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Preface



I wish I was a big man and could build the fastest yacht in the world. I would give it to Sir Tommy as my papa says he is the greatest, grandest and most gallant sportsman in the big world.


– Eleven-year-old schoolboy from Boston, 1903


A sportsman? Hardly. Thomas Lipton (1850–1931), the grocer from Glasgow who rose from relative poverty to create a global business brand wasn’t even a sailor. He certainly wasn’t a Victorian Alan Bond, Larry Ellison or Ted Turner – all wealthy businessmen who converted their own love of sailing into multimillion-dollar campaigns for yachting’s greatest prize, the America’s Cup. Unlike them, Tommy never took the helm; he didn’t know his spinnaker from his spars and he knew nothing of gybing or tacking. Yet despite this, the schoolboy from Boston is not mistaken. In Tommy’s attitudes towards his opponents and towards defeat he was indeed a great sportsman, in the true sense of the word, and it is more than fitting that he is honoured in the America’s Cup Hall of Fame.


In fact, if the trend for making lists and virtual halls of fame continues, then Thomas Lipton deserves to make more than one appearance. He could also feature in a businessman-turned-diplomat ‘top ten’. His record in corporate responsibility was impressive, and in his employee relations he was almost peerless. Certainly, too, he merits a place as one of the great business innovators, having played no small role in revolutionising the grocery business in Britain. Then, of course, there’s the list of the most enduring brands of all time. Within Tommy’s own lifetime, Lipton’s Tea transformed the drinking habits of at least one nation. Even in Britain, where the Lipton brand is not as ubiquitous as it is in other parts of the world, there is still an understanding that if you’re talking about Lipton you must be talking about tea. In fact the Lipton brand, now owned by Unilever, is one of the top five beverage brands in the world today, measured by consumption. There is now even Pepsi Lipton International, a joint venture between Unilever and Pepsico that capitalises on the global ready-to-drink tea markets.


And – not that anyone would ever be mad enough to create such a list – Tommy Lipton could lay legitimate claim to being the most Irish American Scot of all time. Though Tommy was born in the Gorbals district of Glasgow, Scotland’s second city, and once the second city of the British Empire, his parents came from Ulster. All of his family was born in Ireland, and he retained a deep sense of his Irish heritage and character throughout his life. Every one of his America’s Cup challengers was named ‘Shamrock’ and he represented the Royal Ulster Yacht Club in those challenges. It is no wonder, then, that he was frequently referred to as Irish in the American media. As for his life-long love affair with America, this was shaped by his first visit there in his teenage years. The contrast between what he had experienced at home and the American approach to life and business was so stark that it changed his entire outlook.


If there are two other fascinations which equal the modern popular obsession with making lists, they are celebrity and sports. Thomas Lipton was unquestionably and beyond all doubt one of the best-known and, it might be added, best-loved public figures in the world from the late 1890s to his death in 1931. Unlike today’s celebrities, however, he was spared intrusions into his private life: the media accepted what he told them and no journalist probed too deeply into his past. For his part, he chose not to wear his heart on his sleeve in the most private of matters and carefully constructed the Lipton image through the preservation of press articles and interviews.


As for being a winner in sport, Tommy Lipton accumulated a Michael Schumacher-sized collection of trophies and awards for yachting. Yet cynics might argue that he is like a Brazilian football manager who never won a World Cup, or a golfer or tennis player who topped the earnings list but never won a major title. Tommy was indeed often pigeonholed as the world’s greatest loser. It might actually be said that he made an art of losing, even rendering the victor’s win almost unimportant, because in every contest the public and the press, whether in Britain or America or anywhere else, only really wanted to talk about Lipton. Tommy would have been the first to deny this: there was nothing he wanted more in the last thirty years of his life than to win the America’s Cup for the Royal Ulster Yacht Club and Britain. It was his dream to be remembered as the man who challenged America and won, as the man who brought back the America’s Cup to Britain, not as the world’s best loser or even ‘Tea Tom’. It was definitely not by design but is nevertheless true that Tommy was famed and revered for his gold medal performances in sportsmanship every time he stepped into the public arena. The reactions to his defeats in America and the outpouring of affection for him over thirty years were truly remarkable: imagine the American public willing the Europeans to win the Ryder Cup or cheering on the Russians against the USA in an Olympic ice hockey match.


