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Author’s Note

The following is designed to be a factual and historically accurate narrative.

All dialog—everything between quotation marks and attributed to a specific person—derived from original sources: the specific, real-life person actually said or wrote those words and in the context of the topic or scene. A character’s unspoken reflections represent a logical recreation of what was happening at any given time.

Similarly, this narrative includes descriptions of scenes and minute-to-minute actions of the subjects, some of which represent logical recreations of what was happening at any given time.

In the instances where any creative license was taken, my research underpinned all my narrative decisions.









Foreword

It was a bold statement for Commodore John Cox Stevens and his partners to christen their untested schooner America on May 3, 1851. Stevens and other members of the newly formed New York Yacht Club had accepted a challenge from the organizers of the Great Exhibition in London to race against the best of Britain’s yachts. As America crossed the Atlantic to meet that challenge, she carried the hopes of a young nation whose constitution was ratified just sixty-four years earlier.

When America arrived in Great Britain, she was met by a British sailing vessel, and an impromptu race took place with America sailing swiftly past her opponent. The local yachtsmen were spooked by America’s speed and reneged on the offer of formal races. After several weeks of harsh editorials in the British press, America was invited to compete in a fifty-three-mile race hosted by the Royal Yacht Squadron around the Isle of Wight. On Friday, August 22, 1851, eighteen yachts anchored off the Squadron for the start. After ten hours of racing, America reached the finish line ahead of fourteen vessels that finished the race. The nearest competitor was eight minutes behind. Stevens and his partners were presented with an ornate silver cup for their effort. America’s victory was big news on both sides of the Atlantic, and the schooner was a technological marvel of her age. The story of America’s victory fits right in with the stories of American entrepreneurial creativity. She represented the ingenuity of American naval architects, engineers, builders, and sailors during an age when the country was building a vision for a better world.

America’s story took on a more grandiose narrative when John Cox Stevens and his partners returned to New York and renamed the trophy they won “America’s Cup.” This highly sought-after trophy is still the biggest prize in sailing. Untold fortunes have been spent in the quest to win it.

Competing for America’s Cup is a challenge embraced by people who are used to winning at everything they do. But in this game, success is never guaranteed, which is what makes it such a compelling sporting event to take part in or to simply watch. Times change and technology advances, but the basic human drive to excel remains unchanged. John Cox Stevens and his team put everything they had into creating a fast yacht. Their drive was the same as the America’s Cup managers, designers, builders, and sailors who compete today. They want to win. And they will do everything in their power to achieve that singular goal.

I have followed America’s Cup since the age of twelve. In 1962, my family visited Newport, Rhode Island, during the Cup summer. I was astounded at the magnificent 12 Meters being towed out to the racecourse. The crews all wore uniforms and the masts seemed to tower into the clouds. I was inspired. Just fifteen years later, I was lucky to race with Ted Turner as tactician aboard the 12 Meter Courageous, in the 1977 America’s Cup defense. We won! Since that time, I raced in four more campaigns and covered nine Cups for ESPN and NBC television. Winning the Cup was a defining moment for all of us aboard Courageous. I knew at that moment that my career trajectory and life were forever changed. I will always be grateful for Ted’s invitation. I have studied America’s Cup for years, and the story of the schooner America’s victory around the Isle of Wight is always inspiring. What happened to the schooner after that victory—the focus of this book—is equally fascinating.

Passionate racing sailor and author David Gendell spent twenty years researching America’s story, focusing on her final years at Annapolis at a private shipyard tooling up to build warships for the US Navy and America’s World War II allies. In researching and writing this book, Gendell interviewed people who worked on the vessel when she was in Annapolis, along with America’s Cup sailors, wooden boat builders, and veterans of World War II. Thanks to his exhaustive research, we get a close look at an untold story of America, including the people who sailed aboard and worked on the vessel in the final push to save her.

The campaign to renovate America derailed in early 1942 when a temporary shed built to protect her collapsed on the hull under the weight of late March snow. After the shed collapse, the priorities of the war effort accelerated until there was no chance for the renovation of America. The vessel would likely have had to be completely rebuilt. It was a complicated time as the owners of the shipyard worked to maintain focus on delivering military vessels as promised. As the war unfolded, America became more of a distraction than a legend to the workers in Annapolis as they forged ahead trying to deliver the much-needed seventy-one-foot Motor Torpedo Boats. Gendell details the dynamics of the relationships between the government and suppliers and how it affected the workers’ lives. He puts us in the middle of the story. You will feel like you are in the room when discussions took place and decisions were made. Many of the stories in this comprehensive work would have been lost had it not been for Gendell’s relentless pursuit of this intriguing story.

Wooden remnants of America sit on the shelves in many homes in Annapolis; I keep a section of the old schooner in my own home. There was quite a frenzy over acquiring chunks of the hull and other pieces of equipment after the schooner was crushed on that snowy day in 1942. It is a sad story, but an important one. The Last Days of the Schooner America sheds light on an iconic sailing vessel and, by extension, brings into clear focus the people who lived during an exciting time in American history.

