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To the memory of Chris Cox (1945–2017): a good friend, a fine sailor, and an even finer gentleman, without whose enthusiastic inspiration and guidance, this book would never have been possible.






If the highest aim of a captain were to preserve his ship, he would keep it in port forever.

—Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I-II, q. 2, art. 5
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Introduction

The earliest boats to navigate New England’s varied waterways were canoes, hewn by the region’s various indigenous peoples from towering trunks of chestnut, oak, or tulip poplar or crafted from bark strips sewn tightly to ribs of tamarack. Throughout the Gulf of Maine and for many miles inland, along well-traveled riverine routes, Eastern Abenakis journeyed in search of fish and beaver, whose pelts they traded with each other and with European merchants and settlers. The classic, elliptical elegance of these vessels would later inspire craftsmen in northern New England to emulate their design and create uniquely American vessels like the Rushton canoe. Out on Fishers Island Sound, Pequots routinely paddled out to Munnawtawkit, as they called Fishers, to hunt, fish, gather clams, and, just like its current seasonal residents, relish the cool breezes and escape the summer swelter of the mainland. The Narragansets similarly navigated the nearby coast of what is now Rhode Island, poking into salt ponds, such as Charlestown’s Ninigret, to harvest shellfish, just as the modified clammer Summer Girl still does today.

Italian explorer Giovanni da Verrazano was the first known European to sail these waters, in 1524, though legends of much earlier Viking visits to the New England coast persist. In his ship’s log, Verrazano mentioned a nearby island “full of hilles” and “covered with trees,” which he named Claudia, in honor of Claude, Duchess of Brittany, queen consort of France, and wife of Francis I. Yet this same island, which the Niantics called Manisses, ultimately became known as “Block Island,” after Dutch explorer Adriaen Block, who passed by in 1614 aboard the Onrust.

According to contemporary records, the Onrust (meaning “unrest” or “restless” in Dutch) was a “small Yacht of about eight lasts (16 ton burden)” measuring 44½ feet in length, with a beam of 11½ feet, and a 38-foot keel. Block had her built in New York Bay after his original galleon—the Tyger—burned near the southern end of Manhattan Island. Using timber salvaged from the Tyger, the Onrust was the first wooden ship built by Europeans in the New World. On his journey along the southern New England coast, Block not only named Block Island for himself, but christened Fishers, possibly after a shipmate named “Vischer.”

In the wake of explorers came merchants, who sailed along the coast and up the Connecticut River in triple-masted clipper ships. Fishermen, too, busily worked these waters, straining their backs hauling nets over the gunwales of crafts that came to be indelibly linked with New England maritime history: cat boats like Tigress or lobstering sloops like Winsome. Other hardy working vessels, such as Anne, dredged the Sound’s muddy depths for oysters, while carriers like Grayling filled their holds and decks with hundreds of pounds of sardines. Now “yachtified” for pleasure, these were serious and sturdy hardworking vessels, worked by men, like the crew of Neptune, who routinely risked their lives to put food on other people’s tables.

In addition to working, these small craft were also used for racing as long ago as colonial times, especially in and around Newport, Rhode Island, as famed boat designer L. Francis Herreshoff noted (see the Tigress chapter). The Herreshoffs, Newport, and “Big Yachts” like Endeavour II would ultimately become forever linked with America’s yachting tradition and the famed America’s Cup, dating to the mid-nineteenth century. As the nation’s competitive spirit grew, so did its number of yacht clubs. The desire to challenge fellow members inspired fleets of identical racers, like the H-12s, the Fish Class, the International One Designs, and the Class A’s. Eventually sailboats had to share the Sound’s watery highways with sleek and elegant (and fast!) cabin cruisers like Aphrodite, Cangarda, and Miss Asia: playthings of Jazz Age millionaires. Other respectably powerful cruisers of the day included Annie Laurie and the rumrunner Katie Mack, speedy and stealthy for obvious reasons. Keeping them, and all trans-Atlantic sea traffic, safe from harm, the Nantucket Lightship stood its weary post, in the face of whatever extreme weather came her way.

As maritime technology advanced, often in response to war efforts, new materials such as fiberglass offered boat owners a durable alternative to the laborsome and time-consuming maintenance of wood. Arion stands out as the first fiberglass yacht of her kind and size, built in those prolific post-WWII years. Meanwhile Muskrat, dating to the same era and modeled on traditional New England coastal fishing boats, was one of the first fiberglass keels to cut through the waters of the Pawcatuck River.

