’s stores there, which under the circumstances formed an almost explosive
combination—shellack, varnish, turpentine, paint, oakum and rope.



The fire hose was connected at the main pump and led forward. Cospatrick was
sailed off the wind. When pumping began and the fore part of the vessel was flooded,
it seemed that she might be saved. But there was no fire-proof hatch that could be shut,
no bulkheads that could contain the fire only to the fore-peak. Flame leaped high and
streaked in the darkness along the sheets and running gear of the foremast. That
finished the ship: she veered head-up into the wird.

The men handling the fire hose were driven aft by the thick, acrid masses of
smoke. They were cut off from each other. and as the deck planks groaned and
crackled under them with heat, the foresail caught fire. Emigrants panicked, the
women screamed. Sailors could no longer hear the orders of their officers. Work was
interrupted at the pump.

The fire gained furiously below. It sprang into the ‘tween-decks, and then aloft

Her sails wet from a recent squall, the four-masted Swedish bark, C.B. Pedersen, ap-
pears bulky and clumsy. She was lost by collision in the North Atlantic on April 25,
1937.
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through every hatchway. port-hole and ventilator shaft. Flame spiralled the rigging,
raced swiftly along the tarred ratlines and shrouds. Then it widened out onto the yards.
Sheets. braces, halyards and clewlines were next, and before they burned through and
fett in charred tangles. they ignited the sails. The sails burned with wild, incandescent
bursts of hight: released from the gear, they dropped in great gouts of sparks upon the
people crowding the main deck.

Discipline was gone. Cospatrick’s people were seized by panic. Aflame fore and
aft. there was no chance of saving her. It had taken a little over an hour for the fire
to make her condition hopetess. Captain Elmslie gave the order to abandon ship.

The starboard quarter boat was lowered away and put in the water. But then,
frantic with fear, emigrants piled aboard her and she was capsized. Flames licked forth
at the longboat strakes when that craft was lowered from the ship, and she became
useless. There were at last only two boats that got clear of the ship. They were the
port and starboard lifeboats. one with forty-two persons, the other with thirty-nine
aboard.

The starboard lifeboat was under the command of Henry MacDonald, the
second mate. He told both boats to lie off until the ship sank. It was a slow and
terrible process. Cospatrick took thirty-six hours to go.

Flame spread steadily aft towards the remaining people, crowded together on
the poop. The foremast fell blazing, and the main, and the mizzen. When the mizzen
dropped. a number of passengers on the poop were crushed to death. The rest never
stopped shrieking. They gestured to Mr. MacDonald and the others in the boats—
pleading for their lives.

But nothing could be done. Rescue was impossible with the boats overcrowded
by weak. half-crazed men and women who sat in their night clothing, without food
and water for a day and a night. Both boats lacked masts and sails, and aboard Mr.
MacDonald’s boat there was only one oar. He kept the craft at a safe distance from
Cospatrick.

Her quarter galleries gave during the second day, let go with a fierce gust of heat-
compressed air, a belch of smoke and flame. The people left aboard her jumped.
Captain Elmshic was the tast. He tossed his wife down into the sea. then leaped after
her.

They drowned. The lifcboat people, unable to help them. could only sit and
watch as the screaming victims begged for help. Cospartrick burned almost to the
waterline before she sank. When she slipped beneath the waves, Mr. MacDonald
gave the order, and stowly the boats moved away on the course he had reckoned.

The boats stayed together untit the night of November 21, when the weather
became heavy. MacDonald’s survived. The other boat was never again seen. Mac-
Donald rigged a sea-anchor with the painter and the oar, but lost it. Then, two days
fater, with picces of wood ripped from the thwarts and floorboards, a second sea-
anchor was made.
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To survive the bitter competition with steamers. square-ricger men had to take
chances. The Everetr C. Griggs. renamed the E.R. Sterling. is loaded to the danger
point. Both anchors are awash and shc is taking water aboard in a fairly quiet sea.
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The Falls of Halladale, a Glasgow-built bark of very sturdy design, was the first ship
to use lifting bridges, later called cat-walks.

It held. cased the strain on the boat, and kept her up to the wind. although she
was half-filled with water. During the night of November 26, just before daylight, a
ship passed within fifty yards of them. They cried out with all their strength, but it was
not enough, and they were not heard.

This was very hard for the survivors to take. Mr. MacDonald later testified at
the inquiry that by November 27 “there were but five left—two able seamen, one
ordinary, myself and one passenger. The passenger was out of his mind. All had
drunk salt water. We were all dozing when the madman bit my foot and I woke up.
We then saw a ship bearing down on us. She proved to be the British Sceptre, from
Calcutta to Dundee. We were then taken on board and treated very kindly. I got very
bad on board of her. I was very nigh at death’s door. We were not recovered when
we got to St. Helena.”

While aboard British Sceptre. both the ordinary seaman and the passenger died.
Mr. MacDonald and the two able-bodied sailors were the sole survivors out of the
company of 473 persons which had left London in Cospatrick.

There was very little done for a long number of years afterwards to improve fire-
fighting methods and enforce precautions at sea. Many ships with wooden lifeboats
aboard them, would still burn like Cospatrick before marine underwriters, inter-
national law. and the shipowners themselves. took steps to reduce the awful hazard.
But, even in the 1880’s. British shipowners came to see that their crews would suffer
fess disability and work better if some basic safety precautions were built into the ships.



A tremendous but short-lived shipbuilding boom struck in Great Britain in 1882,
shared equally between sail and steam. It was to continue until 1884, but in that
interval steel hulls replaced iron. just as iron had taken the place of wood. The new
ships, most of them built in the Clyde. were designed for work-a-day dependability,
and not too much speed. It would take a full gale to drive one of them 300 miles in a
day’s run. They were cargo carriers. with nothing like clipper lines, square in the
bilges, and wall-sided. The owners called them the warehouse type. and the crews said
the vessels were “big, bloody well iron-box workhouses.”

The type was popular. though. and remained in service until the end of British
square-rigger operation. What ships survived then were sold foreign. A number of
them were “four posters™ in the new style, with the owners still undecided as to
whether it was better to give a ship yards on all four masts or not. and whether skysails
over double topgallants were worth the cost of additional hands.

Owners fully understood that interchangeable yards on fore. main and mizzen
made for a great economy. That way. both riggers” and sailmakers’ bills were drastic-
ally reduced. The owners also impressed upon their shipmasters the fact these ships
were designed with extremely moderate sail plans. In gale weather, off Cape Horn
a captain could hold onto sail as long as the gear would stand.

There was in addition. another innovation. the feature of the lifting bridges. later
known as cat-walks. for the use of the crews in bad weather. Too many ships had come
home short-handed. Too many men had broken arms. legs or ribs. knocked themselves
senseless when swept along a main deck while trying to tend gear at a vital moment in
storm. The bridges. raised above the deck. were designed to prevent this. They would
allow the men to get dry-footed from forward aft in the worst of the Westerlies when
it was suicidal to go down on the main deck.

The Falls Line of Glasgow. the first to install the bridges. put them in two of
their ships. Falls of Garry. and Falls of Halladale. Some of the young sailors around
the Russell & Company yard where the vessels were built laughed at the clumsy-look-
ing structures. The two ships. of identical design. were 275 feet 2 inches long, with
2,026 tonnage. It was already well known that iron or steel four-masted ships of more
than 250 foot tength could not keep clear of heavy seas like the wooden-hulled vessels
they had replaced. What was just an ordinary Cape Horn sea would rush aboard these
vessels. sweep the full length of the main deck.

But old-timers had memories of Cape Horn. They remembered standing shoulder-
deep in a white slash of wave crests while they hauled desperately to square a yard.
Lifelines were gone from the bulwarks rails at the side. Shipmates tumbled uncon-
scious. face-down. ready to be yanked away to death by the next wave.