Without a doubt, Tommy Lipton’s name ought to appear on any list of the ‘greatest, grandest and most gallant sportsmen in the big world’.
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Columbia, the first challenge, 1899


Throughout the spring of 1899 the whole of America was eagerly awaiting the return of a national hero. The man in question was Admiral George Dewey, commander of the US Navy’s Asiatic Squadron whose victory at Manila Bay on 1 May 1898 was the first major engagement of the Spanish–American war – a short-lived conflict which ended in a decisive American victory three months later. Across the country, millions of people followed Dewey’s progress in the newspapers as he made his way back via Ceylon, Gibraltar, Trieste, Naples and Villefranche towards an ecstatic welcome. In the event, however, his homecoming did not quite work out as planned. Early on a summer’s morning in 1899, the Olympia, the cruiser onboard which Dewey had led the small squadron of American ships into Manila Bay the year before, gently steamed into New York Harbour several days before she was expected. Though this was the moment America had been anticipating for months, she was caught napping. But who should be awake and alive to this discovery? Sir Thomas Lipton, on board his private yacht in readiness for his forthcoming challenge for the America’s Cup, arguably the world’s greatest maritime prize.


With an entrepreneur’s presence of mind, Tommy quickly summoned what newspapermen he could find at such an early hour and set off on his own launch for the Olympia. Welcomed aboard, he was taken to meet the admiral in his cabin and breakfast with him. Tommy noted, ‘Admiral Dewey was tremendously interested in the forthcoming races and we had a lot to talk about.’ As Tommy departed an hour later Olympia’s crew were lining the rails, waving their tea packets at him. ‘At first I was non-plussed at these packages. Then I suddenly remembered that some weeks previously the Olympia had called in at Ceylon on her way home from the Philippines, and that I had cabled instructions to my manager out there to present every man of the crew with a package of Lipton’s tea. These packages were now on their way home to the sailors’ wives and sweethearts.’ Needless to say, all of these events were reported upon extensively. Tommy was quick to capitalise still further on this unexpected coup by inviting Dewey and his senior officers aboard his own yacht, Erin, that same evening, in order to reciprocate the admiral’s hospitality. Dewey could only accept the offer.


In no small measure, Americans – politicians, press and the public alike – applauded Tommy’s style and self-confidence. There was definitely something different about this man, and he certainly wasn’t the staid, imperialist, patronising aristocrat many had come to expect from Britain. Almost overnight, Tommy gained both acceptance and respect in America in a way that had been unimaginable only days before. He was rewarded with the honour of Erin leading the port column in the triumphant parade of ships in celebration of Dewey’s return.


However, even when the parade was over, Tommy wasn’t quite able to focus on his main purpose for being in New York, namely his challenge to win the America’s Cup. Two days after the city of New York ground to a halt for the naval reception and street parade, he was invited to a dinner at the Waldorf Hotel with the ratings and the petty officers of the Olympia. As Bob Crampsey noted in his book on Lipton, Tommy was fascinated by the idea of these men at the bottom of the naval ladder being entertained in one of New York’s most prestigious hotels: ‘It was difficult to imagine a couple of ship’s companies taking over Claridge’s or the Savoy.’


