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In the original, first edition print version of
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part of the story, but still interesting as background and “spice,”
if you will, was placed in sidebars. The ebook has yet to develop a
similar method for including related material within the main text.
This book attempts to solve that problem with paragraphs contained
within a series of “+” signs and set off with bolded
headlines. Hopefully, this extra information and format will help
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Introduction

One day in 1999, I discovered 24 gray-blue
archive boxes on a metal shelf in a closet. The boxes contained
journals, diaries, personal letters, business letters, postcards,
account books, logs, telegrams, framed and unframed photographs,
bills of sale, government documents, and personal belongings. The
inventory of the “Wawona Collection” pricked at old
newspaper and radio journalism instincts. There was a story
here.

A few weeks earlier, as I searched for a place
to donate some time, I had walked the decks of the schooner
Wawona, berthed in a decrepit industrial slip on Lake Union,
just north of Seattle’s downtown. The three-masted schooner and her
boxes of archived records were owned by Northwest Seaport, which
planned, it said, to restore the vessel. The ship certainly needed
work. Tarps covered a large hole at the bow. New restoration work
on the other side of the bow was unfinished. Paint peeled away
everywhere, revealing wood bleached gray by repeated rains. I was
captivated.

I knew almost nothing about boats, and little
about Seattle’s maritime history. A few faded display boards
explained that Wawona was built in 1897, had carried lumber
along the Pacific Coast, and fished in the Bering Sea during the
1930s. She was big, 165 feet long and 35 feet wide. Her masts were
110 feet tall. The volunteers talked about her builder, Bendixsen,
and her captains, Peasley, Foss and Haugen, as if they were
celebrities. And I learned Wawona took cod, not salmon, the
fish most prized by fishermen and talked about by
environmentalists, politicians, and chefs. She used dories, which I
thought were a New England thing. And she made salt cod, a food as
mysterious to me as whatever people ate in say, Bhutan. What’s
going on here? A big sailing ship from Puget Sound fishing for an
east coast fish in Alaska using New England boats in the middle of
the Depression?

Other than curiosity, I had no reason to be
interested in Wawona. No one in my family worked in the
timber or shipping industries. I was born in Seattle; my father
wanted to be a firefighter. When I was four years old, Dad fell
seriously ill, and our family moved to the eastern Washington town
of Yakima to be near relatives while he recovered. However, I
begged Dad and Mom to take me to Seattle for visits. When our car
came down Snoqualmie Pass out of the Cascade Mountains, I could
feel the rising moistness in the air and smell the sweetness of
salt water. For me, Yakima was the visit. Seattle was home. My
favorite destination was the central waterfront, with the cheesy
tourist traps, the rusting train tracks that tripped the feet of
unwary pedestrians, the working warehouses with undulating roof
lines and moss-encrusted shingles, and the acrid smell of creosote
protecting the pilings from worms.

After we moved back to Seattle, I got part-time
jobs near the waterfront, and I often bought a lunch of fish and
chips at Ivar’s Acres of Clams at Pier 54. Most of the work done at
the waterfront was retail: selling trinkets to Japanese tourists or
meals to workers in downtown office buildings. The real maritime
work, loading and unloading goods at the docks, or landing fish
caught in the Pacific Ocean beyond the Olympic Mountains, was far
away, at least from people’s minds, because the shipping and
fishing terminals were largely inaccessible. In years past, a
visitor could pass the time by watching the work. Now, maritime
work was as remote as the moon.

I moved away, working at newspapers and radio
stations in Oregon, California and Minnesota. My career diverted
into the Internet boom, which brought me back to Seattle. I did
volunteer computer work for Northwest Seaport, and eventually
started selling articles to local magazines and newspapers.