Cape Horn. experienced seamen among the Russell yard group recalled, was a
rough corner. There were broken bones in their hands. scars on their skulls and on
shins and knee caps from Cape Horn poundings against a main deck. These steel deck
bridges weren’t so idiotic after all.
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From forward aft, the bridges aboard Falls of Halladale led, first, from the
focsle-head and passed the foremast to starboard, ending on the fore boat-skids on
which the lifeboats rested above the deck. The next one was long, and reached to the
topside of the midship house. A bridge just as long went to the half-deck topside. This
pair also kept on the starboard side of the ship and stayed clear of the fife-rails and
the hatches. The aftermost bridge followed the center line of the ship and crossed
over the after hatch from the half-deck to the poop.

This form of cross-deck bridge construction was to be the basis of the catwalk in
much later days when steam-propelled tanker ships were built. But for various reasons,
most of them financial. the innovation was not adopted by many shipowners. Twilight
had already darkened the future of the wind-ships that sailed under the Red Ensign
of the merchant marine. and costs were kept to an absolute minimum. Most of the
crews still risked their lives in the old. wide-open main deck way. That was a calcu-
lated risk for a sailor, and if a man was foolish enough to sign aboard a Cape Horn
square-rigger, let him take his chances.

Falls of Halladale had her own difficult passages. She met nothing but head winds
from the Tyne to the Equator during a voyage in 1893 when she carried bricks, coke
and pig iron to San Francisco. Her master. Captain William Peters, took her around
the north of Scotland. and when she entered the Golden Gate, she had been 187
days at seca. A mistake had been made in the ordering of slop-chest supplies, and there
was an extreme shortage of tobacco. It ran out before the Equator was crossed. and
after that men smoked tea and cut-up salt junk. both of which fouled their pipes,
and smelled and tasted vile.

She was to make an even more unhappy run, though. when she was under the
command of Captain David Wood Thomson. He took her over when she was in the
Pacific grain trade to Europe. where she spent the greater part of her service. Bound
for San Francisco, she sailed from Liverpool on July 25, 1903 and headed southwest
across the Atlantic towards Cape Horn.

The struggle to take her around Cape Horn lasted for three bitter weeks. The
big, powerful ship was swept back time and again as she tried to beat through the
westerly gales into the Pacific. She lost nineteen sails, and at intervals she was hove-to
without any canvas spread.

Her masts. yards and rigging received tremendous shock when sails were bent
on and Captain Thomson made another try to send her westward. Rivets pulled loose
in her hull plates. She began to leak badly, and both watches were turned to on the
pumps. Then in the middle of a howling, miserable night. snow whipped along the
wind.

The men on deck already had rope yarns secured around the cuffs of their oil-
skins to keep out wet, and the chin straps of their sou’westers were tight, and scarves
were jammed inside collars. boots drawn high and held to their belts by straps. But
moisture got in anyhow. and the men were wet. exhausted, on the verge of hysteria.



A steel hull gave greater safety to Winterhude,
an Erikson ship.

Belle O’Neill, American schooner, flies the inter-
nationally recognized distress signal, a flag up-
side down.

When the snow began pelting them, Captain Thomson gave the order to stop work
at the pumps. It was too wild a night to have men exposed on deck, with visibility
no more than half the length of the ship.

All hands were together on the poop as a vast black wave swept aboard.
There was no warning except the four-master’s sudden, sidewise lurch and downward
list under the enormous pressure. The wave toppled upon and submerged the entire
length of the main rail. It hammered with such force that the hull resounded like a
weirdly formed drum, and the topmasts bucked and swayed, yards fetched up whang-
ing against the gear, and the pair of helmsmen could only hold onto the wheel spokes.

Then the wave was gone as the freeing ports gushed and the ship pitched and
cleared her bow in answer to the helm. But Captain Thomson, looking forward from
the poop into the snow blur, saw that the fore-and-aft bridges were jagged wreckage.
The wave had fallen upon them. twisted and ripped the steel. It was enough. Captain
Thomson turned to the men at the wheel. He told them to put up the helm. He was
taking Falls of Halladale back, Eastward across the Atlantic to the Cape of Good
Hope route, around Africa, rather than take any further risk rounding Cape Horn.

She was on very short rations when she reached port, and there was mutiny.
Men wanted to get out of the ship. They hated her, and the rotten pork. the weevils
and the mould in the biscuit. the pea soup that smelled like bilge, and the rusty, brack-
ish water with which the cook made tea. But Captain Thomson was stubborn. He
straightened out the crew and brought Falls of Halladale into San Francisco.

Her main royal mast had been lost in a storm. and so was her mizzen royal yard.
Streaks of rust made her hull piebald. spread to her waterline where festoons of sea-
weed clung. When Captain Thomson had the pilot aboard. he explained that the ship
was 238 days out of the Mersey.

But the punishment that Falls of Halladale took. with her heavy construction

and conservative sail plan, was slight beside that suffered by some of the other Clyde-
built vessels.
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The full-rigged Vincent, owned by the
New England Company, had a steel hull
and was equipped with a donkey engine
for windlass and capstans. But her
owners maintained that “wind is cheaper
than coal” and tried to compete with
steamers. In the busy and congested
harbor of New York, the Vincent relied
on tugs to tow her to her dock on South
Street, opposite the piers of the Bull-
Insular Line in Brooklyn across the East
River.




The Vincent carried mainly bulk car-
goes, for low rates. She became a war
loss in 1915 while taking baled cotton
to England.
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CHAPTER SIX

T he Making of A Sailor

. she lay beam-ends under, her lower yards in the water.

THE IRON CLIPPER BEN VOIRLICH WAS built for speed. With her sharp, graceful lines,
long yards and vast spread of sail she was fast. The owners, Ben Lines of Glasgow,
bought her for passenger service. and safety at sea played an important part in their
considerations. Yet twice the Ben Voirlich came close to sinking, and only excep-
tional luck, as her crew and the passengers aboard knew, saved her. The instincts of
deepwater sailors are strange, and along the waterfront Ben Voirlich soon picked
up the reputation of being a man-killer.

Sailor superstition proved justified on many of her voyages. Once, home-ward
bound and running to westward off Cape Horn, she was struck by an enormous wave.
It was on November 18, 1878. The weather was already rough. Suddenly a huge
wave rose astern of the ship. Tt seemed to come from nowhere. without warning.
There was a great roar of water. Startled, the helmsman turned around. A mountain
of green was crashing down upon him. He yelled in fright and let go the wheel. The
next instant the wave smashed over the stern and the Ben Voirlich broached, turning
her side to the wind.

Nine men were swept overboard. Water cascaded through the smashed skylight,
down the companionway. The cabins were gutted. Captain “Bully” Martin rushed
up the companion steps, fighting his way through the onrushing water. On deck he
surveyed the damage and began at once the desperate fight to save the ship.

Ben Voirlich tay beam-ends under, her lower yards in the water. Two men had
been working on the foreward yardarms when the wave struck. They were swept
away, one over the side to drown. The other grabbed the rail as he hurtled outboard,
bumped into the chain fore-sheet and saved himself. The receding wave left him
hanging head down and the next wave would certainly take him away.



But a young apprentice crawled out and grabbed the man just as the next wave
hit the wallowing ship. The apprentice lost his grip and the man went over the side
and disappeared. The apprentice, flung inboard. fetched up against the winch, only
partly conscious. And while he lay there. the sailmaker—an old, white-bearded
man—swept past him on the outward recoil of the wave. The apprentice reached
out and brought the old sailor back from certain death.