As with so many other key points in his life, Tommy gives no true indication of his feelings or his mental strength as he approached his first challenge for the America’s Cup. Yet, in that long celebratory weekend that preceded the first of the races, due to take place on the Tuesday, Tommy was surely elated by his masterful timing. He had first thought about the cup twelve years previously and had written to the MP for Cork, WJ Lynn, offering to put up the money for an all-Irish challenger – that is, a boat built in Ireland and crewed exclusively by the Irish. It had proved impossible, however, as there simply wasn’t the boat-building or sailing expertise in Ireland at that time. However, quite apart from the extremely fortuitous arrival of the victorious Dewey, there are three reasons why Tommy’s 1899 challenge was far better timed than anything considered in the late 1880s.


Firstly, Tommy had absolutely no public profile outside of the grocery business in 1887. By contrast, in 1899 he was known across Britain, having been knighted the previous year. Secondly, his business life consumed him in the 1880s; he was still mentally a hundred miles away from creating time for another pursuit, and, not having even been close to yacht racing or even sailing per se, he had no idea of the commitment, in terms of time and money, that an America’s Cup challenge entailed.


Thirdly, on the international stage, relations between the countries had recently soured, with America taking a very dim view of what it perceived to be an unsavoury blend of British greed and aggression in South Africa’s Transvaal, where the occupying Boers wanted to protect their land and newly found gold. By 1899 war looked inevitable, and American sympathy, by and large, lay with the Boers; The New York Times referred to the British position as ‘very sad and very shameful’. Though this may sound like bad timing, in fact it represented an opportunity to heal relations and show Americans a different side of Britishness.


Even though American industrial might had gained such power and momentum and Britain’s status as the first industrialised nation had lost its lustre, the America’s Cup aroused strong emotions on both sides of the Atlantic – so strong, in fact, that all the rational economic, and at times diplomatic, certainties of nationhood were left behind. To understand exactly why this sailing contest – for that’s what it was, one yacht racing another – assumed such national importance, and just why Tommy Lipton was the right man at the right time to challenge for it in 1899, requires some understanding of the cup’s genesis.


In 1851, when Tommy was just a baby, the British home of yacht racing was, then as now, at Cowes on the Isle of Wight under the auspices of the Royal Yacht Squadron. Founded as the Yacht Club in 1815, in the aftermath of Waterloo, the squadron’s members were given the unique privilege of being allowed to fly the white naval ensign by the Admiralty in 1829. Royal status was granted by King William IV in 1833. In short, the Royal Yacht Squadron at Cowes was ordained as the premier yachting arena in Britain and, by extension, the world, given Britain’s reputation for producing the best sailors and the best boats.


Though there was no formal challenge to the rest of the world to come and beat the best of British yachts, there had been some bragging and isolated yachting duels in previous years. The very idea of a yacht purpose-built in America being strong enough to withstand the pounding of an Atlantic crossing but still fast enough to beat the best of British yachts on her arrival would have seemed preposterous in 1850. Even if the yacht in question had the talismanic name America, cost $20,000 and embodied all the technology and sailing know-how that the New World had to offer, and even if she didn’t have the old-fashioned cod’s head and mackerel tail design, but was broad and shallow with a long, hollow bow and fine-cut sails, her sailors wouldn’t know the wind conditions in the Solent half as well as British yachtsmen. Anyway, the following year Britain planned to showcase her supremacy to the world in the Great Exhibition; the Americans surely wouldn’t choose that moment for a blatantly foolhardy challenge.


Yet that’s just what they did. The idea – unexpected and financially and reputationally risky as it was – belonged to John Stevens, a New York business man who owed his own success and wealth in no small measure to the innovations and entrepreneurial spirit of his father, Colonel John Stevens. Colonel Stevens had set his son an example by building his reputation and his wealth on achieving a number of firsts: his was the first steam ferry to cross the Hudson as a service, and he ran the first ferry service to Philadelphia.


