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PREFACE and INTRODUCTION

From a personal point of view, my maritime interests are concentrated mainly on
the period from the early 1900's through until 1970’s, covering the two World Wars,
and focused primarily on the Merchant Navy.

From time to time, however, in the course of pursuing these interests, invariably
there are occasions when some interface or another directs attention away into
some other related aspects of maritime interests, whether it be marine engineering,
Naval shipping, wartime conflicts and associations, or whatever.

One of these unintentional departures from the normal course took place in the
Spring of 1995, when browsing through an old back-issue of a nautical magazine |
came across a letter and article concerning the Great Tea Race of 1866, and noted
that the winner of that great race in 1866 was a Clyde-built composite construction
Clipper ship named ‘Taeping’ and, when delving further into the story, | also noted
that her Captain was named Mac Kinnon, and therefore without too much doubt
Hebridean.

Some months later, and having researched the story of the 1866 Tea Race some
further, | noticed a letter in another shipping magazine, from someone who was
looking for assistance in tracing the whereabouts of some rare maritime prints, pre-
war collotypes published by Brown Son & Ferguson of Glasgow, depicting
Briscoe's “Taeping and Ariel” and McDowell's “Sir Lancelot” amongst others. This
led to inter-correspondence and by this time | was starting to take a greater interest
in ‘the days of sail'.

The attached short history covers much of the research and investigations carried
out to date, and whilst it is intended primarily to cover the Great Tea Race of 1866, it
has been necessary for the sake of completeness and the lay reader to include
some fundamental information and details of the period before the Great Race of
1866, and a summary of the period directly following it.

A primary driving force in the early part of this undertaking was to identify who
Captain Mac Kinnon was, strangely enough little appears to have been written
about this great man, whereas many references can be found of his greatest rival,
Captain Keay, thanks to the work in the early part of this century of the Clipper
expert Basil Lubbock, who had direct access to Captain Keay's private journal, and
log abstracts, along with many others of the great Clipper Captains.

I have recently, however, had the good fortune to have made contact with someone
descended from the family of Captain Mac Kinnon, and from this learned some
more regarding this great seaman from the Island of Tiree, which has been
incorporated into the story of the Great Tea Race of 1866 which follows. At some
future date, it is my intention to extend the history beyond the current period and
relate the story of the subsequent years and the great ships which came later, e.g.
“Thermopylae”, “Windhover”, Cutty Sark”, “Norman Court”, “Caliph”, “Wylo”, “Black
Adder”, “Lothair”, “Hallowe’en”, “Ambassador”, “Lahloo”, “Leander”, “Forward Ho".
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WOODEN SHIPS AND IRON MEN

The Great Clipper Ships of the Nineteenth Century

The Advent of the Fast Clipper Ships

The reign of the Clipper Ships came about in the 1840’s, as a direct result of the
Californian gold rush. Fortune hunters drawn from all parts of the world thronged to
the city of New York, their aim being to secure the fastest possible means of
transportation to the Pacific coast in order to try their luck at making a quick fortune
in the prospecting of gold.

With the trans-American railway system still some 20 years away, and overland
travel a dangerous gamble often leading in death by violence, starvation or thirst,
the only route which offered these people a reasonable chance of survival was by
sea, via Cape Horn. Some 14,500 miles of a voyage, this gave rise to the building
of fast Clipper ships, generally referred to as the Baltimore Clippers, and their
success was immediate. It was not until the 1850's that what are now regarded as
the archetypal Clipper vessels began to emerge, built by master shipwrights such
as Donald Mackay and Samuel Hall of East Boston, constructed of softwoods and
typically of between 1,500 tons and 2,500 tons, square-rigged on all three masts.

The American-built Clippers of Donald Mackay

Donald Mackay was regarded as probably just about the finest shipbuilder the
world has known. He possessed a certain and peculiar genius, for no mere
perfection of craftsmanship could have produced the wonderful models of ship
which he produced. Donald Mackay's masterpieces were vessels such as
‘Staghound’, ‘Flying Cloud’, ‘Sovereign of the Seas’, ‘Flying Fish', ‘Westward Ho',
‘Great Republic’, and the four vessels he built for the English Black Ball Line of
James Baines & Company, namely, ‘Lightning’, ‘James baines’, ‘Champion of the
Seas’, and the ‘Donald Mackay'.