Captain Martin worked for an hour to right his ship. He braced her yards
around to windward three times. Then she was knocked flat again, and men dived
to grope for rope ends. find pin rails and blocks to hang on. Finally the ship re-
sponded as the wheel was put up. and the wind’s force upon her was lessened. She
came free enough so that trysails could take her off the wind, and keep it astern.

The count the mate made showed nine men were gone. Ben Voirlich also lost
everything movable on deck. That meant her compasses, her boats, her capstan bars
and belaying pins. Her entire topgallant rail was smashed. The bulwarks had been
battered away at the main deck line. She lay gaunt and ugly, still awash, clouted by
the rough, chill tail of the storm. The survivors repaired the ship and finally brought
her safely into port. Ben Voirlich was given a complete overhaul and sent back to
work.

She was in trouble again eight years later, on the morning of August 6, 1885.

Ben Voirlich, a powerful iron-hulled ship of 2250 tons, sailed out of Glasgow, Scot-
land. Nine men were swept overboard when she was struck by an enormous wave
off Cape Horn.
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Captain Martin was driving her against a hard westerly gale southward of the Cape of
Good Hope. He was outward-bound around Africa and wanted to make all the time
possible. But a sudden squall struck and ripped the foresail right from the bolt ropes.
The gale, Captain Martin realized, was fast changing into a hurricane.

Captain Martin was holding Ben Voirlich under fore and main lower topsails
when, at about eleven o’clock in the morning, she was pooped by a sea that almost
sank her. The captain was standing beside the two men at the wheel. The sea slammed
down from astern, knocked him and the helmsmen off their feet.

One helmsman was pitched into the mizzen rigging, and saved himself by scizing
a rope end hanging from gear on the rail. Captain Martin and the other helmsman
were sent heads over feet the length of the poop deck in the wave turbulence. They
landed where a chicken coop had been lashed to the bucket rail at the forward end
and smashed it mto fragments. Badly stunned and scratched. they still possessed
strength enough to get back to the wheel.

They crawled to it over the deeply slanting deck, the spindrift knife-sharp
across their eyeballs. The wheel was wrecked. and jammed in its own wreckage.
Half the spokes were punched out of it: only the frame held it together. The two men
worked desperately to clear away the wreckage and put helm on the ship before she
turned her side to the wind. They brought Ben Voirlich around, but for the next
twenty-four hours she was continuously swept by huge seas.

There was no way for a man to move on the main deck and live. While daylight
lasted, all of the braces were led to the poop or the topsides of the deck-houses. The
hurricane increased that night and ripped out of the clipper her topgallant bulwarks,
her poop ladders. her harness casks. and the hen coops that had been left in their usual
main deck position. Waves that were unseen and only felt in the yammering, spray-
filled darkness pounded the port lifeboat to pieces. The steering compass was carried
away with the binnacle in which it rested. and the standard compass went, too. Waves
knocked the hand spikes out of the racks and flung them overside until there were
none left aboard.

When dawn allowed him. Captain Martin had the second cabin passengers
moved from their quarters to greater safety on the poop deck. It was a difficult and
dangerous operation getting them onto the poop with the ladders gone, but ropes
were used, and some of the people were hauled bodily to safety. The captain was
afraid that the passenger deck-house would be entered by a wave, drown or kill every-
body within it. He was very glad all of the ship’s company were still alive. He and the
mates started the necessary repairs, and found a boat compass by which Ben Voirlich
could be steered.

Another Clydeside clipper of sturdy iron construction, the 1,250 ton Invercar-
gill, was also nearly lost in similar circumstances. The helmsman let her broach in a
Cape Horn gale while she was loaded with grain. She was bound from Sydney to
Queenstown, and on August 27, 1904 the gale caught her.



Decks awash, the Imperator Alexander fights her way through the storm. It was
a rough school. but working on deck under such conditions made the men expert
sailors—if they survived the ordeals.

When she broached and went under to her beam ends, the shifting boards that
kept the grain balanced in the holds broke. under the abrupt strain. This threw the
ship further out of trim, and all of the grain settled down against her port side.

Her crew had to go below and restow the wheat. and they did not have much
time. One more big sea and she might very well keep going right on down. But they
took buckets and shovels and bulls-eye lanterns and crawled into the holds under a
quickly lifted hatch board. and went to work.

They shoveled, carried. pushed with their hands and bodies the hundreds of tons
of wheat. Chaff gagged them. made their eyes smart and tear. Seas hit the hullside,
made the ship lurch deeper. Men prayed. and cursed. and then were too tired to make
a sound. But eventually most of the grain was back. and the ship trimmed. The mate
and the carpenter had fresh timber. They rebuilt the shifting boards. Word was
passed on deck to Captain Thomas Bowling, her master.

He ordered the crew out of the holds. The hatches were tightly battened. Try-
sail was bent on, and very slowly, in manouvers that took hours. Invercargill righted
herself and stood away to her course.
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The weary and dam_crous Cdpe Horn road was I\no“ n to thousands of seamen who, In
the wake of Magellan, bucked the prevailing westerlies there. This old engraving by
L. Haghe shows the land mass, a familiar sight to Cape Horn sailors.

But not long afterward she was again in trouble. During the morning of Decem-
ber 8, 1904 she began to fabor heavily under the impact of a high. confused sea. The
wind increased all that day, and at seven o'clock in a dull, ominous dusk. a huge sea
boarded her. It broke over the port quarter and swept the entire length of the ship.

The companionway hatch on the poop deck was wrenched away from the frame.
[t went over the lee rail carrying away both the compasses and their binnacles. The
saloon skylight was crushed, and water poured below unchecked. The cabins were
flooded. then the tazarette and sail locker. and the “tween-decks were awash.

Captain Bowling went below and found his cabin waist-deep. his charts, books
and papers floating in the water. An order was passed for all hands to bail it out,
and sail was rigged to cover the skylight. Invercargill was running wild through the
night while the storm constantly increased.

Along towards dawn. the carpenter was washed out of his quarters on the main
deck. He had insisted on staying there with his beloved tools., and when the wave
crashed through the door, dumped him from -the bunk and submerged him, he
stumbled out on deck badly shocked. He knew that tons of water had entered the
ship, and that her side lights had been swept away, and the screens for them. It was
his impression that right now Invercargill was making her final tunge.

He went aft and up onto the poop. Captain Bowling was below putting the cabin
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the famous clipper

Young America (above) and the side-wheel steamer United States

(below). The United States was built for regular packet service

Original plans for two more of Webb’s ships:

ips

Webb sh

between New York and New Orleans but was later used as a freight

steamer between New York and Liverpool.
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in shape, the officers with him. There was nobody to countermand the carpenter when
he bawled new orders at the sailor handling the wheel. The carpenter was a respected
petty officer. and Invercargill was taking an awful beating. The sailor reversed the
helm, put the wheel down and brought the clipper around into the wind.

That took out of her in immediate succession the foresail. the fore upper top-
sail, fore topmast staysail, and the jib. They were followed by the main royal which
was torn from its gaskets and whipped into shreds. Invercargill listed over with her
lee fore yard arm six feet under water. The lifeboat on that side was lifted out of her
davits and disappeared on a wave crest into the night.

Captain Bowling groped his way topside. quickly surveyed the damage. But
there was nothing to be done until dawn. Seas slammed back and forth in fury over
the length of the main deck.

Dawn showed that all along the lee rail the topgallant bulkwarks were gone. A
pair of scupper ports. fashioned from thick iron plate, had been snapped from their
hinges. The ends of running gear had been sucked through the apertures, chafed until
they were cut ragged and useless. The ladders to the poop and to the focsle-head
had been lost, and so were a number of poop stanchions. Capstan bars, hand spikes,
the carpenter’s tools. the contents of the bosun’s locker and the paint locker also
were lost.