Stevens Junior built, sailed and raced boats in New York’s harbour. It was on one of these, the schooner Gimcrack, that he decided to form the New York Yacht Club with eight of his friends. Stevens thus achieved his own first: becoming the first commodore of the New York Yacht Club. From this foundation, the idea to build America was born. He formed a syndicate of five friends to spread the financial risk. Even so, he was still in danger of ridiculing his family’s business reputation at home and his country’s standing – not just in sailing – abroad. Yet these factors were heavily outweighed by youthful confidence, an entrepreneurial conviction that a challenge could be met and overcome and a simple nationalistic belief that America was not inferior to Britain. America would not be second-rate.


So, America crossed the Atlantic. The Royal Yacht Squadron offered every courtesy and facility, but Stevens threw down the gauntlet, suggesting a race between America and any Royal Yacht Squadron yacht over 20 to 70 miles for a prize of £10,000. There was no direct answer, but teased by The Times about British dedication to ‘our national naval spirit’, the Royal Yacht Squadron made a counter proposition, inviting the America to participate in a challenge cup valued at £100.


On 22 August 1851, with Queen Victoria watching aboard the royal yacht Victoria and Albert, America triumphed. Luck only played a small part in her victory. The yacht’s design, especially her elegant bow, combined with fine seamanship and her well-cut cotton sails, contributed to a well-deserved victory. Within a month of this puncturing of British naval pride, Commodore Stevens and his syndicate made a handsome profit by selling America for $25,000 to the Irish peer Lord John de Blaquière. With hindsight, it is hard to fathom why they denied themselves not only the public adulation, affection and gratitude that would have greeted them when they sailed back into New York Harbour, but also the much greater business opportunities that America’s physical presence could have created.


Stevens himself was to die only six years later. The cup itself had originally and erroneously been known in the New York papers as the Queen’s Cup, but it was soon renamed after the yacht that had won it. So, with Stevens’s passing, the America’s Cup and its accompanying Deed of Gift became the property of the New York Yacht Club. This Deed of Gift established that the cup would be a perpetual challenge ‘for friendly competition between foreign countries’. The challenging yacht club would need to reach agreement with the defending club about the terms of racing. The challenging club was also obliged to give six months’ notice.


They may have failed to capitalise on the great commercial opportunity of America, but what tremendous foresight Stevens and his friends showed in immortalising their achievement. The America’s Cup was born. The fact that the Americans competed at Cowes in 1853 with a schooner, Sylvie, reputedly faster than America, and were soundly beaten by an English cutter, Julia, somehow didn’t matter. It couldn’t undo the damage done two years previously. Britain’s dominant position as ruler of the waves had been exposed as a myth. The British would have to take back the trophy that symbolised a nation’s seamanship. They would have to win the America’s Cup.


Initially, challenges were slow in coming, with the American Civil War and its aftermath delaying the feasibility of matches taking place. However, from 1870 onwards they came fast and furious. Each time, they were successfully rebuffed by the defending craft of the New York Yacht Club. The first few challenges emanated from Britain, predictably enough. Not so predictably, however, they were put together by James Ashbury, an ambitious entrepreneur who was not recognised as a member of the more established British yachting classes. In 1881 the Bay of Quinte Yacht Club of Belleville, Ontario, Canada raced the untried challenger Atlanta unsuccessfully in a match against the immeasurably better equipped and sailed Mischief.


More British challenges were to follow, in 1885, 1886 and 1887 respectively. Two of these emanated from Scotland: first, the Galatea, representing the Royal Northern Yacht Club and secondly, Thistle, flying the flag of the Royal Clyde Yacht Club. On each occasion, both failed to win a single match in the best of five series, though the Scots were not without some fine sailors and designers.


These challenges witnessed the New York Yacht Club’s assertion of its authority over the rules of engagement and, to some degree, the dilution of the essence of the cup as a friendly competition between foreign countries as represented by yacht clubs. However, the minor altercations that had arisen were as nothing compared to the America’s Cup storm that would rage in the 1890s. It was this next chapter in America’s Cup history that rendered Tommy Lipton’s arrival and conduct in 1899 so astonishing. But in this early period of the America’s Cup, from 1871 to the mid 1890s, Tommy was, quite literally, minding his own business. He had nothing to do with either of the Scottish challenges, and the idea of him, a Glasgow grocer, being linked in any way to the Royal Yacht Squadron was inconceivable.