I cast about for book ideas. In 2003, I
remembered the 24 boxes in the closet. I visited the office, opened
each one, and I felt as Howard Carter must have felt when he opened
Tutankhamun’s tomb. The words in the documents were shouts from a
century ago like the shouts of fishermen to companions lost in fog.
The sailors, captains, fishermen, and ship owners in the
photographs smiled at me as if I were a best friend they had not
seen for years. I held their books, their wallets, even the buttons
from their coats. They loved Wawona enough to offer her
pieces of themselves, hoping that someone would tell their
story.
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Chapter 1: The Sturdy Dane

Sunday, September 12, 1897

Fairhaven, Humboldt County, California

A fresh northwest breeze lifted the worsted wool
lapel of Hans Ditlev Bendixsen’s coat as he stepped out of his
modest, well-furnished home on Fay Avenue in Fairhaven, California,
across Humboldt Bay from Eureka. The zephyr glided in from the
North Pacific, up and over a low, thin peninsula that separated
Humboldt Bay from the ocean, and it ruffled his gray hair, which
was close-cropped above the ears and arranged in a pompadour on his
high forehead. The blue of the late morning sky matched his eyes.
“He was a Dane – very tall, slim,” one of his men remembered. “He
wore high top boots along with a stiff derby hat.” The sea air
carried the sound of breakers on the ocean side of the peninsula. A
good wind for seasoning the pine, he thought, and a good day for a
launching.

Emma, his wife, came out the door cheerfully
behind him, and she smiled warmly at her husband of 17 years. She
put her small, gloved hand in her mate’s as he guided her to the
street, and she adjusted her straw hat, topped with silk flowers
that anticipated the coming fall colors of yellow and red, while
shading her face from the late summer sun. A ship captain once
called her “a dainty, little German woman, erect and spirited.” Man
and wife paused while Emma smoothed out her petticoats. In the
distance, toward the bay, they could see a ship’s pennant
fluttering from the second of three masts towering above the houses
and trees. Emma put her hand under her husband’s arm as they walked
to the shipyard and the launching of the three-masted schooner
Wawona.
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Hans Ditlev Bendixsen (Northwest Seaport)

Hans and Emma Bendixsen walked to the end of Fay
Avenue and stepped onto a plank path at the shipyard gate. Hans
searched the bay for the tug that would help with the launch, but
it was nowhere to be seen. He wanted the ceremony to come off on
time with no problems. As he and his wife entered the yard, they
may have talked of final details for the ceremony guests, or they
may have reflected on their success. The 54-year-old Bendixsen was
born on October 14, 1842 in Thisted, Denmark, on the Jutland
Peninsula. His father, Frederich Carl Bendixsen, was a consul for
the Danish government and a member of a well-to-do family “of high
station.” His mother, Mariane Emilie Augusta von Mehren, came from
the same class. But Hans did not follow his father into public
service or enter the family tobacco business. Described as
“precocious,” he apprenticed himself in his early teens to Poul
Pagh, a shipbuilder in the Danish seaport town of Aalborg. About
1856, he moved to Copenhagen and apprenticed two more years at Poap
& Mitchelsen. Around 1858, he shipped as a carpenter on a
vessel bound for Brazil.

Within a few years, Bendixsen decided his future
was at America’s western edge. Rounding Cape Horn, he arrived in
San Francisco on June 18, 1863. He worked for shipbuilder Mathew
Turner for several years, building the 173-ton brig Nautilus, and
he collaborated with Charles Murray to construct the 295-ton
barkentine Eureka. He then moved to the new town of Eureka
in Humboldt County to work at Euphronius Cousins’ shipyard and
others.

Within two or three years of his arrival on
Humboldt Bay, Bendixsen laid the keel of his first lumber vessel,
the 99-ton river schooner Fairy Queen, Taking on a partner
named Thomas McDonald, he constructed it on the Eureka waterfront
at the foot of L Street near the Dolbeer & Carson mill. Just 27
years old, he launched the vessel on June 26, 1869. Within five
years, he built 18 more ships, mostly two-masted lumber schooners
and schooners meant for trade with South Pacific islands.