Gary Jobson


Annapolis, Maryland









Introduction

It happened every winter, without fail. Annapolis and the Chesapeake Bay are blessed with four distinct seasons and, for me, working as the lead writer of a regional sailing magazine, the early January lull became predictable. These gray days represented a pivot in the calendar: we had finished wrapping up the sailing season just passed, but it was still too early to begin previewing the upcoming season. There was, of course, always an editorial hole to fill and a print deadline looming on the horizon, both ever-present despite the dearth of material. Thin light, low temperatures, and frozen water only added to the disconcerting feel of these January days; it was easy for a young writer to become anxious or even panicked. With time, however, I came to realize that this stretch of winter was more like the eye of a hurricane or the pause of slack water just as the tide turns. After steeling nerves, sucking in a breath, and then pushing forward, wind, current, and, yes, stories again began to flow and then accelerate—although sometimes in a totally different direction. I came to understand that the midwinter lull was not a permafrost, it was a push in a new direction. An opportunity.

During one of these periods, circa 1999, I sat in a drafty old house-turned-office overlooking the cold waters of Annapolis’s Spa Creek and looked for the next thing. I had learned to use this time as a sort of busman’s holiday, a chance to latch onto a slow burn, offbeat story that personally interested me. Deep in one midwinter, I visited Newport, Rhode Island, and researched the rebuilding of a classic Alden schooner that had been featured in the 1956 film High Society. As the sawdust piles grew around the hull and the woodstove cranked out heat, the shed housing the schooner felt pregnant with a potential contained, for the moment, in a space alive with building sounds. Another January, I spent a couple of days with a musician friend who built steel drums in the yard and shed behind his home. I watched in wonder as he held each drum over an open flame and then carefully tuned every note, working quickly while the heated metal was still malleable. Even now, more than twenty years later, I believe there was some tangible spirit in both of these deep winter building projects. Finding and telling these sorts of stories, anchored by a strong central location and a physical sort of magic—wood, metal, fire—was immensely satisfying.

Around Annapolis and particularly in the salty section of town known as Eastport—where the magazine’s offices were and are still located—I heard stories of wooden warship building that had, primarily, happened in the superheated heart of World War II. Throughout this hyperpatriotic period, American auto factories were converted to tank production, machine shops were converted to produce bomb casings, and, at Eastport, Maryland, a small but scrappy boatyard quickly evolved into a critical warship production factory. Six decades later, at the close of the twentieth century, there were no markers or monuments to the effort and the company that had led the production had long disappeared, its principals and most of its skilled laborers deceased. While historic markers were later added, the plant’s story had not been broadly told. But if one looks closely, remnants and reminders are all around. The large industrial buildings constructed for warship production still stand, although they now house offices and maritime industry businesses. The shed constructed over the brackish water, in which the warships were finished, is converted into a popular restaurant. Nearby, the corner restaurant—now a high-end steakhouse—is owned by members of the same family that served boatbuilders blue plate specials at the same site throughout the war. Across the street, the corner watering hole—where Chesapeake sailors and those in the maritime trades continue to gather into the new century—stands at the same spot as a boatbuilder and waterman pub of the 1940s.

I had also heard waterfront tales of some connection between Annapolis and the schooner yacht America, perhaps the most famous yacht ever built. America was, in 1851, sailed to England where she convincingly won a high-profile race around the Isle of Wight and was visited by Queen Victoria. For this effort, her owners collected a silver trophy that they began calling America’s Cup, in honor of the schooner. This is a heady narrative that resonates well into the twenty-first century as sailors continue to compete ferociously for possession of that cup, said to be the oldest trophy in sports. The eponymous schooner survived for ninety years—well into the twentieth century—an extraordinary lifespan for a widely traveled, heavily used wooden yacht. America finished her career at Annapolis under the ownership of the US Navy and, as official Navy records show, was broken up at Eastport in the 1940s.

The narrative of America’s 1851 activity in the waters off the Isle of Wight is a patch of ocean heavily trafficked by journalists, fiction writers, and researchers. Beginning hours after the finish of the headline race and continuing to the present day, sailors, journalists, and historians have researched and written about the weeks leading up to the America’s appearance on the south coast of England, the race itself, and the immediate aftermath. Boatloads of ink have been spilled on the subject, and I devoured all I could find. But it always seemed that part of the narrative—the schooner’s time at Annapolis and Eastport—was oddly thin. One of the America books, a well-researched and smoothly written work of narrative nonfiction, describes 1940s boatbuilders at a yacht yard in Eastport burning the remains of the schooner. This description struck me as odd: the act of intentionally sparking a fire to burn away a broken-down champion might serve as a striking anchor for an elegiac run of prose, but it was not the kind of thing that would actually happen within the tightly packed tinderbox of a wooden boat factory. It was obvious that even a well-researched nonfiction book didn’t have the ending of America’s story exactly right.

I turned to the seminal America history The Low Black Schooner, written by the esteemed yachting historian John Rousmaniere. This deeply researched book thoroughly chronicles the building, racing, and career of America. Yet even The Low Black Schooner devotes fewer than two full paragraphs to America’s final five years at Annapolis, the unsuccessful effort to rehabilitate her, and her ultimate breakup. It became abundantly clear that America’s last chapters had not been thoroughly researched or written about by anyone, in stark contrast to the deep, near fetishized research that had been conducted into her creation and the 1851 race. I dove deeper. In the late 1990s, there were still a handful of living people who held firsthand memories of America at Annapolis and the wooden warship building at Eastport; these seemingly distinct stories, I soon learned, were actually directly connected. I made inquiries at the aforementioned corner bar and was informed that sections of America wood survived around town, closely held treasures of sailors who loved wooden boats and history.