Histories of the America’s Cup have not been kind to Windham Thomas Wyndham-Quin, 4th Earl of Dunraven and three times challenger for the America’s Cup. Inauspiciously, in 1889 his first challenger, Valkyrie, never even raised a sail in an America’s Cup match. The Royal Yacht Squadron, in whose name he challenged, would not agree to a new New York Yacht Club Deed of Gift ruling in which challengers were required to divulge additional dimensions and not just the length of their boat at the waterline.


Dunraven, a stranger to tact and diplomacy who seemed to embody the worst of the British Establishment, withdrew, but he persisted in hectoring the New York Yacht Club with his views on match conditions. The niggling continued until the club accepted a new challenger, Valkyrie II, whose waterline length only would be known to the defender. Even so, Valkyrie II was soundly beaten by Vigilant, the first America’s Cup yacht designed by Nathanael Greene Herreshoff, a man whose genius was acknowledged even by Lord Dunraven.


Dunraven’s third challenger was inevitably named Valkyrie III. The 1895 defender, helpfully christened Defender, was another Herreshoff design and was skippered by Hank Haff, who had already tasted America’s Cup glory on Volunteer in 1887. If that wasn’t enough to unsettle Dunraven, the volume of excursionists and spectator craft lining the course undoubtedly was, not least because his own Valkyrie II had been sunk after a collision during a race on the River Clyde the previous year, resulting in the loss of one life. As Lord Dunraven later recalled, he felt it was his ‘duty’ to protest against the poor policing of the racecourse. He also complained that Defender had added extra ballast before the first race, but this accusation was rejected.


After an emphatic defeat in the first race Valkyrie III led Defender home by a clear 47 seconds in the second race, but she was disqualified for damaging her opponent’s deck and topmast shroud with her boom – though not deliberately – at the start of the match. Valkyrie III did not complete the third race in protest at interference from other vessels on the course. Worse still, Dunraven returned home and, at this safe distance, wrote a stinging rebuke of the New York Yacht Club and her managing owner Charles Oliver Iselin in a magazine article. In essence, he alleged that victory had been achieved by illegitimate means. Dunraven was quickly struck off as a member of the New York Yacht Club.


Dunraven was not, in fact, without backbone and compassion. If not courageous, he certainly had a spirit of adventure. A one-time war correspondent for the Daily Telegraph, he had witnessed the 1870 war between France and Prussia. He was also partial to big-game shooting and spent time hunting in the United States with none other than Buffalo Bill. He was also a successful yachtsman in his own right over many years, winning, for example, the King’s Cup at Cowes in 1912 in his cruising ketch, Cariad II. He cared about the morale of his crew, and in 1895, the same year as the contentious challenge, he was elected a London county councillor for the borough of Wandsworth on the basis of his concern for working-class housing in the area.


Sadly, though, Thomas Wyndham-Quin, 4th Earl of Dunraven, is remembered for insensitivity. Single-handedly, he generated an enormous amount of ill-feeling between two friendly nations. At a time when the America’s Cup was the sporting contest of the age, his actions made front-page news. An estimated 65,000 spectators had watched Valkyrie III and Defender race, and the resentment of being accused of unfair play was keenly felt across the United States. So potent was the mix of national pride, prestige, sailing prowess and technological mastery vested in the America’s Cup by 1895 that his actions brought Anglo-American relations to a new low. In his autobiography he expressed no regrets but still felt a sense of shock years afterwards about ‘an amount of excitement that could not have been exceeded if someone had deliberately hurled an insult at the American nation. The tide of feeling ran very high.’