Business boomed for Bendixsen, and in 1873, he
shifted operations across Humboldt Bay to Fairhaven, taking over a
14-acre yard run by G.M. Fay & Brother. The yard had a drafting
shed, a wood shed, a lodging house, a cook house, 500 feet of bay
frontage, and 20 workers. Bendixsen built 12 ships in 1875
(including two at his old Eureka yard), and 11 ships the following
year, including his first three-masted schooner, the 348-ton
Excelsior. In 1877, he launched a similar vessel, the
Compeer. Local mills couldn’t supply lumber in the 80 to
110-foot lengths he needed, so he imported lumber from Puget Sound.
Later on, he built his own sawmill, but he may have overextended
himself. He fell into financial problems and had to sell
everything, including his home, to pay off his debts. Struggling,
he leased back his shipyard and took on a partner, Thomas Peterson,
for a year. Bendixsen built only eight ships from 1877 to 1879. He
hit a low point in the production cycle in 1880, when he built just
one vessel, a small 187-ton, three-master called the Ida
McKay.

++++++++++

Eureka: Timber and shipbuilding

Eureka was less than two decades old when H.D.
Bendixsen arrived to begin his career. While he learned
shipbuilding in Denmark, American sailors and gold seekers in the
rush of 1849 rediscovered Humboldt Bay, a protected harbor on the
northern California coast. Spanish explorers had entered it as
early as 1602, but the bay was nearly forgotten until 1849, when
the brig Cameo explored the area, along with other vessels.
The visitors sought the mouth of the Trinity River and a water
route to the gold fields in the Coast Ranges. Failing to locate the
outlet (the Trinity joins the Klamath River inland), they did find
another source of wealth: timber. The Cameo carried logs for
pilings to San Francisco.

The loggers and sawyers who followed
Cameo to Humboldt Bay found a rich and dense forest, as
verdant as any in the tropics, and as limitless. Pines, firs, and
spruces covered the lowlands and hills for 35 or 40 miles east from
the beaches to the mountains. The loggers salivated beneath the
coast redwood, a species of sequoia that grew up to 350 feet tall.
Within a year of white settlement of Eureka in 1850, ships were
carrying lumber from primitive sawmills to the Bay Area. But the
earliest mills could handle only small logs. In 1852, Captain James
T. Ryan arrived with his steam sidewheeler Santa Clara. At a
pre-selected point, he ran the vessel aground, turned the steam
engine into a power plant for a redwood sawmill, and shipped a load
of redwood lumber to San Francisco. By 1854, nine mills cut wood on
Humboldt Bay.

++++++++++

But in that year, 1880, on January 20, the
entrepreneur married 27-year-old Miss Emma Taegen. Born in 1852 at
Emmerich am Rhein, a small town on the German side of the Rhine
River, she helped him through seven years of hard times. She “never
forgot those bleak years when she rowed across the bay to buy
groceries to cook for her husband’s crew,” one historian wrote.
Hans gave his wife “much of the credit for his success.” They found
a partnership that grew into love, but they never had children.

Starting in 1881, Bendixsen got into a groove,
constructing around three ships a year. And the average size of his
vessels rose in response to demands for larger ships. The so-called
“great schooners” of the period appeared in the 1880s, starting
with four masts and later five, six, and more. Bendixsen built his
first four-masted lumber schooner in 1887, the 487-ton Wm. F.
Witzemann. In 1892, he launched the largest wooden vessel on
the Pacific Coast at the time, the Jane L. Stanford, 970
tons, which could carry 1.5 million board feet of lumber. This
four-masted vessel was rigged as a barkentine, a
schooner/square-rigger hybrid that took advantage of following
winds more efficiently that a standard fore-and-aft schooner.
Bendixsen also responded to technological changes, constructing
seven steam-powered schooners.