An old salt learned of my research and soon arrived at my office bearing a lunch box–sized hunk of dark, hardened, pockmarked America wood, a piece of the true cross, he called it, with a sly smile. The man then described the wartime scene at the local yacht yard and America’s unique position within it. The ground upon which America was eventually broken up was less than five hundred feet from my desk. As the old salt spoke, I felt the weight of the wood in my hands and realized that I had to learn and tell this story.

The subsequent research and writing would not simply fill a few midwinter pages in our sailing magazine, it grew into a multiyear project that began as something of a race. As the turn of the new century approached, those who were twenty-five years old at the beginning of World War II were well into their eighties. One important primary source with whom I scheduled a meeting suddenly passed away before she and I could talk. The old salt who visited our office with the America wood left this world not long after her. If I wanted primary sources, there was not a moment to lose.

There was a sailor living in town named Dick Miller who, six decades earlier, as a young Navy officer, had been assigned a wartime position at the Yacht Yard. I made a few polite phone calls and in the first weeks of the new century found myself—notebook open—alongside Miller in his sunroom where I was awed by his sharp recollection, his generous enthusiasm, and a half-hull model of America hanging on his wall. Miller explained that he had built the model himself with a piece of America’s keel as the hull’s topsides, a section of the mahogany from an Annapolis-built Motor Torpedo Boat as her underbody, and a piece of long leaf yellow pine from an Annapolis-built Sub-chaser as her sails. A nail pulled from America’s ruins was mounted below the hull, and Miller had etched the ship’s name and lifespan (“1850–1941”) on its flat side. With a gentle but firm push from Dick Miller, I realized that the story of the warship building and the last chapter of the schooner America were as inextricably linked as the wooden sections of his ship model.

I learned that in late 1940, America—a faded child star with a checkered past and limited prospects—was delivered into the center of an ambitious new enterprise that was soon focused on production of wooden warships, destined to be delivered into the teeth of an accelerating world war. The ill-fated schooner rehabilitation project and the expanding warship factory existed side by side, literally in each other’s shadows. The same workers who in the morning used crowbars to pry rotted wood off America in the afternoon used state-of-the art electric tools to build warships on a modern production line, just a few feet away. Sawdust from both projects was swept by the same broom and into the same pan. Although ninety years separated the construction of the schooner and the warships, technology, national pride, hard-driving leadership, and a thirst for saltwater performance were built into both projects. Yet even as the plant surrounding her became a wartime production juggernaut, the schooner faded away.

A few years after we met, Dick Miller passed away, the last living link to the leadership at the Annapolis Yacht Yard. A service was held in his honor at Annapolis, less than a half-mile from the Annapolis Yacht Yard property. I quietly slipped into a back pew just as it began. When the Navy Hymn was played toward the end of his service, I felt a chill on my skin and a lump in my throat: I was totally connected to this project.

Two decades have passed since I first held that hunk of America wood and, over that time, I have come into possession of several sections myself; a few of them may even be actual 1851 material. No matter. If you pick up any of these pieces and set your heart and mind right you might catch glimpses of a faraway adventure, you might feel the faint pulse of a lifeforce, and you might sense tangible connection to something very old yet still real and alive. Although the physical form of the schooner herself has been reduced to small sections of scrap wood, the silver cup she won back in 1851 remains very real and continues to represent a pinnacle of technology and teamwork, the same stuff America and her first crew so boldly displayed in 1851 and the same stuff that motivated the leaders and staff at the Annapolis Yacht Yard throughout World War II.

Along the way, while chasing these two connected stories, I have gotten married, raised three children, and left the magazine for a job off the waterfront. However, I have never been able to shake free of America and the Annapolis Yacht Yard. These stories are intertwined with the old streets of Annapolis. Parts of them remain visible along the working Eastport waterfront. They are embedded into the hunks of wood the sailors still pass around. They are part of me.

David Gendell


Annapolis, 2024









Chapter 1


“Groaning and complaining . . . ”


December 3, 1940



Annapolis


The men waited for higher water in the gathering darkness. A southerly wind rushed up the Chesapeake Bay, booming around boat sheds and whistling through the wooden spars of sloops and schooners. Pushed by this wind, the cold bay water swelled until it sloshed across the tops of the piers, well above a typical high tide. Tonight, once the water was high enough, the men would retrieve an old schooner from a berth at the Naval Academy, carefully tow her a mile through the night to their plant, and then haul her from the water on a marine railway, marking the first time she had been removed from the water in nearly two decades. Moving and hauling the schooner did not require any special tools, but it did require high water: a King Tide.

Out on the pier ends, the magic number was eleven feet of water depth . . . more than eleven would be even better. The wooden schooner at the center of this evening’s tasks required this full measure of depth to safely float to the end of the shipyard’s piers and, from there, onto its haulout railway. The waiting men each knew some version of the schooner’s story. They also knew that she, too, had been waiting.