By 1899 Tommy Lipton was a national figure in Britain, a flamboyant and generous millionaire businessman whose profile was instantly recognised in any main street from Aberdeen to Brighton. Now in his late forties, he was balding, perhaps somewhat prematurely. His jolly, ruddy complexion was complimented by piercing blue eyes and a long, straight nose, but masked by a moustache of truly obscene dimensions. Standing tall at 5 feet 11 inches, he dressed smartly in finely cut, textured clothing. More often than not he sported a subtle cravat over a starched white shirt, but he was no dandy and was not given to posturing.


During his near thirty years of business he had worked hard at developing his own style and persona. Tommy presented himself as a hard-working man of the people, a showman even, who had made the drudgery and hardship of purchasing the necessities of life, such as eggs, ham and tea, both a pleasurable and an affordable experience. His way of life was about serving other people, giving customers what they wanted. He was an entrepreneur with a keen sense of responsibility to his employees and the thousands of ordinary people who chose Lipton’s because he kept his prices within their reach. He oozed charm in a smooth blend of Irish-Scottishness. He possessed that rare gift of putting whomever he was addressing – whether the poorest of his customers, his own staff or VIPs – immediately at their ease. No airs and graces, he was just Tommy Lipton, on a mission, it would seem, to disarm everyone in his path.


In short, his style and presentation were about as far removed as it was possible to be from Lord Dunraven and the members of the Royal Yacht Squadron, though he was no less passionate about being British and loyal to the British Crown. If anything, his recently acquired status as knight of the realm and friend of the Prince of Wales, not to mention the successful flotation of his company, had confirmed his belief that his cultivated, courteous open-handed style could work wonders for all that he held dear – for queen and country, for the Prince of Wales, who loved yachting, for Lipton’s and for the great mass of ordinary working-class British people who deserved a far better representative than the likes of Dunraven. He would be a people’s champion, a man who could put an end to the embarrassment and show the Americans what the British were really like.


Even overlooking the fact that he first considered an America’s Cup challenge in the 1880s, it seems rather disingenuous of Tommy that in the first mention on yachting in his autobiography Leaves from the Lipton Log (1931) he frames his interest in the cup as a return to his boyhood passion for sailing, by which he really means the thrill of being at sea on a yacht: ‘it was not until the year 1898 that I found my thoughts definitely and longingly turning again to my boyhood passion – to the wind and the waves and the salt spray lashing and a mast bending under a well-filled sail’. He claims that his intent in entering the cup was to gratify his ‘zest for the sea and give [him] more frequent respites from the cares of business. The appeal was almost irresistible.’ As so often with Tommy Lipton, this was only half of the truth.


Just one of the facts that he doesn’t mention is that his America’s Cup challenger was called Shamrock. This was not merely in deference to his Irish heritage or in homage to his model sailing boat of his youth in Glasgow: it was also a shrewd nod to a growing American market, a market that had more readily embraced the charm and vitality of many of its Irish immigrants than the arguably more serious-minded and less tolerant Scots. He chose, too, to mount his challenge through the Royal Ulster Yacht Club, demonstrating that he was not part of the landed British Establishment and honouring his parents’ birthplace. Moreover, although much of Shamrock I was fabricated on mainland Britain, her rigging was fitted at the Harland & Wolf shipyard in Belfast, and her masts were also furnished in Ireland.


The crew, however, was a mixture of English and Scottish sailors. Shamrock I’s skipper was also a Scot, Captain Archie Hogarth. Hogarth came from a traditional seafaring family and his father was well known the length of the Firth of Clyde. Hogarth owed his reputation as the best available skipper to his adept handling of the yacht Isolde over several seasons. He had also skippered the racing yacht Calluna, designed by William Fife, designer of Lord Dunraven’s Valkyrie II. Hogarth was assisted by Captain Robert Wringe. Wringe was hired because he was from Brightlingsea in Essex. He therefore had a good understanding of the majority of the crew, who came from the Colne-side villages of Wivenhoe and Rowehedge as well as Brightlingsea.