American Clippers, built and launched in 1850-1851, are listed below, together
with details of their Captains, Tonnages, Builders and Owners :

Ship’s Name Tons  First Commander Name of Builder Name of Owners

Celestial 860  Capt. Gardner W.. H. Webb Bucklin & Crane

Surprise 1361 Capt. Dumeresq S. Hall A A Low

Staghound 1535  Capt. Richardson D. Mackay Sampson & Tappan
Witchcraft 1310  Capt. Rogers P. Curtis S. Rogers

Sea Serpent 1337  Capt. Howland G. Raynes Grinnel, Minturn & Company
N.B. Palmer 1490  Capt. Low J. A. Westervelt A. A. Low

Flying Cloud 1793  Capt. Creesy D. Mackay Grinnel, Minturn & Company
Challenge 2006  Capt. Waterman W. H. Webb N L. & G. Griswold

Comet 1836  Capt. Gardner W. H. Webb Bucklin & Crane\

Sword Fish 1036 Capt. Babcock W. H. Webb Barclay & Livingstone
Flying Fish 1505  Capt. Nickels D. McKay Sampson & Tappan

Witch of the Wave 1500  Capt. Millet G. Raynes Glidden & Williams
Nightingale 1066 Not identified S. Hanscom Sampson & Tappan



American Maritime Supremacy and the period 1840-1850

No fewer than six of the above listed American Clippers were engaged in the
English tea trade, namely, ‘Celestial’, ‘Surprise’, ‘Sea Serpent’, ‘Challenge’, ‘Witch
of the Wave’, and ‘Nightingale'.

A record time for the passage between New York and San Francisco was
established in 1851 by the Californian Clipper ‘Flying Cloud’, under the command
of her brilliant skipper Captain Josiah Perkins Creesy, sailing from New York on
3rd of June 1851, and anchoring in San Francisco Harbour at 11.30 a.m. on 30th of
August 1851, this fine vessel covering the distance in 89 days and 21 hours,
sometimes crashing through the water at speeds in excess of twenty knots with
every inch of sail she carried being put to work, her best day being 374 knots, this
in statute miles being the equivalent of just over 427 miles. The ‘Flying Cloud’ was
to come close to repeating this remarkable passage in 1854 when she again made
the passage in 89 days and just two hours short of her previous record run in 1851.

In the 1840’s and through to the 1850’s, supremacy of the mercantile marine
between America and Britain was finely balanced, but it would be reasonable to
postulate from the records and log abstracts of the primary vessels and passages
of that time that America was in many respects our superiors. In mere numbers the
two great maritime nations were about equal. Our hardwood constructions tended
to last longer than the American softwood constructions, however, our hardwood
builds could not be constructed for less than £15/ton, whereas the American
softwood builds could be achieved for £12/on or less. Other comparative statistics
which gave advantage to the Americans at that time was that in model and design
we had no answer to vessels such as the ‘Sea Witch’, ‘Hinqua’, ‘Samuel Russell’
and the ‘Oriental’, nor could we start to compete with the cut and set of the
American sail plans of that time. America was also ahead of the British in terms of
the number of men needed to crew and handle their vessels - principally owing to
their use of deck winches, patent sheaves, light manila running gear and large
blocks, whereas we were content with common sheaves, stiff hemp gear, and the
hard-worked ‘handy billy’.