Boats built of wood are generally at ease when they are in the water and they often suffer when they are upon the shore, removed from their natural element. In the water, as planks swell and seams tighten, the wooden boat gains and holds structural integrity. A wooden boat in the water, properly cared for, remains an instrument. A wooden boat out of the water for any extended period slowly dries and steadily devolves into something very different than what her designer and builder envisioned. The men waiting on the shoreline knew all of this but didn’t speak about it. The last item on the day’s work list was keeping them from the warmth of their homes and their overdue dinners. This was not a time for nostalgia.1

Darkness took over and a few yellow lights blinked to life around the shipyard. As the men waited, another unspoken truth colored their preparations. An old wooden boat left in the water—put away wet, literally bolted to the pier and largely ignored for a couple of decades—had at some point stopped being a boat and started to become a problem. The schooner’s owners—the US Navy—finally seemed eager to address, or at least attempt to understand, this unique situation. This evening’s haulout represented an important step toward understanding.

The crew had begun this workday hours earlier, laboring together to bring a new motor yacht into the world. Long after the cold afternoon turned into the colder night, they remained together, waiting for high water and still on the clock. The southerly neared gale force and pushed through their wooden world, carrying a saltwater chill and the smells of food cooked at nearby homes. The men stood in the lee of a small shed, smoking cigarettes and watching lights turn on in the city across the water. Stomachs rumbled. The brackish Spa Creek water, still rising, lapped over the edge of the bulkhead and began to spill across the dirt, gravel, and asphalt of the boatyard ground. This late in the day, there simply wasn’t much to say to each other.

Then, suddenly, Joe Dawson made the call.

From a second-floor office window Annapolis Yacht Yard president Chris Nelson watched his men suddenly move into action. Dawson’s on the move, he announced to his Erik Almen, his business partner. The water’s high enough, or it will be soon. Almen joined the fair-haired Nelson at the window, and together they watched their crew boss, Joe Dawson, step confidently through the wind, past his waiting men, and into a workboat. Within the hour, the old wooden schooner—the problem—would be shifted from over there to right here. As they watched boat and crew disappear into the windy blackness over the creek, the weight of this project, and its potential, pressed down on the partners.2

Rehabilitating a damaged old schooner was not the type of job Chris Nelson and Erik Almen envisioned when they moved from New York to Annapolis nearly three years earlier and purchased a failed but promising boatbuilding facility. Working through the constant reminders of the lingering Depression, they intended to turn the plant into a boatbuilding juggernaut capable of churning out wooden luxury yachts on a scale never before seen in this part of the world. Even before they built their first boat at Annapolis, the pair made bold announcements to the press and spent real money on advertising in the national magazines. Inspired by these plans and the ambitious men behind them, a crew of skilled boatbuilders converged at this site, eager to apply their skills to meaningful work. In reality, the juggernaut Nelson and Almen envisioned—the juggernaut the workforce assembled for—arrived in fits and starts. In private moments, Chris Nelson began to wonder if their enterprise could form into something resembling their ambitions. He worried about the expanded plant’s considerable overhead expenses and the lack of corresponding new boat orders in his sales book. To fill the time, the plant’s staff built furniture. They repaired workboats. They waited. As months went and precious few new orders arrived, Nelson grew concerned about the future viability of the plant, but he and Almen kept those fears private.3 The pair constantly worked to find new paths to scale the business. Tonight, Nelson and Almen hoped, via the after-dark arrival of an old schooner, their enterprise might take a step away from a disastrous outcome. The schooner was a connection to a bigger opportunity.

Sources at Washington and Annapolis had told Nelson and Almen that as war expanded around the globe, the US Navy now required a new fleet of pocket-sized wooden warships. The Navy aimed to build these ships quickly, relatively inexpensively, and in partnership with select private yacht yards. The chosen yards would hire men, spin up operations to build ships at scale, and generate profits, all in the service of a most patriotic mission. The Eastport plant was on the smaller side, under new management, and had not worked with the Navy for decades, but this old schooner could, circuitously, provide an unlikely entrée into lucrative, prestigious Navy contracts.4 The connection was tenuous, but it was something. More immediately, the schooner project would provide work for the men and hope for a new direction.

With Joe Dawson and crew temporarily out of sight, Nelson turned to Almen and raised his thick, dark eyebrows. As the old schooner and new work now moved toward their plant, the partners pulled on coats and stepped out into the darkness where the black hull soon appeared across the creek, moving slowly and stately through the water, towed by the workboat, and silhouetted against the security lights and weathered granite of the Naval Academy. Getting her here and hauled is one thing, Chris Nelson gravely considered as he walked to meet the schooner at the water’s edge. . . . What happens next?

Around 9 p.m. on a windy night late in 1940, in front of a small, unapplauding audience, the schooner America floated on a King Tide across the eleven-foot-deep outer sill of the Annapolis Yacht Yard’s main marine railway. Once on the railway—Joe Dawson recalled nearly three decades later—the schooner was pulled “groaning and complaining”5 from the water. Rotting, broken, and long overdue for rehabilitation, she was carefully removed from her natural element and blocked on the gravel at the Annapolis Yacht Yard as yard workers braced lumber supports around the hull. This was her first time out of the water in eighteen years. As she was hauled, blocked, and braced, a foul smell spread out into the tight confines of the plant. At a working shipyard, the smell of sawdust and varnish signify progress to the boatbuilders and cash flow to the owners. This schooner, in contrast, reeked of slime and decay.