Shamrock I herself was another William Fife design, built by Thornycroft & Co. near London. She was 89 feet on the waterline and constructed with steel frames and manganese bronze plating. However, delays in her construction allowed only the briefest of racing trials to take place in British waters: just one completed race, over a 40-mile stretch off the coast at Southampton against the Prince of Wales’ race-winner, Britannia, which had previously performed well against both Vigilant and Valkyrie. Shamrock I won handsomely, defeating Britannia with more than 16 minutes to spare. The omens were good. Tommy crowed, ‘After the trial races this week both Mr Fife and I were convinced that Shamrock is a magnificent vessel. She is the fastest ever seen on this side of the ocean . . . Of course I cannot say how the Shamrock compares with the Columbia . . . but we are satisfied that we have a game boat and . . . we expect to make at least a good showing.’ A second trial with Britannia was cut short when the Prince of Wales, who was on board, had to leave for another appointment.


Shamrock I was towed by Tommy’s own yacht, Erin, up to Greenock on the west coast of Scotland in July 1899. Here her hull was strengthened and heavy planks laid on her deck in preparation for her transatlantic voyage. Tommy was optimistic, though in truth the trials were almost useless as a meaningful test of her speed and handling. Tellingly, the following tale of Shamrock I was recounted by a New York Herald correspondent a few days before her launch. ‘On my way from Glasgow two shipbuilders got into the same apartment with me. After asking the usual questions one said, “I never saw anything like that mast and those spars. They are out of all proportion to the hull.” After I reached Greenock I heard the same remark on all sides.’


It took Shamrock I fifteen days to cross the Atlantic, arriving in New York’s harbour on 18 August. She had until 3 October to be ready for Columbia. In this period Tommy found himself having to defend the challenger’s chances against the growing weight of opinion in Columbia’s favour amongst experienced yachtsmen. One such was Clinton Crane, the respected New York yacht designer. Crane declared, ‘Shamrock has apparently a hard bilge, a flat floor and greater beam than the Columbia and thus should be more powerful. She must also have a greater wetted surface than the Herreshoff boat and consequently should be slower in lighter airs and moderate weather generally . . . it is my opinion the Cup will stay with us a while longer’. Captain Henry Hoffman, the last surviving member of the America concurred: ‘Our boat is built for fair weather while Shamrock is a heavy weather boat. In light winds the Herreshoff yacht will run away from the British craft. Even when the seas run high . . . Columbia will not be at a disadvantage. She may not be able to carry as much canvas, but her easier lines will enable her to plough through heavy seas with shortened sails just as fast if not faster than Shamrock.’ Tommy, however, would have been pleased to hear of his friend Andrew Carnegie’s comments when asked about the challenge: ‘One thing I know, that is, there were many of the best American sportsmen who would have been pleased if Valkyrie won the last race. There will be more this time who will wish, in the interests of international sport, that the Shamrock will take back the trophy. The feeling is pretty general that the Cup has remained long enough on one side.’


Tommy, for his part, proved his own skill in parrying media questions, this time about the readiness of Shamrock I. Unfailingly, he complimented the New York Yacht Club and the hospitality he had received in the United States. As for the challenger, ‘You see, I do not skipper the yacht and did not make her sails. Fife did the designing and Ratsey made the sails, so they know more on these subjects than I do. But the whole point now is that the best boat shall win.’


As cynics would have it, the whole point was that Lipton was in this for the promotion of his business. He wasn’t a yachtsman, and he had no track record in the sport. He had yet to learn the language of yacht racing, to understand that yachts couldn’t sail directly into the wind and to see that sailors viewed the race zone as a slope, with the wind blowing from the top back to the bottom, where the start line was located. The first leg of the race was always sailed into the wind, so it was ‘upwind’, ‘windward’ or even ‘on the beat’. On the windward leg to the marker at the top of the course, the boat’s mainsail and its headsail, called either a genoa or a jib, had to be sheeted in tight. This meant, as Sir Thomas Lipton was yet to learn, that both sails had to be as close to the centre of the yacht as possible, or ‘close-hauled’ as it was known.