The Turning Point in the early 1850’s - The British Clippers arrive

So much for the American Clippers and their domination thus far, including moving
into the lucrative British tea trade. What brought about the turning point, where the
British Shipbuilders, Owners and Merchants began to assert their own acumen and
influence this trade ? A significant even that might be regarded a turning point was
the arrival of the American Clipper ship ‘Oriental’ at the West Indian Docks on 3rd
December 1851, having sailed from Hong Kong on 28th August, a passage time of
97 days between ports, Loaded with 1,118 tons of new tea, her freight was valued
at some £9,600 - approaching three-quarters of the cost of building this fine ship.
Under the command of Captain Theodore Palmer, this vessel had achieved some
distinguished performances on her maiden and subsequent voyages, and return
passages, between New York and Hong Kong, so impressing three of the biggest
tea firms in England that, through their Agents, they instructed them to charter her -
at any price.
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When the rivalry between American and British Clippers in the tea trade was at its
peak, it was generally accepted that the British vessels were capable of delivering
their cargoes in perfect condition, whereas the same could not be said in respect to
the American vessels. The reason for this was the difference in strength of
construction between the two nations’ building methods, the American vessels
were of relatively lightweight construction using softwoods, whereas the British
vessels were significantly stronger in their construction and used hardwoods. It was
well known that the American-built vessels when under the stresses of a heavy
press of sall, tended to leak water badly, as compared with the British vessels were
so beautifully built that they were described ‘as tight as a bottle’. Such ships as the
‘Ariel’, for example, required a ten-minute spell at the pumps for the first 24 hours of
the first week’'s outward bound passage, and required no further pumping for the
remainder of the voyage. There was a later theory, however, that rigidity of build
was a mistake and that a vessel sailed better if allowed some ‘play’ in her hull as
well as in her gear. This was incorporated in some of the later Clippers, for
instance the ‘Thermopylae’ under a heavy press of sail in heavy weather was
noted as having her deck seams open up. It was quite possible, however, to attain
strength without over-rigidity, this is evident by the length of life achieved by some
of the hardest driven of the Clippers, the ‘Cutty Sark’ voyaging regularly up until
1922, and both the ‘Thermopylae’ and ‘Titania’ surviving through until the
beginning of the 20th century.

Speed of Tea Clippers compared against others and their Weatherliness

Trying to draw any fair comparisons between the new breed of Scottish Clipper
and the Black Ballers, Yankee Clippers and later iron Clippers is extremely difficult
owing to the multitude of varying factors that have to be taken into consideration to
ensure equitable comparisons. Factors such as trim, quality of cargo, condition of
vessel's bottom, character of Captain and his Officers, strength and experience of
crews, and of course general size and tonnage comparisons. Similarly, when trying
to draw a fair comparison between two or more vessels on a passage between two
known ports of sailing and arriving, it also goes without saying that such
comparison should ideally involve the vessels involved sailing at the same time on
the same tide give or take a few hours, and comparisons over a number of seasons
can be entirely misleading due to the vagaries of weather differentials.

When raising the vagaries of weather differentials, it is also relevant to mention the
great differences that can occur between the ‘weatherliness’ of one vessel against
another, another factor to be considered when trying to assess the performance of
one vessel against a rival. Examples recorded of this phenomenon as follows :

‘Thermopylae’, on casting off her tug 2 miles below the Gellibrand Lightship, set
sail and stood over towards the St. Kilda Bank, stayed on the port tack headed for
Point Cook, went round again and then fetched the head of the South Channel.
The pilot who took her down was amazed, saying that he had taken many ships to
sea under simifar conditions but the weatherliness qualities of the ‘Thermopylae’
eclipsed anything he had ever experienced before. He declared that no vessel had
ever made the South Channel in three tacks before with the wind from the same
guarter, beating to Windward.



Through Messrs. Russell & Company, she was duly chartered at £6 / ton of 40
cubic feet, whilst British Clipper ships lay waiting for tea at £3.10s / ton of 50 cubic
feet. [t may be said that the situation cast a mood of gloom and despondency
throughout the British Mercantile Marine, Nautical Societies, and the British press
of the day.