As Bendixsen’s reputation grew, most of his
competitors on Humboldt Bay got out of the shipbuilding business.
As many as a dozen companies built vessels on the bay in the last
half of the nineteenth century. By the mid-1890s, two leaders were
left: Bendixsen Shipyard and Euphronius Cousins Shipyard, run by
Peter Mathews, who later moved his operations to Hoquiam, Wash. In
August 1891, the number was almost reduced to one. Disaster struck
Bendixsen again when fire destroyed most of his facility. The yard
was ripe for a conflagration: A site plan map notes that the
buildings were lit by kerosene lanterns and heated by wood refuse.
The boilers of donkey engines on site were fired with wood. There
were water barrels on the wooden roofs of buildings, a 5,000 gallon
water tank on a 124-foot wooden tower, and a steam-powered pump.
But there was no watchman and no hoses. Lumber and wood chips
covered nearly every foot of the site. But ship construction
continued, and Bendixsen rebuilt everything, upgrading the larger
buildings with corrugated iron roofs. Operations were back to
normal six months later. In 1896, a magazine dubbed Bendixsen
Shipyards “the most important wooden ship building yard on the
Pacific Coast today.”

Bendixsen did more than build ships, he invested
in them, adding credibility to his product and regular income to
his bank account. Many of his ship contracts came from leading
lumber companies, such as Dolbeer & Carson. If the owner
offered the opportunity, Bendixsen bought minority interest of
anywhere from six to 28 percent in the vessel. He was part-owner of
more of his own vessels than any other builder. On a day-to-day
basis for Wawona, Dolbeer & Carson would charter the
vessel from the owners at the prevailing market rates, paying a
stipulated freight rate per thousand board feet. “The managing
owners collected the freight money from themselves, paid the
schooner’s expenses, which included a commission on their
collections or disbursements, and distributed the profits regularly
to the part-owners,” wrote maritime historian Harlan Trott. A
Bendixsen contemporary said, “[Bendixsen] enjoys today a
comfortable income from interest in some vessels which he built on
that basis.”

Bendixsen also built ships on speculation, and
although it’s not clear how he financed construction, he may have
self-financed the initial construction, building the vessel on a
kind of “pay as you go” system. “During the building of a ship,
Bendixsen would sell shares of it to local merchants and others who
had money to invest,” said one source. “By the time the ship was
completed, it would be sold.” At its launch, Wawona cost
$29,075 to construct. Bendixsen owned almost 21 percent of the
vessel.

* * *

As the wind at Fairhaven whipped the spotless
new pennants on Wawona, the clonk of leather soles on wood
announced the boss’s arrival to the men inside the shipyard office,
which was painted bright red with white trim on the windows.
Wawona was Bendixsen’s 92nd vessel. For more than a year,
sawyers, shipwrights, carpenters, molders, plankers, dubbers,
caulkers, painters, and other craftsmen at H.D. Bendixsen’s
Shipyard had sculpted wood from North America’s most fertile
forests into a 165-foot, 468-ton workboat that represented the
artistic and engineering height of wooden sailing ship
construction.

But unlike today’s engineers, who rely on
computer modeling, Bendixsen’s shipwrights worked from half-hull
models that covered two walls of the office. A store room held
patterns and paperwork. A typewriter and account books sat on a
chest-high table. The yard superintendent stepped off the high
stool when Bendixsen opened the door. The owner greeted the super,
and he asked about last minute preparations for the launch. As he
made ready to send Wawona down the ways, he knew that the
days of the sailing ship were numbered; his workers were putting
together a wooden ship driven by steam.

As a crowd gathered around Wawona, Emma
went down to the shore to greet the launch ceremony guests. Some
checked their watches, an eye out for the expected tugboat. The
guest list likely included the owners: John Dolbeer, an innovative
industrialist who lived in San Francisco; William Carson, Dolbeer’s
partner in Dolbeer & Carson Lumber Company and owner of an
enormous mansion in Eureka; A. Cavner and J. Lundstrom of Eureka;
and Captain Olaf Isaacksen, Wawona’s first master. Emma
greeted each of these important businessmen with an enthusiastic
smile and congratulations. She was naturally outgoing; in her
retirement years, she befriended a retired seaman, loved to play
cards in a parlor covered with paintings of Bendixsen’s ships,
drove an electric car, ordered around a cook and a maid, and kept a
parrot named Polly, which sat on her shoulder during walks.