To reach this windward mark the competing yachts had to take a zigzag route, and this, as Sir Thomas would soon know well enough, was called tacking. After rounding the mark, with the wind now behind them, each yacht would throw up a huge three-cornered lightweight sail known as the spinnaker. This sailing downwind was called sailing to leeward. Zigzagging on this leeward leg, the changing of direction within a 180-degree angle, was not called tacking, but gybing. If the race committee determined that the course on any given day was to be triangular, with a final leg that was neither windward nor leeward, the yachts would be ‘reaching’, or sailing across the wind, to the finish.


But did it really matter that Tommy had no personal racing experience of beating to windward or leaning out on the windward rail with the rest of the crew to balance a yacht as she scythed through the waves? Tommy certainly didn’t think so and, if anything, hinted at brilliance of design as being the deciding factor. He told reporters before leaving England, ‘No possible outlay has been spared to make Shamrock the better boat. I have done my best. With the highest evidence obtainable I have devoted all possible time and thought to perfecting every detail. The financial consideration has been ignored and whatever money could do has been done. I believe the Herreshoffs to be, without question, the finest boat designers in the world . . . and so it does not follow we are certain to win.’


This ignoring of the ‘financial consideration’ also included providing incentives for victory: £100 for Captain Hogarth, £50 for Captain Wringe, £40 for the mate and £28 each for the crew. Given that Shamrock I had a full complement of sixty-six men this was not an insubstantial offer. In total, Tommy had spent approximately £140,000 on Shamrock I, £40,000 more than he originally intended, and certainly more than the banker JP Morgan’s syndicate had expended on Columbia. He also paid $800,000 the year before for his luxury yacht, a yacht that was costing $30,000 a month to run in the two months of cup-racing time.


As we have seen, with just two days to go, Tommy Lipton, grocer and tea merchant, stood alongside Admiral Dewey, commander of the Olympia and national hero of America after his success against the Spanish fleet in the Philippines, in parade. Tommy had already received a salute from the crew of Olympia, as ordered by his new friend. Dewey then turned to him and pointed at the gold and jewelled badge that had just been presented to him by a grateful city. ‘Sir Thomas,’ he said, ‘you had better have this, as you seem to get all the cheers.’ Even before the match began, Tommy may well have reflected that every penny spent on this challenge in a sport about which he knew next to nothing had been well spent. His day was at hand.


Columbia was waiting. Her waterline length was similar to Shamrock I’s, about 90 feet. Unlike Shamrock I, however, Columbia had been rigorously tested, and not simply on the water to test her speed and handling. Her designer, Nathanael Herreshoff, had experimented with new materials and fittings and, most importantly, how to maximise the sail area. This resulted in massive overhangs, creating greater sail area and, in theory, increased sail power. As Christopher Pastore has pointed out in Temple to the Wind, his book about Herreshoff and the 1903 defence, in Herreshoff’s designs the ratio of sail area to waterline length had risen from 131:1 for Vigilant to 146.5:1 for Columbia. However, he observes, ‘As the designs became more extreme, steering a ninety footer in a blow or in close quarters could be downright frightening.’ Only a few helmsmen were capable of handling such an expanse of sail. Herreshoff knew this, as did J Pierpont Morgan, Edwin D Morgan and Charles Oliver Iselin, the syndicate backing the defence. And even though the crew, who came predominantly from Deer Island, Maine, were not at all happy about it, they had to accept that their skipper and helmsman would be a foreigner, one Charlie Barr. Tommy’s Captain Hogarth was going head to head with a fellow Scot.
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