The lobstering vessels of Down East Maine also inspired leisure crafts like Soiree and Kittiwake (I and II), while ancient boatbuilding traditions from boatyards half a world away influenced the detailed craftsmanship of Karinneh. Then there are those one-off vessels whose inspiration rests solely with one man’s genius, such as Mrs. M or Ulysses, or have been customized to reflect their owner’s cultural heritage, like the Africa-themed Mende Liberté.

Many of the boats in this book are vintage craft that have been restored and/or repurposed. Since they were originally featured in the pages of the Westerly Sun during the summers of 2014 and 2015, some have changed ownership, sailed on to other ports, or even ended up in the Midwest, per the roundabout fate of the ferry/boathouse Belle. Such turnover in boat ownership—especially classic/antique boats—is natural and reflects the tidal ebb and flow of New England’s varied shores. Many owners (the wise ones, anyway) understand they are but caretakers of these unique vessels. Their true provenance lies with maritime history, and the storied coastal and inland waters of New England where they still catch the summer breeze, churn confidently through foamy chop, or glide gracefully at the pull of an oar.









SAILBOATS & RACERS







Watch Hill 15 (1922)

“It all happened over a glass of scotch,” is how John Hall of Frank Hall Boat Yard in Avondale, Rhode Island, remembers it.

Though it may sound like the opening line of an R-rated bedtime story, Hall’s recollection has more to do with boats than booze, and one sailboat in particular—the Watch Hill 15.

The year was 1966 (or so) and Hall was enjoying a tumbler or two of the inspirational highland beverage with the past Watch Hill Yacht Club commodore, Avard Fuller. It was then that they hit upon the idea of reviving one of the classic racing sloop designs from the hallowed drafting board of Nathanael G. Herreshoff of Bristol.

Herreshoff’s original 15-footer plans date to 1898 and were based on yachts he designed for racing in Buzzards Bay, which in turn descended from what were known as Newport 15s. The major difference between the Watch Hill 15 and its Bay State cousins is the way the sails are rigged.

The Buzzards Bay yacht is gaff rigged, with trapezoidal sails, while the Watch Hill incarnation is Marconi rigged, with classic triangular sails. (The latter rigging takes its name from its resemblance to the telegraph ship masts designed by Italian electrical engineer Guglielmo Marconi, inventor of the radio.) The sleek and sweetly responsive vessels are a little over 24 feet in length, with a beam of 6 feet 9 inches and a draft of 2 feet 3 inches with her retractable centerboard up, and 5 feet with it down. The “15” in the vessel’s name refers to its waterline length (LWL).



[image: Worry is one of only four surviving, original Watch Hill 15s of the eleven delivered to the Watch Hill Yacht Club by designer Nathanael G. Herreshoff in 1922. Harold Hanka/Westerly Sun]
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“At the time these boats were built, they were measured on the waterline,” said Hall. “The greater the waterline length, the faster the boat.” Another advantage is her considerable sail area: 330 square feet of canvas that bellies beautifully in the winds skimming across the waters of Block Island and Fishers Island Sounds.

In 1922 Herreshoff delivered a fleet of eleven Watch Hill 15s to the Watch Hill Yacht Club. Of the eleven, only seven were left when Hall decided to begin making a fiber-glass version using a mold crafted from the contours of the first wooden Watch Hill 15. That boat, Josephine, is now on display in the arrivals hall of T. F. Green Airport in Warwick, Rhode Island.

“So it’s kind of interesting, the first boat of two classes, the wooden class, and the fiberglass class, came from the same mold,” said Hall, now the exclusive manufacturer and dealer of Watch Hill 15s.

Today only four of the wooden originals remain in sailing condition in Watch Hill, still competing in races on Saturdays and Wednesday evenings throughout the summer. Worry is among those surviving vessels, restored from the hull up in 2006. As with many such projects—old wooden boats especially—the more you scrape, the deeper you reach into your pockets.

“It started out with just fixing the decking, and that led to the ribs, that led to the planks, and all of a sudden in February I saw the entire boat lying there in pieces,” recalled one of Worry’s owners, Kent Brittan of Watch Hill. He bought the vessel in 2000 and sold her to a fellow Watch Hill Yacht Club member in 2017.

Designed purposely to sail the waters of Little Narragansett Bay and Fishers Island Sound, Worry has, appropriately enough, spent most of her life moored in Watch Hill. Her original owner was yacht club member M. N. Bucknenas, who purchased her for $1,533 and christened her Skanendova. (If that sticker price brings tears to the most hard-bitten mariner’s eyes, haul out more hankies: The contract price for the first Herreshoff 15 was $666.66.)