++++++++++

The steam donkey

In 1882, John Dolbeer patented one of the most
important machines of the late nineteenth century, the steam donkey
engine, which replaced teams of oxen in timber-cutting.
Essentially, Dolbeer adapted a shipboard steam winch for use in the
forests. He mounted the winch, with its accompanying boiler, piston
and cylinder, crank, and gearing, on a heavy wooden sled. Later
models used a vertical capstan to pull manila or wire rope, doing
work similar to the bull teams, that is, dragging logs out of the
woods, onto skid roads, and down to the rivers or mills. For the
next generation, the huffing and puffing of the steam donkey and
its variations, along with its shrill whistle, echoed on timberland
from California to British Columbia. Bendixsen put a steam donkey
on Wawona’s deck to help seamen raise her heavy fore, main,
and mizzen sails.

++++++++++

In the maritime-dependent communities around
Humboldt Bay, ship launchings such as Wawona’s were civic
events: Besides the owners, local dignitaries, businessmen, and
their spouses and children attended. Some guests made the mile or
so crossing from Eureka by rowboat. Everyone was in their Sunday
best. The ceremony program may have featured music; the 1891
launching of Bendixsen’s three-masted schooner Roy Somers
was accompanied by “the shrill notes of a Scotch bagpipe.”

A new reporter for the Humboldt Standard
in Eureka found Emma inspecting the pies at the food table and he
asked her to explain her husband’s contribution to the shipbuilding
industry. Hans built his business around a specialized technology.
In his early years as a shipwright, he learned that the fast
growing timber companies needed a new type of vessel for
transporting lumber. The first lumber ships mid-century were
general cargo vessels pressed into lumber droghing. But stevedores
struggled to get long planks or structural timbers in the ships’
small hatches, and storing lumber on deck made the ships top-heavy.
Early west coast shipwrights cut hatches in the sterns to ease
loading. But these hatches could open in heavy seas and sink a
vessel. Gradually, the timber companies demanded their own fleets
of ships designed exclusively to carry lumber.

The fore-and-aft rigged lumber schooner,
including Wawona, evolved out of this demand. Schooners,
which first appeared in eighteenth-century New England, handled
better in the prevailing winds along the Pacific Coast and they
could maneuver more easily than square-riggers in the tight
quarters of the coastline’s small harbors. The first lumber
schooners had two masts, then three.

The lumber schooner hulls had one deck, a broad
beam, and they were flat, meaning only a short distance separated
the keel and the deck, compared to other vessels. Dockworkers
loaded lumber into the hold through outsized deck hatches, or
through small hatches in the stern counter. They also stacked
lumber on deck twice a man’s height and more. Once the load was
delivered, the ships would usually return to the mill “in ballast,”
that is, without cargo, although the owners might offer charters
for non-lumber cargoes during slow periods. The ships also required
a crew of just five to seven men to operate, which kept labor costs
down.

In the shipyard office, Bendixsen conferred with
the superintendent and nodded without saying a word. “While he was
particular about the work that was done, Bendixsen was never known
to have ever given credit to anyone, regardless of how good a job
was done,” remembered Harlan Gow, one of Bendixsen’s shipwrights.
Silent, but apparently satisfied, the boss decided to join his
guests for Wawona’s launching.

Stepping out the front door of the office onto a
small porch, Bendixsen saw three ships: Wawona, and two
others under construction, surrounded by workmen. “One ship would
be in ‘frame,’ one in ‘sealing,’ and one being planned to
completion,” Gow said. At its peak, Bendixsen employed 150 people,
and his yard was constantly busy. Wood chips from Bendixsen’s main
raw material, Douglass-fir, mixed with the beach sand and dirt at
his feet. Bendixsen and the other Humboldt County shipbuilders
pioneered the use of Doug fir, which they referred to as “Humboldt
pine,” “red fir,” or “Oregon pine.” Eastern shipbuilders scorned
the wood, saying it was too soft for ships. But western shipwrights
argued for its fine, dense grain and ability to hold iron bolts.
And the 300-foot height of the trees meant that lumber could be cut
to 125-foot lengths, reducing the needs for joints or “scarfs” that
reduced structural integrity.