Below, in the holds. the cargo had shifted again. Discouraged, beaten, the crew

A more recent photograph of Cape Horn verifies the accuracy of the artist, L. Haghe,
who made the engraving in 1835. Although partly obscured by fog. the land is easily
recognized.
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The end of the schooner Marjory Brown on October 21, 1913 off the coast of Perth
Amboy, New Jersey. She had been built not far from this spot. at Wilmington, Dela-

’

ware in 1889,

moved wearily about the ship. Little could be done until the weather improved. So
Invercargill Tay with her lee rail under water for the next day and night. Then, at
daylight, the men went down into the holds. For hours they worked without rest and.
it scemed, in vain. In the end. Captain Bowling recognized that his ship could not
be saved without dumping some of the cargo overboard. And this was done.

The weather was still thick, dangerous. But Invercargill was righted. Using the
one battered compass left on board. Captain Bowling brought the ship on course. at
least as closely as he could reckon it. Invercargill came into Queenstown finally,
making the passage from Sydney. Australia in 113 days.
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The Priscilla lies on the beach at Cape Hatteras, broken by
the force of the storm.

There was pleasant weather and fair sailing for the Manunui
of Sidney. Australia, when this photograph was taken. But
not long after, in May, 1915, she was wrecked in a storm.

The ship was sold soon afterwards and put under the Norwegian flag. Captain
Bowling retired and went to live at Christchurch, New Zealand. He had spent fifty
years at sea.

By common standards his had been an eventful life. But not as seamen saw it.
The dangers, the sometimes unbearable toil, the loss of life and cargo, were all part of
the way of the sea. They were not yet aware that science and technology were making
much of this unnecessary. Or that they themselves and their beautiful ships were
rapidly becoming obsolete. Or that the ruthless needs of an expanding industrial
world were more than raw courage. muscle and wind could satisfy.
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Left a wreck by the fury of the storm, the bark Alice still has equipment worth
salvaging. On the beach near Astoria, Oregon, beachcombers strip the remains.
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CHAPTER SEVEN )

Ice, Storms and Hard Luck

. an unbroken wall of ice closed in.

DURING HIS 1908 EXPEDITION TO ANTARCTICA, Sir Ernest Henry Shackleton sent
out a party of his men to South Georgia Island, about 1,000 miles due East of Cape
Horn. While exploring the island, the men stumbled on a deeply winding, narrow bay,
and what they saw floating on its waters astounded them. Surging back and forth on
the waves was an almost limitless mass of flotsam wreckage, a grim record of the
ships lost in the passage from the Atlantic to the Pacific around Cape Horn.

A freak of the great easterly current that flows past Cape Horn had brought the
flotsam, back miles along the coast into this bay. Shackleton’s men made a record of it.
There were skylight benches, and teak handrails with the turk’s head adornments still
intact, and studdingsail poles, lifeboat rudders, and oars, a fractured companionway,
and a sextant case that carried the brass plate of a famous London maker.

Piece nudged piece in a sort of endless agitation. Hatchboards bumped broken
boat planks; a yard arm that trailed its gear bumped a fractured cabin table top. A
sea chest lay sluggish in the current, and yet buoyant, and alongside it drifted trail
boards and a light screen. The deaths of dozens of ships could be marked, but just
how they had been lost, and where, were a part of the immense Cape Horn mystery.

This much was known. When an exceptionally hot summer came to the Ant-
arctic regions, followed by protracted gales and violent seas, ice was dislodged in great
quantities. Bergs that reared hundreds of feet high and weighed thousands of tons

were stripped away from the mountainous ice barrier along the northern border of the
South Pole continent.
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They drifted in a Northeasterly direction, over thousands of miles of ocean and
towards Cape Horn, which for most of the year was ice-free. The land mass at Cape
Horn deflected the current directly castward, and changed the ice drift. The bergs
did not move north again until almost abreast of the Falkland Islands. They then
drifted up into the warm waters of the South Atlantic and shrank to harmless size.

Three breakages from the Antarctic ice mass brought great peril to Cape Horn
sailing ships in the years when records were kept. Each time huge icebergs invaded
the ship routes and brought new dangers to the passage cither East or West.

The first report described a vast, crescent-shaped ice island that was 60 miles
wide in one direction by forty miles deep. It was sighted by twenty-one ships between
December, 1854 and April, 1855. The drift of this berg was plotted between 44
degrees South latitude, 28 degrees West longitude, and 40 degrees South latitude, and
20 degrees West longitude.

The Australian auxiliary clipper Great Britain steamed for fifty miles along the
outer edge, and stayed clear. But the Australian ship Guiding Star was trapped be-
tween huge ice cliffs when the breeze held fair, and yet she could not make headway
against the current. She was lost with all hands. The captain of Great Britain and
other masters who kept their vessels safe computed the height of the berg at about
300 feet.

The icebergs set loose during the second breakage in 1892-3 had a maximum
height estimated at between 1,000 and 1,500 feet. Measurements were made from
the waterline to the tallest peak of the berg. But even as they sighted with the sextant,
the ships’ officers were more concerned with leaving the ice field as quickly as possible.
They needed no measurements to know that they were in imminent danger.

Captain E. H. Andrews of the full-rigged ship Cromdale was able to make an
exceptionally detailed account in his logbook. She was a Clydesider of steel con-
struction, built in 1891 with her sister ship Mount Stewart, for the Australian wool
trade. Her tonnage was 1,903 and her overall length 271 feet 6 inches; she was still
a new ship, in fine condition, when she ran into the ice field off the Horn.

She had left Sydney homeward-bound on March 1, 1892 and rounded the Horn
on March 30 without seeing ice. Her position at midnight on April 1, 1892 was 56
degrees South latitude, 58 degrees 32 minutes West longitude. The temperature was
37.5 degrees. At first there was no sign of ice, although off to the southward Captain
Andrews saw a suspicious glare along the horizon.

A sharp lookout was maintained, and at four o’clock, with the first dawn light,
a big berg was reported bearing dead ahead. Cromdale was hauled around and saved.
Then, haif an hour later, with visibility extended. several bergs were seen to wind-
ward. Captain Andrews was steering Northeast, the wind out of the Northwest, and
his ship’s speed about nine knots.

Full realization of the danger came with the dawn. The entire horizon to wind-
ward was filled by a gigantic mass of icebergs. Behind the ship another wall of ice had
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Typical of transition vessels, the steamer bark Scona was built at Drammen, Norway
in 1872 and used in Arctic explorations. She was destroyed by fire in 1916.

-
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The beautifully kept, full-rigged British ship Cromdale still clings to the The three-masted schooner, Leona and Marion,

traditional false gun ports painted along her waist. She survived the dan- one of the last of her kind, was built in 1920.

gerous ice fields off Cape Horn only to be wrecked on her home coast. She foundered off Nova Scotia on February 6,
1938.
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closed in. Scintillant in the sunlight, it reared in an unbroken line. Other bergs, some
large, some small drifted to leeward of the Cromdale.

Captain Andrews called all hands. He reduced sail, but kept a speed of seven
knots. The men were given coffee and their breakfast. and stayed on deck at their
stations. They waited silently as the walls of ice merged ahead of them.

At seven-thirty Captain Andrews sent the chief mate aloft with binoculars to
find a passage ahead through the ice-field. From the main topgallant yard the mate
observed the bergs and finally hailed the captain to inform him no passage existed
ahead. Cromdale was sailing within an ever-closing stretch of water, the walls of the
icebergs slowly converging. And each of the bergs was large enough to sink the ship.
The technical term for Cromdale’s danger was “embayed.”