[image: Worry’s extensive restoration included canvas over cedar decking, mahogany combing, and original bronze hardware from the Herreshoff catalog. Jesse Edwards]
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Worry’s bulky folder of restoration receipts suggests Brittan spent considerably more on her, and it shows. Her beige decking is painted canvas stretched over cedar; her cockpit coaming is of honey-colored mahogany; her seemingly endless boom rests upon an elegantly functional A-frame support; and her sturdy bronze hardware is from “Herreshoff special patterns,” as the original spec sheet described them. Yet as lovely as she is to look at, she sails even more beautifully, according to Brittan.

“I liked to invite the fiberglass Watch Hill 15 owners out for a ride, and they love it, because she is much smoother in the water than the fiberglass versions,” said Brittan.

Even nicer, he added, is to sail a Watch Hill 15 on one of those Wednesday race nights.

“It’s just absolutely beautiful, you know, ‘red sails in the sunset,’” Brittan smiled. “The sun is setting, the wind is typically down, and it’s just so quiet.”

Few words could describe summer in Watch Hill any better.








Fishers Island One Design (1922)

If boats, like cats, have nine lives, the Groton Long Point (GLP) Yacht Club’s fleet of Fishers Island One Designs (the Class A’s) would be closing in on its tenth. “The boats were built to last twenty to thirty years. They’re now on ninety-plus,” said Jay Fisher, the club’s rear commodore and Class A race chairman.

Arguably one of the oldest continuously raced fleets on the East Coast, its “One Design” designation indicates boats of identical design, built in a limited number, typically for racing at yacht clubs. The “Class A” qualifier came later, to distinguish the fleet from the club’s two other classes (B and C). Of the fleet’s original sixteen boats, fourteen are left (the Hurricane of 1954 claimed the missing two) in this classic New England coastal summer community, where the smell of suntan oil and the thwapping slam of wooden screen doors fill the air.

Despite the tranquility of what is, unofficially, their final port (the current unwritten understanding is that any sale of a Class A must be to someone who will keep her in the fleet), the journey of these “old maids,” as Fisher fondly calls them, to Groton Long Point hasn’t always been smooth sailing.

“Rarely has a fleet of boats beguiled sailors like the Fishers Island One Designs,” wrote the late James Egan, a yacht club member, in his unpublished history of the vessels. Among those beguiled sailors were members of the Fishers Island Yacht Club, who in 1922 commissioned the boats from noted yacht designer Charles D. Mower. Born in New York in 1875, Mower studied under Arthur Binney and Bowdoin B. Crowninshield, designers of America’s Cup defenders, and worked with master yacht builder Henry B. Nevins. It was Nevins himself who oversaw the construction of the Class A’s at his boatyard in City Island, New York. Mower also collaborated with A. Sidney DeWolf Herreshoff (son of the legendary boat designer, Nathanael G. Herreshoff) on several sailboats for Fishers Island clients.


[image: The Fishers Island One Designs, aka Class A’s, were designed by Charles D. Mower in 1922. Mower was a disciple of America’s Cup defenders Arthur Binney and Bowdoin B. Crowninshield and a contemporary and sometimes collaborator with Sidney DeWolf Herreshoff. Jesse Edwards]
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While some uncertainty persists over whether the Class A was a Sidney Herreshoff inspiration or pure Mower, it is Mower’s name on the original plans, printed on linen and preserved at the Mystic Seaport’s G.W. Blunt White Library. The specifications call for white oak keels, white cedar planking, spruce spars, mahogany coaming, and pine-over-cedar decks, covered in painted canvas. Twenty-four feet in length (15 on the waterline), the elegant, aquiline vessels were originally gaff rigged, but most were converted to Marconi rigging in 1929.

Despite their distinctive pedigree and ability to “carry her sail well and always be stiff and weatherly,” as Mower wrote of a similar design, the Fishers Island sailors found the Class A’s to be “too tippy,” said Fisher. So in 1933, they sold the fleet to their Groton Long Point counterparts, who welcomed the floating orphans with open arms.

But not for long.

The Great Depression forced some owners to forgo the costly sport of yachting, while World War II siphoned away many of the next generation of potential Class A sailors. By the end of the war, “six of the sloops strayed from GLP to the lakes of New York and Vermont and west along the Connecticut shore to Saybrook, Branford, Fairfield and Greenwich. The fleet reached its nadir in the early ’50s, when on some Saturdays only three boats appeared at the starting line,” according to GLP Yacht Club records.

But better times and fond, childhood memories of racing Class A’s inspired a sort of treasure hunt during the late ’50s and early ’60s for the Class A’s, as Groton Long Point residents fanned out across the state and beyond in search of the “missing fleet,” as it were.

Sanderling was found in a collapsed boathouse in a Branford salt marsh. Cormorant (all the boats were named after seabirds) was discovered at the Old Greenwich Point Shipyard by a Groton Long Point resident who was looking for another boat entirely.