In this general atmosphere of despondency, the only spark of hope at the time lay
in the so-called ‘Aberdeen Model'. The ‘Aberdeen model' was devised by
Alexander Hall, a shipbuilder of that town, as far back as 1841. The first vessel
along these lines built by Hall of Aberdeen operated between her home port of
Aberdeen and London, and soon earned a reputation for the speed of her
passages. From 1841 through until 1850, Hall of Aberdeen produced no fewer than
50 vessels, ranging from the Clipper schooner ‘Torrington’ for the Chinese opium
trade, to the more humble coasting vessels, with average tonnages of the order of
600 tons. The Hall Clipper model was soon being copied by other Aberdeen yards,
the most famous being Hood of Aberdeen, the designer and builder of the famous
Clippers of the Aberdeen White Star Line, amongst which was the famous ‘John
Bunyan'’. Other well known Clippers of Aberdeen build were the ‘Reindeer’ and the
‘Countess of Seafield'.

The first of the British Clipper Ships - ‘Stornoway’ and ‘Chrysolite’ - 1851

An immediate result of the American Clipper ‘Oriental’ success of 1850 was orders
being placed on Hall of Aberdeen by Jardine, Matheson & Company for the
construction of the Clipper ‘Stornoway’, and by Taylor & Potter of Liverpool for the
construction of the Clipper ‘Chrysolite’. It is regarded that these two Clipper
vessels were the first of the British Tea Clippers, which, in their design, had nothing
in common with the great American Clippers.

Hall of Aberdeen’s ‘Cairngorm’ of 1852

Whilst the Scottish built Clipper vessels were without doubt faster than the larger
American vessels, they were much smaller and therefore handicapped in terms of
competing for cargoes. Recognising this fact, Hall of Aberdeen, in 1852, laid down
a 1,000 tons Clipper with finer lines and stronger scantlings than anything that had
been built before, using iron for the main deck beams and half of the hold beams,
which provided more space for stowage. This vessel, bought by Jardine, Matheson
& Company, was named the ‘Cairngorm’, and her Owners placed Captain
Robertson, of the ‘Stornoway’, in command of their new vessel. This was the first
British Clipper to not only rival, but excel the performance of the American ships,
and because of her type of build she was additionally accredited of bringing her
cargo home in a superior condition to her competitors. In 1853, the ‘Cairngorm’ on
her first voyage, made the best passage back home with tea Shanghai, under 110
days.

Scott of Greenock’s ‘Lord of the Isles’ - 1853

The year 1853 saw the construction of two celebrated ships for the China trade.
The first of these was the Clipper ‘Lord of the isles’, a vessel well in advance of her
times. She was built by Messrs. Scott of Greenock, a famous Clydeside
shipbuilder.
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The firm of Scotts’ of Greenock was founded by John Scott as long ago as the year
1711, but until now had not previously attempted the construction of a Clipper
vessel. She was constructed entirely of iron and had a greater beam-to-length ratio
(6.4) than anything previously built. The other Clipper vessel was the Duncan
Dunbar ‘Northfleet’, constructed at Northfleet on the Thames. Both these vessels
attained remarkably fast times on their passages, and ironically both had tragic
ends. The ‘Lord of the Isles’ caught fire on 24th July 1862 whilst on a passage from
Hong Kong to Greenock. The ‘Northfleet’ end was a particularly tragic one, in 1873
whilst lying at anchor off Dungeness, outward bound for Tasmania with emigrants,
she was cut down by the Spanish steam ship ‘Murillo’ and sank with the loss of 293
souls.

The Tea Race of 1854

The year 1854 was noted by the main International tea race which involved the
vessels ‘Chrysolite’ and ‘Celestial’. The ‘Chrysolite’ sailed from Foochow and the
‘Celestial’ from Whampoa, on 14th July 1854, with the ‘Chrysolite’ arriving at Deal
after 108 days, one day ahead of the ‘Celestial’.’ The ‘Challenger’ and the
‘Stornoway’ sailed out of Shanghai together and were still together when passing
through the Sunda Strait, with the ‘Challenger’ arriving at Gravesend on 4th of
December 1854, three days ahead of the ‘Stornoway’. The ‘Cairngorm’ again
made the best passage from Shanghai that year, but the new Sunderland-built
Clipper ‘Crest of the Wave’, sailing on 20th of October, was only a few days behind
her in passage time. (

The start of the end for the American Clippers

The year 1855 was significant, in that it heralded the end of the American
supremacy and was the beginning of the great era of British Clippers and in
particular the beautiful Clyde-built vessels commanded by the finest of sailing
masters. The American Clipper ‘Nightingale’ was the last of the American Clippers
to distinguish herself in the English tea trade, achieving a passage from Shanghai
to London that year in 91 days, her best day’s run being 336 miles.