Unable to sail ahead. Captain Andrews tried to get out of the bay while he still
had time. He tacked the ship and tried to get into open water. Some of the bergs were
so close that the Cromdale scraped its hull against them. The yardarms were swung
to prevent them from being smashed against the ice cliffs which rose 300 feet upward,
sheer, smooth. and cut straight. Great splatters of wind-driven spray leaped over their
southerly sides, and showed the wind force sweeping from there.

Captain Andrews kept on tacking ship in the space that was left. He had gained
some headway, believed he might have a chance to haul clear when around eleven
o'clock the wind veered. It changed with every squall that rushed in over the bergs,
and Cromdale was drawn close to the southern barrier. There did not seem to be
any hope for her. and all hands knew how quickly they would die, either in the water
or upon the shoulder of some berg.

Along about eleven-thirty in the morning, though, the wind shifted to South-
west with a strong squall. That was what Captain Andrews wanted. He sailed Crom-
dale to the Northwest, and while she made good the course, he had a good look at
some of the bergs. The largest of them was about 1,000 feet high and in the shape of
an anvil. Back in the bay. at least fifty had been black. and straight from the water-
line to their pinnacles. By two o'clock in the afternoon Captain Andrews could look
astern from open water. Cromdale held her Northwest course and was beyond the
northern arm of the horseshoe-shaped mass. It reached from one side of the bow
around to as far as he could see astern.

He ended his logbook entry:

“I have frequently seen ice down south, but never anything like even the smaller
bergs in this group.”

A number of other ships in the Australian wool fleet reported huge masses of ice
off the Horn that year. A stupendous barrier stretched from approximately 37 degrees
West longitude to 25 degrees West, along the parallel of 45 degrees South latitude.
The three-mast bark Strathdon owned by the Aberdeen White Star Line entered the
ficld on March 18 at 45 degrees South latitude and 25 degrees West longitude. Then,
for over a month. until May 21. she tried to find a way through, and kept her hands
occupied at short-tack drill while she dodged icebergs.
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The schooner Governor Ames was built in Waldoboro, Maine, in 1888, and wrecked
off Cape Hatteras on December 13, 1909. Only one member of her crew was saved,
the rest went down with the ship.
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The bark AMaria Borges, built in 1884 by J. Reed and Co. of Port Glasgow, lasted until March 27,

The captain of the Strathdon estimated some of the bergs as 1.000 fect in height.
and others around 800 feet. His report was confirmed by estimates made by other
ships that came in contact with the field. among them Loch Eck. Curzon, Liverpool,
and County of Edinburgh. Then. in the following year of 1893, even greater heights
were reported.

Turakina said that in 51 degrees South latitude and 47 degrees West longitude
she had avoided a berg 1.200 high. The famous clipper Cutty Sark reported a
height of 1,000 feet at a position a bit further North. and Brier Holme and Charles
Racine gave the same 1.000 foot calculations for bergs they found in the area. They
had all threaded their way through with immense difficulty. and their masters were
quick to praise themselves when they got home. But no vessels were lost during the
1892-3 period due mainly to fine scamanship. and the boasting was justified.

The next great test came in 1908 when a new mass of ice broke away from the
Antarctic ice ficld. Ships worked their way through the field under the most dangerous
circumstances. Ben Voirlich was one of the vessels that was nearly lost. She collided
with a berg, suffered injury to her jibboom and bowsprit before she could stand clear
on a safe course.

Over the years, of the ships threatened by the Cape Horn ice. Cromdale had
been in the worst danger—and came through safely. But she seemed to have spent
all her good luck there. It was her fate. ironically. to be lost on her own home coast,




Bhag s ( - -
- - ¥ > e P Y -~ v
e .y v — - 2 : o
P "‘;"‘ o o e = - ? = awls - : B s o 2 T iy

e ' ™
?Jm” e ,.ﬂ..,"';", oy = el . P T st - -5
h""“"ﬂﬂw 3 - 7 7 S e .‘Aﬁc’.‘:\( e T Y * i ::I k £ .,:_. '
— g 5 . o — - ¢ = A - - ot -
. S | L -{1"‘_';-." fww o T A - e aat@WiCL, T : ' y 5 -
R e g B g s g - = e B e R Gl e
— 1 wp o B s Ty . - ¢ Y i N % Y.
" - i - Svetvine mome - - - S Ea Y . 3 " e i " —al
M - " I . L o VT S S e o g P P O B e, v S
- - ‘;;'_'I‘..a— 0 na— E . " - =, , g o P S e o w%_, i
. . ? o Nt 4 e < A P iy~ el ¥ 4 2 L - # s P e - ~~ .y
R T i " - . e P - o e Sy
- e 4 K o i T o s - e - S Wi i3 2 i i Tl o
A A P e et . i e S N SR =l
- » - - ¥ o N —wa W - -t bacs a0
3. . i o = Tl e 6P ey D . . ""ﬁ oo S, P T R SN D s o - g 8
E‘: > - ile T — P - g - T, e R e S W G
- = 5 . L I e i o g bt e = - - N N el T g -
o .. _ - BRI gy = - e 5 : —— ‘ e e £: o T g,
. e i, R PO ot » I L - 4 e T——— v e eh R i

1922. She sank on an even keel off Newport News, Virginia, with her topmasts and yards standing.

and because of a mistake that was not of her own making. The square-rigger was
given a wrong position by a steamer she met in fog off Lizard Rock at the southern
end of England. Captain Arthur, the master of Cromdale, trusted the stcamer
captain’s reckoning. and piled up his vessel at the foot of Lizard Light.

Cromdale had come around from Taltal, a small port on the west coast of South
America. on a slow passage of 120 days. bound for Falmouth. England. She was off
Lizard Rock when the fog thinned. sighted the steamer, and asked for a position.
The steamer master told Captain Arthur he was off course and to haul two points
to the northward.

Captain Arthur altered course. but also took the precaution of shortening sail.
The weather was again very thick on the night of May 23, and he knew that he was
somewhere close in to the coast, although he had no reliable bearings. Then the vast
beam of Lizard Light was seen ahead. so powerful and so high that it could not be
mistaken. Cromdale, unless she was hauled off fast, would strike right at the foot of
the cliff.

All hands were called to stations. But before Cromdale could come about she
fetched up hard and badly holed herself. Water started pouring into her lower holds.
She was carrying at the time her main lower topgallant sail, lower topsails and two
jibs. The wind was light, but enough to tear the bottom out of her, and Captain
Arthur knew that she was finished.
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An artist’s visualization of a rescue performed by a shore-based lifeboat. The saving
of the Cromdale’s crew was very similar to this.

The curious gather to watch rescue operations as the wreckage of the schooner Augus-
tus Hunt is washed ashore on the beach at Quogue, New York, January 21, 1904.




The wreckage of the schooner Dora A. Baker became a fixture at Long Branch, New
Jersey. The scene was sketched for “Harper's Weekly” in 1867 by Charles Parsons.

The boats were ordered into the water. Mrs. Arthur was aboard and she stayed
beside her husband., and was with him the last to abandon ship. The boats were
rowed away into the smooth waters farther offshore and from there the ship’s com-
pany of twenty-eight watched Cromdale die. The ship rested on the rocks, refusing to
settle down, and after a while the crew made plans to return aboard to save their
personal possessions.

From up on the Lizard cliff shouts hailed the survivors. Men were climbing
part way down the cliff. Cromdale, when she beached. made such a noise that it had
roused the men at the Lloyd's signal station.

Now they called down. anxious to help. They could see Cromdale where she
lay, and the director of the signal station fired off the two-rocket distress signal. That
brought the local lifeboats. They took Mrs. Arthur and the crew aboard and led the
ship’s boats off on painters. Captain Arthur, however, was determined to save what
he could from the ship. He asked for volunteers and got them quickly. The Lizard
lifeboat took them out to the wreck.