Some of Bendixsen’s logs probably came from
Freshwater, just a few miles east of Eureka, in a stand owned by
the Excelsior Redwood Company. Tugboats delivered a raft of logs
regularly to his yard, mooring them off the beach next to his
20,000 square-foot sawmill. The building was 250 feet long, 80 feet
wide, and perhaps as tall. Smoke poured from the stack of the steam
donkey engine that powered the saw, the planer, and the machinery
that shifted the logs. A worker guided logs from a log raft toward
the log way and a chain that dragged it into the head rig, which
was a double-circular saw, two single circular saws mounted one
above the other. The spinning teeth chirrrred as they chewed into
the wood.

Sections of clear, knotless wood fell away from
the log, and sawyers guided the log into the saws for another
swipe. The cuts were transferred to the planer, which ground the
flat surfaces smooth. The planer could handle planks up to 10
inches thick. The longest, largest, and heaviest pieces, as much as
20 inches on each side, became the keel, the keelson, the assistant
keelson, also called the “sister,” the keelson rider, the garboard,
the stanchions, the bottom planks, the floor ceiling planks, the
bilge ceiling planks, the shelves, the clamps, the main cap rails,
and the masts. The samson post, a 20-inch by 20-inch behemoth 20
feet long cut from the heart of the tree, was so huge a grown man
could not wrap his arms around it. Men driving mules loaded the cut
pieces onto carts and laid them in the area reserved for seasoning,
where up to three years of Pacific winds would dry and strengthen
the wood.

Away from the sawmill, at the shipwright’s
building, men worked with a donkey-powered band saw, while others
cut with axes, adzes and other hand tools, fashioning pieces for
the stem, including the stemson, the apron, the gripe, and
deadwood. Other wood was hewn into the stern post, with the
accompanying rudder post and counter timbers. The shipwrights also
fabricated and assembled parts for the frames, the curved ribs
which gave Wawona’s hull its shape and volume. Men laid two
sets of 10-inch thick timbers called “futtocks” on top of the
other. Differing lengths of futtocks overlapped one another and
when bolted together formed a single frame. The shipwrights
attached approximately 40 frames to Wawona’s keel nine
inches apart.

On the schooner’s single deck, the deck beams
lay on the shelves, which themselves sat on clamps, two lengths of
wood equal in importance to the frames and the keel. Each clamp was
a continuous timber that ran from bow to stern and attached to the
inside of each frame. Imagine a series of “U” shaped frames,
attached at the bottom to a single piece of milled wood, the keel,
and fastened together at the top with continuous timbers on either
side of the “U.” Most shipbuilders had to join smaller lengths of
wood together to create a keel and clamps. But Bendixsen’s mill
could mill whole 125-foot logs. That meant each of his keels and
clamps could be one single timber, making the entire hull assembly
stronger and more durable while retaining flexibility.

The knees were the final piece of the structural
puzzle. Knees were massive chunks of curved members sculpted from
the point where the main roots of the tree buttressed the base of
the trunk. Workmen inserted 44 custom-fitted knees into the angle
where the deck beam met the shelf, adding the strength to handle
hundreds of thousands of board feet of lumber stored on deck for
the trip down the Pacific Coast. Iron drifts, headless rods driven
by sledgehammers, added more strength, not only to the knees, but
throughout the hull. The sledges flattened one end of the rod into
a head.

Working on the two vessels next to Wawona
in framing and in sealing, workmen called “plankers” laid streaks
of planking along the outside of the frame, while other men lined
the inside of the frame with ceiling. By the time the outer and
inner planks were laid, the hull was nearly two feet thick. Working
ahead of the plankers was a specialist called a “dubber.” He
carefully chipped the surface of the frame with an adze to ensure
the plank laid flat against the wood. If the dubber worked too
slow, or the planks did not lay “fair,” the work had to be
redone.