Once the schooner was secure, dripping dry and smelling rank in the darkness, the men turned their backs on her and hurried home where reheated dinners awaited. They would return for a closer look in daylight.










Chapter 2


First Morning Ashore


December 4, 1940



Annapolis


Overnight, the wind laid down, the tide receded, and, under skies scrubbed clear, forty-five employees of the Annapolis Yacht Yard arrived at work to find the ancient schooner drying in the cold air on their main railway, just above the high tide mark, resting in the rough wooden cradle they had built around her hours earlier as she was hauled from the creek in the darkness.

The next step in the project was the laborious but necessary process of moving the schooner sideways off the railway. There was no telling how long the vessel might be in the yard, and the railway must be kept open for other launches and haulouts. Joe Dawson and crew cut about four hundred oak wedges and, using these wedges and hydraulic jacks, spent hours that first day carefully “skidding” the cradle and the one-hundred-foot-long America sideways into an open section of yard with her stern pointing toward the creek and her bow up against one of the plant’s oldest buildings.1 Even as this process unfolded, the yard’s seasoned hands walked around the hull in silence, shaking their heads as they knocked, tapped, and jabbed knives into the rotten wood.

Working in the December cold, the Yacht Yard men began scraping through decades of paint layers. Some quick work with wire brushes revealed sections of hull planking so rotten that tools pushed through the old wood. A section of wood in her bow was so brittle that it could be punched through with a hammer. Other sections of wood had aged hard as stone and were sick with nail holes. Workers climbed inside the hull and found rotted portions of hull frames that crumbled in their hands.

After their men had spent a couple of hours assessing the grim situation, Chris Nelson and Erik Almen came down from the Yacht Yard office, carrying with them new fears of shifting financial projections, fresh concerns about timelines, and a firm conviction that this project needed to move forward no matter what unsettling surprises had revealed themselves in daylight. As Nelson and Almen approached the schooner, the experienced Joe Dawson offered the partners a melancholy shrug and his expert opinion. Standing alongside the hull’s dark form, with a knot of his workers alongside, wearing grimy overalls and grim faces, the crew boss explained that this schooner was far gone, well past the point at which a typical owner would abandon her. In this type of situation, he added sardonically, you’d usually do best stripping off the valuables and towing her up into a marsh to let her return to nature. However, through a resigned smile, Dawson quickly acknowledged that he knew this couldn’t happen with this one, although replacing the rotten sections piece by piece might result in building an entire boat. To many of these workers—watermen, woodworkers, and shipbuilders with hungry children and thin wallets—this whole thing made little sense. The schooner was a yacht, not a roughed-up workboat used daily to generate income and feed families but a yacht, a rich man’s toy. And a vessel far gone at that.

[image: ]



America survey photo taken shortly after her final haulout at the Annapolis Yacht Yard, December 1940.
Special Collections and Archives, USNA Nimitz Library.

As Dawson spoke, Chris Nelson—a highly trained and talented naval architect—leaned away from the schooner and marveled at the shape of her exposed hull. The schooner presented an iconic and familiar form, one he had admired in drawings as a young man and then carefully studied as a student. Without a word, he stepped closer—half-listening to Dawson—and placed his open palm on a dark, damp hull section. She was cool to the touch and skimmed with slime but, somehow, felt almost alive. Holding hand to the hull and with eyes fixed on her curves, the mind reeled. Chris Nelson was a practical man—his days defined by numbers, formulas, and business relationships—but the shape of this schooner and the feeling of cold wood against his hand stirred something inside him. He smiled to himself; he knew he was not the first person America had moved in such a way. A crew of boatbuilders, not unlike the men surrounding him now, had brought this vessel into the world just a few miles from his boyhood home. She first moved under sails within view of the end of his childhood street. Her famous victory still a well-told tale. Her auspicious beginning soon devolved into shadowy legend, but throughout her journey, America never lost the power to move sailors into action.
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America survey photo taken shortly after her final haulout at the Annapolis Yacht Yard, December 1940.
Special Collections and Archives, USNA Nimitz Library.

Nelson snapped from his thoughts and turned to Almen and Dawson, aware that another dozen pairs of eyes and ears were watching and, apparently, waiting for him to say something. What happens next?

Every man present knew that over the past few years dozens of racing yachts—some of them famous champions in their own right—had been unceremoniously broken up and sold for scrap, including, just this past summer, the great Rainbow, the queen and champion of the New York Yacht Club’s racing fleet as recently as 1934.

If this one was any other boat, Chris Nelson explained to the small crowd, hand still pressed against her hull, he would advise the owners to let her go, this would be the most responsible advice he could provide. He then locked eyes with Joe Dawson and continued, knowing that Dawson was the man the others looked to for leadership on the shop floor. This enterprise was formed to build new boats, he reminded the men, and only extraordinary circumstances would lead the firm to take on a bottomless rehabilitation project such as the schooner yet here they stood, in extraordinary circumstances. They could not pass on this one. Not only had they accepted this job, but they would also complete it, no matter how profligate it might seem or how daunting it might become.