The Cromdale was beginning to settle when they climbed aboard. An able-
bodied sailor named Nightingale went into the focsle and brought up the men’s sea-
bags and chests. Others of the volunteers passed these aft quickly and into the Lizard
boat. In the end. all that was lost was a cash box that belonged to a Swedish sailor.
But it contained his life’s savings, £ 50.

Nightingale then pressed his luck and entered the main cabin. The water was
up to his neck as he went down the companionway ladder. But he groped around,
found the ship’s papers and took them on deck to Captain Arthur. Cromdale settled
abruptly as the rocks ripped the bottom from her. The main deck was awash, and the
men leaped for the rigging.

The Lizard boat came alongside. took them off, put them ashore with Mrs.
Arthur and the rest of their shipmates. Captain Arthur waited for dawn to see what
could be done for his ship. But she was in the clasp of the long, unremitting Atlantic
swells. They broke her up, and sank her.

85



CHAPTER EIGHT

Destruction In Dead Calm

. . . put me on an island where the girls are few.

FE{E BELIEF IN THE SAILING ABILITIES and in the economic worth of wind-driven
ships died hard. There were men in Great Britain. even as late as 1900, who persisted
with their operation of square-rigged vessels, and were not at all ready to admit that
steampower had replaced sail. They brandished their cost sheets as proof of their
argument, and cited what was being done by the Lacisz Line of Hamburg, Germany,
and by many Norwegians and Finns.

Fire at sea was certainly a problem. the old-time shipowners admitted. The
horror of the Cospatrick disaster could not be easily forgotten. But there was a solu-
tion for that. Vessels were being built out of iron, or even steel. Putting auxiliary
motors, or steam engines, into ships was another matter. It was sheer, wasteful stu-

pidity, old-line shipowners insisted. Think of the coal that was burned up during the
course of a long voyage. and of the profit-making cargo space that was taken up by
the coal bunkers. And steamships? Sail-ship owners could express their opinion only
in old-fashioned, salty language.

Still, the sailing ships that were sent to sea without auxiliary motors were be-
calmed for weeks at a time while consignees waited for cargo. The ships drifted
helplessly while they waited for a breeze in regions of strong currents. And some-
times they drifted into disaster. Steampower could have saved them. but they relied
on the fickle, uncertain forces of the wind.

Big cargo carrier Ruth E. Merrill being towed into
harbor. Eventually sailing ships relied almost entirely
on steam-powered tugs in busy harbors.
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The history of the United Fruit Company demonstrates the dramatic change from sail
to steam ships. The Jesse H. Freeman commissioned in 1883, was equipped with an
auxiliary coal-burning steam engine but relied mainly on her sails.

The great. splendidly built British square-riggers disappeared one by one. They
were nearly gone in 1900 from the Cape Horn run. and the owners did not replace
them. The opening of the Suez Canal in 1869 and then the establishment of coaling
stations for steamers along the major sea routes had speeded the end. Sail ships during
the 1900-1910 period could no longer compete for premium cargo and were limited
to cheap, bulk haul work. Their owners laid them up one by one, or took the masts
out and made them into scows. or sold them for scrap.

Cape Horn. always a lonely. desolate region, became a deserted stretch of water
for weeks at a time. Now. if disaster came there, a ship’s crew saved itself, or was
lost. The men of the Deccan learned that during her last voyage. She was a full-rigged,
three-mast ship from Liverpool and sent in August. 1909, around the Horn with a
cargo of coal. Her loading port was Port Talbot. Wales. her port of call Tocopilla,
on the West Coast of South America.

Early in the voyage. her master. a man named Parnell, fell seriously ill, and
nothing that the chief mate. the second mate and the steward could find in the “Ship-
masters’ Medical and Surgical Guide™ helped his condition. Then the inevitable rumor-
monger in the focsle spread the story, later verified. that on the previous voyage two
men had been killed aboard. This had happened on the West Coast during a mutiny;
the men were killed when they were thrown down into the hold. The crew soon came
to call her a hard luck ship.

It was the Captain’s fault. the crew believed. Once he was out of her, their luck
would be all right again. But Deccan was 84 days at sea before she reached Port
Stanley in the Falkland Islands. The captain, about to die, was put aboard the mail
ship for home, and at the cable orders of the owners the chief mate was appointed
master. His name was Rowlands. Although under thirty, he was a very capable
officer and held an extra-master’s certificate.
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In 1885 the wooden hulled Lorenzo Dow
Jones was built in Bath, Maine. Because
propulsion came mainly from the coal-
fed steam engine, the sails became rela-
tively unimportant.  Admiral Dewey
(right), built in Philadelphia in 1898,
and one of four similar Admiral ships.
carried 35,000 bunches of bananas. Her
speed of better than 14 knots was almost
twice that of the Jesse H. Freeman.
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Most of the crew were Welshmen. and superstitious. They liked Rowlands’ ap-
pointment, but they were dispirited by the fact that three days after the ship had
reached port, one of the apprentice seamen died of mysterious causes. Then the new
chief mate. whose name was Thomas. came aboard. His former ship was Great
Britain and she had burned here in the harbor. The crew didn’t like that, believed it
meant bad luck. They added new forebodings when a new apprentice came aboard
to replace the one who had died.

When Deccan caught fire as she was being towed out of the harbor by her tug
the focsle hands failed to be surprised: it only verified their worst fears. But Captain
Rowlands acted promptly and located the source of the fire in the sail locker. He
kept the tug on the towline while a bucket brigade was formed. water passed below
until the smouldering sails were doused. With the sailmaker at work repairing the
damage, he told the tug to cast off. and headed for Cape Horn.

Deccan had the usual bitter struggle with the westerly gales off Tierra del Fuego.
She took what she could from the offshore winds, and beat up past Diego Ramirez
into the Pacific. She was making good time, the focsle skeptics admitted. Three weeks
after she had left the Falklands. on December 6, 1909, she was abreast of Cape Tate,
more than 300 miles Northwest of the Horn.

But the pessimists said. wait. Deccan was still a long way from Tocopilla. A man
never knew what was going to happen in these treacherous waters.

During the afternoon of December 6, the wind which had blown strong and
steady from the land all morning. suddenly fell. There was flat calm. Deccan began
to drift inshore, thrust by the powerful Easterly current. Long, hard swells put up
breakers on the rocky beach. Captain Rowlands studied that and then told the mate
to bend on all canvas.

The sails hung slatting in the gear with the roll of the dark-backed swells. The
men stood by the braces. silent, watching their ship drift shoreward. They waited for
Deccan to strike. There was no hope for her without a stiff offshore breeze.

Captain Rowlands gave the order for the boats to be swung outboard. It was
being obeyed when Deccan grounded. Her steel hull shuddered and screeched as she
lunged onto the rocks, pitched. drove a bit more and stopped. Water began filling
her holds through the ripped bottom plates. Swung by the current and the inflow of
water, she listed over on her bilge and began to pound. The blows were massive, and
deadly. She could not last long and was about to lose her masts.

The captain and the chief mate stayed aboard while the two lifeboats were
taunched and drew away from the ship. Then they jumped from her, and behind
them, plummeting, the masts went over the side in vast smothers of spray. Captain
Rowlands and Chief Mate Thomas swam to a boat and were taken aboard. The life
boats then pulled to seaward to keep clear of the rock that had finished Deccan, and
to stay out of the surf. But they rested on their oars long enough to take a last look
at the ship.



Pilot boards the Brynhilda
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as she approaches the entrance to New York harbor. An-

chored in the Narrows between Staten Island and Brooklyn she waited days, some-
times weeks, for her turn to be towed to a pier. There were still enough bulk-carrying

sail ships in use to crowd many docks. Brynhilda finally went 1o the shipbreakers in
1923.