[image: The Class A’s have been racing at Groton Long Point in Connecticut since 1933, arguably one of the oldest continuously raced fleets on the East Coast. Jesse Edwards]
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Club member Frank L. Murphy happened upon Sandpiper when he was a student at Fairfield University. Applying for a part-time job at a nearby industrial park, he noticed the distinctive transom of a Class A, peeking out from between a cement mixer and pickup truck.

Pelican came home all on her own when her owner, hearing there was a fleet of identical boats at Groton Long Point, sailed her over from Long Island. He was offered $600 for her on the spot, took the money, and hitchhiked back to Long Island.

Today, the surviving fleet is back together and races Saturdays, the occasional Sunday, and in monthly commodore cups.

While some have had their hulls fiberglassed over, and the rigging of others has been tinkered with to some degree, the Class A’s have retained their overall dignity and distinctive flair.

Considering the proud devotion of their current owners, it seems unlikely that these lovely sailboats will ever again hear the cry of “abandon ship.”








Tigress (1927)

For such a classic sailboat design, there is much about Tigress that is so delightfully different, beginning with an invitation to go below and stand up straight.

“To have this much headroom in the hold of a catboat is unusual,” said Tom Townsend, a boatbuilder and restorer from Mystic, Connecticut, who refurbished the 30-foot Tigress for owner Roger Fuller of Weekapaug, Rhode Island, over the course of several winters, beginning in 2000.

While there are other “cats” as big, or even bigger, Tigress, constructed in 1927, is one of only a handful of wooden 30-footers built by Charles A. Anderson (1871–1953) of Wareham, Massachusetts. Anderson was a prominent catboat builder of his day, carrying on a boatwrighting tradition dating back to the mid-nineteenth century, or perhaps earlier, from Buzzards Bay to the mouth of the Chesapeake.

Humble in origins, the first catboats were fishing boats, often crafted in barns and small workshops by unknown shipwrights who doubled as house carpenters. The vessels were most popular where they were most needed, namely the thriving fishing grounds off the Jersey shore, Narragansett Bay, and Cape Cod.

In addition to seining for mackerel, these stout and beamy boats (by design, roughly half as wide as their waterline length) were also used for catching cod and swordfish, lobstering, and scalloping, as well as running errands and making deliveries up and down the coast. This was at a time when road travel was either not an option or about as comfortable as riding down a staircase on a log. Before long, however, these distinctively American vessels were sailed for pleasure as well as racing.
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“Racing small sailboats had been popular in Narragansett Bay since colonial times, and the general type of craft used was developed at Newport. It was a single-masted craft with the rudder hung on the stern and was heavily ballasted with cobble stones,” wrote L. Francis Herreshoff in 1953.

His famed yacht-building family, together with the Crosbys of Osterville, Massachusetts, were among the foremost builders of catboats during their nineteenth and early to mid-twentieth century heyday.

Originally known as “Point boats,” they were later called catboats, for reasons that remain obscure, after becoming “popular around New York,” Herreshoff reported.

While cobblestone ballast is no longer in vogue, Herreshoff’s description neatly summarizes the key, essential design elements of catboats, which range in size from 12 feet to 48 feet.

Some might have jibs, others not. Some are wood, others fiberglass—most famously, the Marshall cat, a brand that revived the moribund design in the early 1960s when catboats were all but forgotten.

Some, like Tigress, have inboard rudders and deep transoms, together with cabins featuring bunks and galleys.

What they all share is a heritage of elegant simplicity and ease of sail.

“I bought her because I wanted a boat I could sail single-handedly,” said Fuller, who added that fond childhood memories of learning to sail in (much smaller) Beetle cats on Weekapaug Pond were also incentives.

Fuller is one of several local owners of Tigress, whose name has changed over the years. (Tigress is a nod to her designation and the feline mascot of Fuller’s alma mater, Princeton.)

Back when she was Pal, eighty-four-year-old Sam Crowley of Noank, Connecticut, recalled his first sail to Block Island in 1945 on board the boat, which belonged to his uncle, Bourdon Everett Babcock.
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The jaunt was one of “Uncle Ev’s” first legal sailing trips beyond Fishers Island Sound.

“During WWII, you needed a special permit from the Coast Guard to sail any farther than the Seaflower Reef Light, west of Groton Long Point, or farther east than the Napatree Point bell buoy, because of security,” Crowley recalled.

During her years as Kiddie Kat in the 1960s, Tigress had her deck and hull restored by owner John C. Freeburg, whose agonized chronicle of the job appeared in the pages of the Catboat Association newsletter in 1966.
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