Chris Nelson paused and glanced around at his men. He dropped his hand from the hull and wiped the slime between his palms. The air still smelled of rotten wood, a constant reminder. He sensed that his crew needed more. These were local men, working men with callused hands and many mouths to feed, not easily motivated by symbolism or philosophical concepts. Nelson, on the other hand, spoke with a New York accent and wore a pinkie ring. He had been to college and often wore a business suit to the plant. He had the luxury of thinking about history and legacy. Nelson swallowed hard and continued on a more practical path, sweeping his eyes across the men, in an effort to meet those of all present. Roosevelt is involved, so that’s reason enough: the president wants it done. He continued. The Navy will be watching our progress and we’d like some more work from them, of course—there are Navy men coming out later today to inspect the schooner. And there’s a budget for this one, he added cheerfully, nodding his head toward the hull; the firm can hire more men and the project will help keep the payroll liquid into next year. That alone should be enough. But, beyond all of that, he reminded the boatbuilders—unexpectedly driven by the same force that surged through him when he had laid his hand upon her cold hull—this is not just any other boat . . .

The editors of Annapolis’s Evening Capital newspaper recorded the haulout with a small item on an inside page of its December 6 edition headlined “America Laid Up for Winter.” The accompanying article reads, in its entirety: “The yacht America, which brought the famous international yacht racing cup to this country, is laid up at the Annapolis Yacht Yard for the winter. The yacht has been moored at the Naval Academy for many years.”










Chapter 3


“ . . . sanguine expectations”


1850–1851

It is likely that sailors first raced boats against each other as soon as there were two boats in the water. Ever since, a competitive sailor might espouse that his ideal racing boat would be built very lightly—just to the edge of being strong enough to cross the finish line first. This hypothetical boat—underweight, lacking unnecessary structural reinforcement, and stripped to the barest form—might even fall apart as it crosses the finish line, but with the day’s race won, the mission accomplished, there is no need to sail another foot. The craft’s unsentimental owners might simply step away, collect their trophy, and move onto the reception. Even as a swarm of boatbuilders brought his most recent ship design to life this sort of thinking troubled George Steers. He knew his new design—a schooner commissioned to cross oceans and then win the day race—represented a real breakthrough, but it would be challenged by short-term thinking even before it touched the water.

Although just thirty-one years old, George Steers had already sparked a promising career.1 The sailing ships he designed possessed a potent blend of speed and seaworthiness along with the sort of ruggedness and longevity needed to ply the North Atlantic in all seasons. Steers first established his reputation as the designer of the New York pilot boats that sailed the active waters from Sandy Hook, New Jersey, out to the Grand Banks where they met and placed harbor pilots aboard ships inbound for New York. These pilot boats operated with a straightforward mission: earn the job by being the first New York pilot boat to sail out and meet an incoming ship. The vessels carrying the New York pilots sailed short-handed and in all weather conditions. Speed mattered, but so did seaworthiness. Every time a pilot boat cleared the New York Narrows, reputations, dollars, and lives were on the line. In this high-profile, high-stakes environment, George Steers’s designs delivered. His fast, simple, and sturdy pilot boat christened Mary Taylor—designed and built while Steers was still in his twenties—quickly became the standard of the pilot boat fleet. Like any ambitious ship designer, Steers aimed to leverage the goodwill and publicity generated by a successful design to springboard onto his next project. Mary Taylor’s success brought Steers to the attention of the wealthy John Cox Stevens, a high-profile New York sportsman with a soft spot for fast yachts and a bank account to fund several projects at once.

John Cox Stevens explained to Steers that he and a few partners aimed build a new racing schooner. The project’s specific requirements were challenging, but the design could leapfrog off Mary Taylor. The new schooner must be stiff and strong, able to thrive in the open North Atlantic, a bluewater field vexed with gales, sometimes studded with icebergs, and always capable of cold cruelty. Well-bred, monied gentlemen will walk her decks and visit her cabins; she must possess an appropriate degree of comfort and style. She will represent the ambitions and accomplishments of young United States in Europe; the ingenuity and innovation built into her will be closely studied. And, above all else, she must be blazingly fast. The new schooner will line up alongside the fastest yachts on the planet and is expected to win. The job was complex and its scope unique. George Steers seemed to be the perfect man to design the schooner but accepting the commission was not without risk.
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George Steers.
Public Domain.

John Cox Stevens and his partners in the project lived and worked in an elite stratum of American business and society. Lubricated by money and energized by the thrill of competition among like-minded gentlemen, the members of Stevens’s syndicate were worldly, knowledgeable about boats, and accustomed to sparing no expense. These men were the earliest members of the fledgling New York Yacht Club, one of the first yacht clubs established in North America and among the most ambitious and active in the world. John Cox Stevens served as the club’s commodore. Their family names were prominent in American history and business. Leading the syndicate, alongside Stevens, was George Schuyler, the primary organizer of the new yacht club. One of Schuyler’s grandfathers had been a Revolutionary War general, and his uncle was Alexander Hamilton. Designing a racing schooner for clients of this sort represented the most significant assignment an ambitious young naval architect might imagine, but, at the same time, the assignment presented real risk for George Steers. A single failed yacht design might be no more than a simple inconvenience for the men of the syndicate: a bit of money wasted and some time under sail misspent. But for George Steers—with no family name or fortune backing him—a high-profile failure would likely ruin his promising career. Despite the syndicate’s almost impossibly broad ambitions and requirements, he was compelled to accept the assignment.