- e S ’

91



Another Glasgow-built ship. the bark Killeena, served her owners from [875 until
she was dismantled in 1922, The photograph emphasizes the helplessness of a sail
vessel without wind.

Deccan was gone twenty minutes after she struck. There was a little wreckage
to mark the grave and that was all. The men sat grim-faced at the oars. Some of them
had sailed this coast before and knew of the dangers ashore. The rest gazed at the
snow-crested range of mountains that towered beyond the thin. barren strip of beach.
One man ventured to speak.

“Even if we land here.” he said. “where do we go. sir?”

Captain Rowlands ignored the question. He said. “We must find a place to
lay our heads before dark.”

But it took hours of gruelling. unbroken pulling at the oars before they reached
shore.

Cape Tate and the coast to the southward could not be approached because of
the surf. The captain put the boats on a northerly course, and the twenty-seven men
rowed hard. with all the energy they owned. The sea was still calm. They knew what
would happen if a wind picked up and caught them offshore at night.

Both boats landed on a small. sandy piece of beach just before dusk. Captain
Rowlands identified the place as being on the southern shore of Desolation Island.
some miles north of where Deccan had been lost. The sails were taken from the
boats and set up as tents. He divided the company into two groups, with himself, the
chiel, the sccond mate and the apprentices in one tent. the crew in the other.

The stores taken from the ship consisted of 60 pounds of canned meat and two
bags of biscuit. The biscuits were sodden from being left on the floorboards of the
badly leaking boats. Captain Rowlands decided to wait until dawn before he issued
rations, and told the men to make a fire. There were axes, kerosene and hermetically
scaled matches in the boats. and a sailor supplied his cap lining for tinder after a tree
had been chopped.

The fire blazed high with a sprinkling of kerosene and the men were very grate-
ful for it. Wind had picked up. and howled. and rain accompanied it. The sails that
served as tents gave small protection: the best the company could do was shoulder



around the fire. They were dressed in the sodden oilskins or the dungarees they had
worn when fighting to save Deccan. Some of the old-timers who shivered so hard that
they were unable to explain themselves. went down to the beach and dunked head
to feet in the surf. The reason for that. their focsle-mates told the uninitiated. was
to keep from getting pneumonia. Salt water was a cure for colds, they believed.

It was a miserable night. and just as wet and windy at daybreak. Captain Row-
lands issued a biscuit to each man and then asked approval to stop drawing upon
their meager supplies. There were fresh water streams close by on the island. and
limpets and mussels for food. The men soberly agreed. Captain Rowlands talked the
situation over with his mates. then suggested they attempt to march across the moun-
tain range. Beyond the mountains that hemmed them in on the narrow coast they
would probably find some native habitation.

The shivering men took up his suggestion enthusiastically. The boats were
careened high up on the beach. the tents struck. and packs of equal weight made
after a meal of mussels. Soon after midday, in the pelting rain. they shuffled oft
towards the 3.000 foot high mountains.

Terrain was very rough on the mountain-side. Feet softened by hours of im-
mersion in salt water rubbed bloody in thick boots. The apprentices tried to sing, but
that did not last long. When Captain Rowlands gave the order for a halt, the men
threw themselves down and slept sprawled out in the wind and the rain.

Captain Rowlands soon realized the difficulties ahead. took his men back down
the mountainside to the former camp. They would have perished up there. A fire
was started, and the tents pitched again: the weary men enjoyed a bit of warmth.

Rowlands asked his men if they were willing to make a try at sailing the boats
along the coast. All hands agreed. and. at dawn. the clumsy boats were run offshore
through the surf. But the wind was wrong. They could not sail or row against it.
Hours later they were forced to land miles to the southward of their former camp
site. The talk that night was of disaster. doom. and death. Old stories about Desola-
tion Island. once heard in dockside saloons. were repeated. and dour Welsh predic-
tions made about the future of Deccan’s men.

Captain Rowlands listened and recognized what must be done at dawn. He
mustered the entire company. told them that they were going to march with him
across the mountain range. It was. he said bluntly. the one hope they had left. There
was no dissension. The men struck camp almost silently. and followed him towards
the mountains.

But nearly all of them were incapable of the effort. They sagged and fell, and
when helped up by their mates. fell again. and lay motionless. Boots were cut apart
on the rocks; knees, elbows were raw. Men wept, and were unaware they made the
sound. The captain led them back to the camp at the cove. Their situation seemed
hopeless.

But on the seventh day Rowlands gathered the strongest men. He would make
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another attempt, he told them. and they were to go with him. The sick and the weak
were to stay in the charge of Mr. Thomas, and wait. He would return with the help
that was sure to be found on the other side of the mountains.

The men he had chosen arranged their packs. lashed the soles of their boots to
the uppers. Those who stayed and those who were to go shook hands and wished each
other luck. Mr. Thomas went a short way with Captain Rowlands, watched the party
climb up into the mountain snow, and finally disappear from sight.

Mr. Thomas heard a rifle shot four days later. He looked around to seaward and
saw a boat at the water’s edge. Captain Rowlands was wading ashore, and with him
were three Chileans. They carried biscuit. and canned meat, and a bucket of tea that
steamed and brought even the sick men to their feet.

They had crossed the mountains and reached the Magellan Strait, Captain Row-
lands told his men. There they had been sighted by the crew of a Chilean sealing
cutter that lay anchored close to the beach. She was on her last expedition of the year
and bound back to her base at Punta Arenas. Luck was finally with the Deccan men.
The cutter was out of sight, beyond the nearest headland, but she was standing by to
take all hands to Punta Arenas.

The British consul hurried down to the cutter on December 20, 1909 when she
reached the little Chilean port off the Strait of Magellan. He had brought a doctor
with him, and the sick were given the best possible care. But ten of the men died.

The survivors returned to Liverpool on January 28, 1910, where the Ship-
wrecked Mariners™ Society took charge of them. gave them enough money to get
home. One of those men, recalling the experience years afterwards, said that at the
time there was a popular song in England that went, “Put me on an island where
the girls are few.”

“When Deccan was outward-bound,” he said, “we often used to sing that song.”
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Schooners still carried a good deal of
bulk cargo along the American coasts
after World War 1. But, like the five-
masted Frank M. Deering, they lasted
a few years longer only because of the
help from tugs in harbor waters. Usually
they picked up cargo in remote outports
along rugged, little-known coasts. In the
clutch of strong tides, many suffered the
fate of the General Grant (below), here
sketched by an artist.
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Aboard the Annie C. Ross the towline
was brought up by hand. A steam donkey
engine was used to raise the sails, but
muscle power still carried much of the
work-load. A man hauled at heavy gear
until he was glaze-eyed with fatigue, and
then had to go aloft to work on the rig-
ging. Sailors cursed the American schoon-
ers and called them “workhouses” and
worse.










Once the Annie C. Ross is under way, a
lookout is sent up while the rest of the
crew stumbles below. Supper was highly
welcomed when hustled forward from
the galley. With the weather clear, the
wind aft and the sails set wing-and-wing,
the helmsman had an easy trick at the
wheel.
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CHAPTER NINE R ek i gl A

Masters and Men

. a hungry man will sail in anything that floats.

As THE END OF COMMERCIAL USEFULNESS of the big sailing ships came closer, ship-
owners were beset by too many greater difficulties to worry much about manpower
problems. There were always enough sailors on the waterfront. Sometimes the men
could not speak the language of the country in whose vessels they served, and often
they deserted the ship at the first port of call. Shipowners and masters accepted this
philosophically. In a trade that had shrunk to a quarter of its size from 1880 to
1900, crew replacements were a minor consideration.