Following the dubbers, other plankers bored
one-inch holes through the plank into the frame and fastened the
plank to the frame with “trunnels,” also called treenails, which
were usually made of imported Eastern locust. One of Harlan Gow’s
first jobs at Bendixsen’s yard was crawling under the boat,
trimming the plugs off the treenails overhead, and planing them
down with a hand planer. “This was a tough job,” he said.
“Ship-building was not meant to be easy.” After the planks were
trimmed, caulkers pounded loose jute or hemp fibers called “oakum”
in the seams between the planks, sealing the seam with boiling
tar.
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Wawona delivers lumber in 1899. She is
carrying a full load in her hold and on her deck, as well as a load
of pilings under the foresail boom. (Northwest Seaport)

In the spar-making shop and the joiner shop,
shipwrights and their apprentices chiseled and scraped long timbers
into booms, gaffs, masts, and spars, which would carry sails. The
workers carved eastern hardwoods into the gaff and boom jaws, the
parts that rubbed against the masts. The cleats, cavails, and
pinrails were also fabricated from hardwood. Arizona mesquite made
up the corners of the bitts. Much of the fine woodwork, such as the
paneling in the cabins or the window frames and the skylights, was
done in the joiner shop.

Despite his taciturn manner, and refusal to give
credit where credit was due, Bendixsen understood the back-breaking
nature of shipbuilding, and he tried to take care of his people.
Wages were low: He paid his men from $1.50 to $3.50 a day. But he
required just an eight-hour shift, “which was something of a
novelty on Humboldt Bay,” one source noted. “Bendixsen interpreted
this as being: ‘as much as you can do in eight hours.’” Many of his
workmen lived with their families in the hamlet of Fairhaven next
to the yard. Some lived in Eureka and commuted across the bay in
rowboats. “For the single men, the boarders, the shipyard ran a
good cookhouse.”

The shipbuilder also took an interest in his
workers’ welfare outside the job. Though many of his craftsmen came
from New England, many came from his native Denmark. He spoke his
native language to his Danish workers. In 1900, a Danish-American
fraternity held a convention near Eureka, and Bendixsen declared an
open house at Fairhaven. “That night, when Bendixsen workers
knocked off late to catch the train” writes Harlan Trott, in The
Schooner That Came Home, about the preservation of Bendixsen’s
ship C.A. Thayer, “the big-hearted boss chartered a special
train to transport them to the Danish fete at Ferndale.” Bendixsen
kept in close touch with his customers and business contacts by
joining two fraternities: the Independent Order of Odd Fellows,
which focused on charitable work, and the local lodge of the
Scottish Rite Masons, where he rose to the 32nd degree, a top
leadership position.

Bendixsen conferred with the foreman when a cry
came up from the beach, “Here comes the tug!” followed by a shrill
toot from the tug’s whistle. Both men turned to the water and
Bendixsen glanced at his watch: Just a few minutes before high
tide. He trotted to the ways while the superintendent yelled for
everyone to stop work and gather round the Wawona. In a
moment, all sawing, chopping, and pounding stopped while a team of
men in dungarees, flannel shirts, and cloth caps or felt hats
gathered by the vessel. Bendixsen circled around Wawona,
looking for any flaw, crawling underneath to check the keel blocks,
the cradle, the ways, and the drag hawser. Satisfied, he stepped
over the supports and wood chips to the dignitaries, and shook
everyone’s hand. He stood by Emma and strained to see
Wawona’s pennant flapping in the breeze 130 feet above him,
surrounded by signal flags and Old Glory. Seamen called
Wawona’s rig “baldheaded,” meaning she lacked the topmasts
of a standard schooner. That meant she could carry a larger spread
of canvas.