Steers embraced the opportunity and poured himself into the project. This new design was informed by his experience gained designing the simple but fast New York pilot boats, but it also took influence from the raked masts, long aft runs, and low, sleek forms of the famous Baltimore clippers.2 But this new design needed more than incremental advances on pilot boats and Baltimore clippers: it needed a breakthrough.

All the while, however, George Steers knew that the new schooner—no matter how well conceived, no matter how well built, no matter how fast—would be unceremoniously cast aside after just a few racing seasons. A wooden racing yacht built in the nineteenth century was almost always designed and built to simply complete a limited number of transactions and not as some lasting relic. Without fail, new seasons arrive carrying fresh and exciting new ideas and making racing yachts obsolete. Even the most successful wooden racing yachts were eventually betrayed by their lack of cargo-carrying potential and their lightweight construction and then abandoned or broken up.

No one involved in the schooner project thought about the physical legacy or long-term future of the new vessel. This new oceangoing schooner would certainly be less temporary than a lightweight day racer, but she, too, is meant for high-level competition within a fixed window of time, not for some season ten years into the future. She is designed and built to complete the next series of transactions. For the upcoming 1851 season, John Cox Stevens and his partners needed a saltwater thoroughbred, not a monument. Even in today’s modern sailing scene—with boats built of fiberglass, aluminum, and carbon fiber—there is often something transitory about a grand prix racing yacht. A hard-sailed race boat can be like summer along the New England coastline: briefly wonderful and then, suddenly, gone. She crosses one final finish line and her owners turn their attention to next summer and the next vehicle. The fastest boats on the planet are always replaced by other, faster boats. A boat’s name and legacy might live on in stories and etched onto silver cups, but its physical form is often discarded in favor of the next, the next, the next . . .

George Steers understood the assignment. He injected his best thinking into the project and carefully carved a wooden model of his vision for the hull. This model was handed off to William H. Brown, the deeply capable New York shipbuilder Stevens and Steers had enlisted to turn concepts into reality at his shipyard in lower Manhattan. There were no paper plans at the time of the build; the schooner’s final form emerged from the model, from Steers’s constant presence at the yard, from Stevens’s ongoing input, and via the deep expertise of Brown and his crew. Brown’s price tag for building the schooner came in at $30,000, one and a half times the price usually paid for a yacht of her size and the equivalent of more than a million dollars in 2024. Even as the full-sized schooner began to take form, George Steers likely felt nostalgic about the ultimate outcome of the vessel before it even touched the water. The schooner was beautiful and she would be fast, this he knew. But he also understood that her owners would race her hard and then move on to their next project; they had that luxury. He, however, might never again be involved with something so extraordinary.

* * *

The schooner took form through the winter of 1850 and into the spring of 1851, alongside the swirling, gray East River. Day after day, the finest available materials arrived at the shipyard and were incorporated into the new hull. Heavy white oak frames, each carefully measured and hewn, came to define a unique hull shape, low-slung and built for speed, not hauling cargo. These frames were covered by three-inch-thick white oak planking. Strong locust treenails bonded wood to wood. Working with two-and-a-half-inch-thick yellow pine, Brown’s boatbuilders formed a stiff deck, twenty-three feet wide at its broadest, and slightly crowned to slough off water. Craftsmen trimmed out the hull and cabins with sections of cedar and chestnut. Steers designed and Brown’s men built a unique cockpit, round and simple. Steers’s wooden hull model, marked with pencil lines and hashes, became a useful tool, endlessly passed around by the builders who squinted at it through various angles. It wore smooth in the process.
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Lower East Side of Manhattan in 1852. The William H. Brown Shipyard is in the upper right, between present-day 11th and 12th Streets at Avenue D. The location is now the site of the Franklin D. Roosevelt School (PS/MS 32) and is adjacent to the present-day Dry Dock pool and playground. FDR Drive runs through the former location of the Brown Shipyard piers.
Library of Congress.

The new schooner was rigged with two dramatically raked masts, the tops of both reaching far astern from their bases on the deck, making them appear to be leaning aft. These raked masts, specified by Steers to help balance the large sail plan, would feature in all future retellings of her legend. Anchored by the spars, the schooner carried straightforward sail and rigging plans, without gimmicks or unnecessary complication. Maneuvers aboard this schooner would unfold quickly and could be executed by a relatively small number of men. A unique method of storing iron ballast in a most effective manner was conceived and executed; much of the ballast was molded into the sides of the hull, just below the waterline. Although vessels of America’s size were typically steered solely with a wheel, the new schooner could also be fitted and steered with a tiller, which would offer a more responsive, more immediate helm during racing. In almost every aspect of her construction and rigging, she was a revelation.

In nearby New Jersey, sailmakers carefully, and expensively, built her racing sails from machine-made cotton duck, a fabric that proved far superior to the loosely woven flax sails favored by English racers. Once aboard the schooner, the cotton duck sails were carefully fitted and finished and then stowed away in the dry darkness belowdecks, reserved for competition only. All passagemaking and pleasure cruises would be powered by a less exotic suit of sails.