It was a time of great turmoil and change among the men who went to sea.
Former traditions were disappearing: new traditions were only beginning to arise.
A footloose able-bodied sailor might make a voyage in the Great Eastern, the mam-
moth paddle-wheel steamer of British construction. She was equipped with a 24-foot
propeller and six masts to carry sail. But rarely were the sails used, and few were
the sailors who cared. The Great Eastern displaced 22.500 tons; her length was 693
feet, and she had a beam of 120 feet. She was almost fantastically bigger than any
other contemporary vessel. This meant little to her crew. She was just another ship
to them.

The same sailor would leave the steamship Grear Eastern at any port that struck
his fancy, then ship out aboard a crude sail tanker like the Charles.

One of the first of the tanker ships, Charles was square-rigged and built expressly
for the oil trade. She had a capacity of 59 tanks. and they leaked. Shipowners and
insurance people had no faith in steamers as carriers of inflammable oil. A natural
fire hazard, they said. And they were wrong. Eventually the sail ship Charles, like
many of the sail tankers, burned at sea. with heavy loss of life.



Crews were still found for the rest along Lime Street in Liverpool, and the East
India Dock Road in London. South and Cherry Streets in New York, and around
Scollay Square in Boston. The shipowners believed if a man were hungry enough, he
would go to sea in anything that floated. The discharge books of the 1880-1900 period
showed that sailors shipped out with no particular type of vessel in mind.

They had no national preference. except that generally British seamen stayed
away from American ships, and the other way around. Because of the great language
barrier, Americans rarely signed articles aboard Scandinavian ships. But, otherwise,
their choice was completely free. They were not company men. There was no sen-
lority system for them, and no pension. The only attractions for a certain ship would
be if she were known as a good-feeder. and if the captain and the chief mate did not
hold the reputation for being “bully boys™ and harsh in their treatment of the crew.

Men lost their sense of nationality after a few years in the focsles of the deep-
water ships. They talked a polyglot language, most of it English, but with Spanish,
Scandinavian and Malaysian words in it. The bosun was often called ruan; the top-
gallant sail was known as the bram; a man would tell his watchmate to move muy
rapido.

This kind of life fostered eccentric characteristics. Some of the men, among them
the older sailors, would not leave a ship when she was alongside the dock in port.
They were divorced from shore. The ship was home. They knew little but the working
of her. The future was death in a storm. or a vague. bleak last few years in a seamen’s
boarding-house on the money that had been saved. The younger men when they went
ashore very seldom left the dockside area. They spent their money in saloons that
catered to sailors and were almost identical around the world. The majority of them
could not read or write; their severance from their families was complete. Their single,
fierce pride was the ability to perform a ship’s work quickly. and with great skill.

A man who could read was given respect in a focsle. He deciphered old letters,
and newspapers. recited the Board of Trade regulations so that the other men might
memorize them. Then there were amateur doctors, and those who admitted to being
broken-down gentlemen and former chief mates, and outright crackpots who should
never have been allowed to come aboard. One Cape Horn ship of the period carried
in her focsle a shaggy-headed sailor who was soon given the nickname of Paraffin.
It was his habit to eat a mouthful of the stuff every morning before going out on
deck. That. he said, kept out the cold.

Paraffin lasted around the Horn. but was in pretty poor shape when the ship
reached San Francisco. He was taken to the hospital for extensive overhaul.

“His bilges was kinda clogged.” a shipmate said of him.

Eccentric behavior was, however, not confined to the crew. Masters felt the
tremendous strain of their responsibilities, and suffered keenly from the isolation that
command enforced upon them. The master of the fine, full-rigged British ship Tamar
coming down the Elbe River out of Hamburg, bound for Seattle, appeared on deck
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Great Eastern, the strangest combination of steam and sail ever introduced into one
hull, lies at anchor in a Newfoundland harbor. In the 1870's she was used to lay cable
lines across the Atlantic.

staggering drunk, a pistol in his hand. This was in narrow Channel waters. Without
warning he fired a shot at the able seaman at the wheel.

The bullet missed, and the second mate had time to get between the sailor and
the captain. But the captain brandished the pistol and ordered the course changed
to the southward. When the chief mate came on deck, he protested, and followed the
captain into the chart-house. It was now almost dark: the mate could see the light-
house looming, over the port bow.

Still the captain insisted that the course was right, and to prove it, tore up the
lighthouse guide and the other navigation books. He told the mate that the course
was not to be changed. As master, he held full responsibility for the ship. Tamar was
now heading straight for the rocks within two miles of her.

The mate made a sudden movement and the captain fired at him. He missed,
and the mate jumped him, and aided by the second officer, overpowered the captain.
Tamar was braced around and set on a new course. The captain was handcuffed and
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A fine example of the Hermaphrodite type ship, believed to be

the Margaret L. Vinnen.

confined, and the ship taken into Plymouth, where the owners turned over the case
to the court.

Perhaps even more peculiar behavior was exhibited by Captain William Mc-
Gowan, master of the Scottish iron-hulled clipper Benvenue. He was known as “Mad”
McGowan for the way he held on to sail in a storm when other masters displayed
far more caution. Yet what appeared as his maddest prank took place in Glasgow
when his ship was tied up alongside the dock and, according to witnesses, he was
sober. He hung a large sign in the rigging.

“No Irish Need Apply.”

The ship was docked in the notorious Govan area of the city. It was crowded
with Irish people who had been driven to Scotland by severe famines at home. The
men sought work in the Clydeside shipyards and ships, and were sharply disliked
by their Scottish neighbors. Captain McGowan’s sign brought an instant barrage
of refuse, dead cats and public-house crockery. Then a number of strapping Irishmen,
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and the steam donkey engine (right) were a common sight on the docks.

the pick of their kind in the port, boarded Benvenue and demanded work as sailors.

Captain McGowan hired enough to fill the starboard watch, half of the crew.
For the other half, the port watch, he hired men just as big and strong. All of them
were American, sailors who had learned their trade in the Cape Horn clippers. They
were Negroes, nearly all from Carroll County in Virginia, where seagoing had been
a tradition for centuries.

[rishmen who already smarted from underprivilege became furiously angry and
jealous of their Negro shipmates. There was extreme competition on deck and aloft
when Benvenue put to sea. Fights between men of the two watches inevitably followed;
both sides nursed their wounds. and after a while the friction disappeared. The
watches worked together amiably and well throughout the rest of the voyage.

But “Mad” McGowan was far from mad. Nor was he playing some grim racial
joke. The shrewd Scotsman had simply schemed up a way of getting himself just
about the best crew that ever sailed a ship. The national and racial rivalry gave him
the chance to squeeze more hard work out of both watches than any master had ever
succeeded in getting from his men.

Yet this same McGowan showed more concern for the welfare of his crew than
many another master. His ships invariably were good feeders and the focsle was as
comfortable as could be gotten under the conditions then prevailing.



CHAPTER TEN e

Sailor Men and Steamer Stiffs

. no more freeboard than a frying pan.

IT HAD BEEN EASY TO FIND skilled men for American ships before the Civil War. Then
came the decline of the clipper and the westward expansion. Wages fell in the great
ports of the East. More and more of the jobs aboard sailing ships were filled by
foreign seamen. Almost imperceptibly the great seagoing tradition was vanishing from
the old coastal communities.

There was still a career in sail for British and European young men. Their coun-
tries considered square-rigger training important for future officers, either in the
navy or in the merchant marine. But the American government completely disre-
garded this practice, and American crews for whalers and deepwater ships became in-
creasingly difficult to find. Men were willing to work in the fishing schooners, and the
coastwise vessels. But not much appeal was left for the Cape Horn run, or for an ab-
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