Mounting a small platform at Wawona’s
bow, a young woman waited under the “fiddlehead,” a curved piece of
wood in place of a figurehead and scored with graceful shapes that
resembled the head of a fiddle. Yellow paint filled the delicate
gouges and grooves, and the white petals of a pansy accented the
carving at the bowsprit. The woman held a bottle of champagne
wrapped in red, white and blue ribbon.

Bendixsen nodded to the superintendent.

“Wedge up!” the super shouted, and the clock,
clock, clock of sledgehammers on wood filled the silence. The
team, working in the shadow of Wawona’s 468-ton bulk,
knocked out the blocks of fir under the keel, starting at the stern
post and inching their way forward. The ship’s black hull slowly
settled on the cradle, a pair of structures on either side of the
keel, about a third of the way to the edge of the hull’s curve. An
occasional creak escaped the lattice of wood in the cradle.
Meanwhile, two men put a fresh mixture of tallow and soap on the
launching ways, a pair of parallel skids running to the water. In
about 15 minutes, all the keel blocks were knocked away and the
sledge team emerged from under Wawona.

A set of bolts on the “sliding ways”, a skid the
carries the cradle on the launching ways, was now the only thing
holding Wawona from the water. Just behind the bolts, toward
Wawona, an apprentice carpenter had drawn a line across the
wood, and marked intervals of one inch down the timber. Two pairs
of carpenters each laid a crosscut saw on the line and waited.

Bendixsen checked his watch: 2:00 p.m. He nodded
again to the super.

“Stop at your first mark!” the super barked, and
two pairs of carpenters let their saw bite slowly into the wood
down to the first inch mark. The two teams worked in tandem, lest
one cradle start to slide before the other and bring the vessel
down on its side.

“Stop at your second mark!” the super yelled,
and the carpenters sawed, then stopped.

“Saw away!!” Now the carpenters worked as fast
as they could, taking huge bites out of the timber, with sawdust
piling up on each side. A sudden CRACK! stopped them, and they
dropped the saws and scattered as the remaining wood tore and
parted and Wawona’s slide began. The young woman, told the
crack is her signal, and seeing the bow pull away from her, whacked
the stem with the champagne, breaking the bottle, and christening
the ship. Sticky, fizzy wine splashed on the dignitaries, and
everyone raised a cheer as Wawona picked up speed, two,
four, eight, twelve, fourteen feet per second, the cradle groaning
as it carried her full weight over the ways, smoke rising from the
hot tallow, and the sea parting with a slowly rising hiss,
welcoming her by moving aside, and the tug’s whistle screamed,
along with the donkeys’ whistles on shore, Wawona’s stern
lifting, the rudder locked in place, the cradle letting her go, and
the drag hawser pulling on an anchor, slowing her down as if the
land did not want her to leave, but she said goodbye to the land
and the man who built her when the bow finally settled into the
foam kicked up by the black hull, and she floated free. The cheers
died down, and the whistles faded, and a deck hand on the tug threw
a line aboard to capture her and put her to work. The tug led
Wawona, the largest vessel of her type built on the west
coast, to a mill to load her first cargo, bound for San Diego. A
carpenter chiseled into a deck beam Wawona’s registration
number: 81576.

++++++++++

The meaning of “wawona”

Lore passed down to caretakers of the
Wawona claims that the word “wawona” is Yosemite Indian
onomatopoeia for the hoot of an owl. The author has also seen
“wawona” defined as a mountain flower. Words in many languages
often have several meanings. But the author is inclined to select
another suggested meaning, “big tree,” given Wawona’s
original purpose as a lumber carrier.

++++++++++

* * *

After Wawona, Bendixsen built 17 more
vessels: seven four-masted schooners, five steam schooners, two
barkentines, two three-masted baldheaded schooners, and a
four-masted oil-tank barge. Nudged by friends and Emma, he named
his 100th ship H.D. Bendixsen, a 641-ton, four-masted lumber
schooner, after himself in 1898. The last ship he designed was the
772-ton, four-masted lumber schooner Alvena, launched in
1901. By the time he sold his shipyard that year, as historian
Harriet DeLong put it, “the sturdy Dane [had
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