By late winter 1851, the schooner build was far advanced and Brown had grown deeply confident in this new vessel. However, in the process, winter weather and careful, laborious attention to detail had pushed the timeline so far behind schedule that the shipbuilder was cornered into making concessions. Brown boldly assured the syndicate that he would refuse to accept any payment if she was beaten in a race by any other American sailing vessel within twenty days of launch date.

This arrangement, while doubtlessly thrilling to the syndicate members, was likely made without the consent of designer George Steers or over his objections. While confident in his design and deeply impressed with Brown’s build, Steers knew that such an arrangement would generate massive public interest in the new schooner. And he knew that an agreement to take on any other American sailing vessel brought Maria into the conversation, and it was Maria that worried George Steers most of all.

A one-hundred-foot-long sloop built specifically for near-coastal and harbor racing, Maria was acknowledged as the fastest yacht in New York harbor and, therefore, the fastest yacht in the entire United States. She was also capable of sailing at speeds faster than those of famous merchant ships. Maria’s owner, the same John Cox Stevens who led the schooner syndicate, channeled money and attention into his speedster, making constant updates and seeking out the latest technological advances. Maria’s spars were hollow and light and a crew of fifty well-drilled, uniformed sailors worked in concert beneath a massive spread of sails and atop a clean, open deck. But Maria’s sailing grounds were always in and near New York Harbor. Maria was lighter and more radical than the ships that plied deeper waters; she would never sail on an open ocean or carry a commercial cargo. Even in the protected waters of the harbor, Maria might blow apart as she crossed the finish line, but with the race over and won, even structural failure was not a major concern for Stevens. Any disaster resulting from an underbuilt hull or overpowered sails could be easily solved after a quick tow back to shore and an open bank account. As the damaged boat was put back together, Stevens and his friends could enjoy a cocktail and admire their new trophy.

These were two different kind of yachts, designed and built for different purposes. Maria was a flat-water sprinter. The new schooner, a bluewater thoroughbred.

* * *

George Steers’s daily walk around the schooner’s hull in late winter should have been a pleasant series of victory laps that saw him answer a few questions, accept some accolades, and make plans for the sea trials. It was clear he had risen to the challenge and created an aggressive, state-of-the-art concept of which he was deeply proud. But now, with the schooner almost ready for launch and William Brown’s offer out in the open air, George Steers fretted. Word came that John Cox Stevens wanted to see Maria, his speedy day-racer, pace alongside the new ocean-ready schooner. Every visit Steers made to the new schooner became a rumination on Maria. Standing alongside the schooner’s hull, George Steers winced as he ran a hand through his mop of dark, curly hair. A race pitting the relatively stout schooner against Maria would hardly be a fair fight. Maria might destroy the future of new schooner—and the reputation of her young designer—even before it sailed out of the New York Narrows.

And Maria never had to sail beyond the sight of land . . .

* * *

Given the high profile of its owners, it is likely that prominent members of New York society and other distinguished guests visited the schooner before and after her launching, including Sir Henry Bulwer, the British ambassador to the United States.

In the first months of 1851, as George Steers fretted and construction of the schooner moved forward, a warm invitation arrived at New York from the commodore of England’s august Royal Yacht Squadron.3 The Squadron’s commodore, likely briefed on the developments on the shoreline of Manhattan by Ambassador Sir Henry Bulwer, asked the New York syndicate to be his guests at the club and extended an open invitation to join the club’s summer races. The New York men knew that the world’s fastest pleasure boats and its best racing crews sailed under the Royal Yacht Squadron flag. In England, she would represent American ingenuity, labor, and the best and highest effort the young nation could muster. The exact makeup of the current British racing fleet was unknown to the Americans; perhaps some breakthrough was underway in Europe and the new schooner had already been overtaken. Perhaps there was a new Maria waiting over the horizon for an opportunity to crush an earnest, unknowing challenger. There was real monetary and reputation risk in this enterprise. In mid-March, an illustration of the schooner under construction at New York appeared on the front page of the Illustrated London News with the caption “Yacht building at New York to compete with the English yachts at Cowes.”

Undeterred, John Cox Stevens, the New York Yacht Club’s commodore and leader of the schooner syndicate, humbly replied to the invitation: “Some four or five friends and myself have a yacht on the stocks. . . . Should she answer the sanguine expectations of her builder and fulfill the stipulations he has made, we propose to avail yourselves of your friendly bidding and to take with a good grace the sound thrashing we are likely to get . . . I fear the energy and experience of your persevering yachtsmen will prove an overmatch for the industry and
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Woodcut depicting “Yacht building at New York to compete with the English yachts at Cowes” as featured on the front page of the Illustrated London News, March 15, 1851.
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“Launch of the Yacht America from Brown’s Ship-Yard, New York City.” Gleason’s Pictorial Drawing Room Companion, July 26, 1851, 60.





[image: ]



In 1862, James E. Buttersworth (1817–1894) created this depiction of Maria (dark hull) in trials against the newly launched America (still in her light-colored primer paint).
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America depicted crossing the Atlantic in early summer 1851 as featured in a special section of the New York Tribune prepared for the 1893 America’s Cup races.
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