Introduction of the great British Clippers

It was in this year, 1855, that the celebrated firm of Robert Steele & Company of
Greenock built their first Clipper vessel, the ‘Kate Carnie’, a little ship of some 600
tons. She was an immediate success, however she is best remembered for being
the first Clipper vessel of a long list of superb Clipper vessels to come out of the
yard of Robert Steele of Greenock, amongst which were the famous crack Clippers
‘Serica’, Taeping’, ‘Ariel’, ‘Sir Lancelot’, ‘Titania’, and ‘Lahloo’. It was also in this
year that Chaloner of Liverpool launched the first ‘Fiery Cross’, which went on to
make some very fine passages under her exceptional master, Captain Dallas, who
later left her to superintend a new build (later to become ‘Fiery Cross II') and ‘Fiery
Cross |I' was wrecked under her new captain on her outward passage that autumn.
The great rivals of ‘Kate Carnie’ and ‘Fiery Cross I’ that year were the two
Aberdeen-built Clippers ‘Robin Hood' and ‘Friar Tuck’. ( The ‘Friar Tuck’ was later
wrecked in St. Mary’s Roads, Scilly Isles in the 1860’'s when on a homeward bound
passage. Her figurehead is at Tresco Abbey on the Scillies.)
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The Tea Passages and Results of 1856

The year 1856 was significant as the first year in which the £1 / ton premium on the
freight was offered for the first tea of the season to arrive at the London Docks. The
chief American Clippers taking part in the racing were the ‘Maury’, ‘Ringleader’,
‘Celestial’, ‘Comet’ and the ‘Quickstep’. The ‘Vision’, Whampoa to Liverpool, was
the first ship home, and the ‘Cairngorm’ second. The ‘Lord of the Isles’ was first
away from Foochow, on Sth of June, followed by the ‘Maury’ on 13th of June. The
‘Maury’, a beautiful Clipper-barque of some 600 tons, built by Rossevelt & Joyce for
A. A. Low & Brother, made a splendid race of it with the ‘Lord of the Isles’, the two
vessels arriving in the Downs on the same day, 15th of October, ‘Lord of the Isles’
being 128 days out, ‘Maury’ being 124 days out. Off Gravesend, ‘Maury’ was
leading by ten minutes, but coming up river Captain Maxton of the ‘Lord of the Isles’
had the better tug and thus managed to dock first and win the premium. ‘Chrysolite’
under Captain Jock McLelland, left Whampoa on the same day that ‘Lord of the
Isles’ sailed from Foochow, had a bad passage, taking 144 days to reach home.

The best passage from Foochow was made by the ‘Fiery Cross’, leaving on 4th
September and making the passage to London in just under 100 days.

The best passage from Whampoa was made by the ‘Spirit of the Age’, leaving on
20th of August she arrived in the Downs on 18th November, exactly 100 days out.

The ‘Ringleader’ came next, leaving on 14th of July and reaching London on 31st
October, 109 days out.

Of the Shanghai ships, the ‘Challenger’ left on 8th of September and came home
in 129 days - not one of her best passages, her average over eight separate
passages from that port being 110 days, her shortest being 105 days, but all
passages from Shanghai were long ones in this year. All these passages had been
made under the command of Captain Killick, who eventually left her and founded
the firm of Killick & Martin, and owned the well-known Clippers ‘Kaisow’, ‘Omba’,
‘Wylo’, ‘Osaka’ and the ‘Lothair’.

The Tea Passages and Results of 1857
The Clipper ‘Fiery Cross’ was first ship home in this year and took the premium.
The other main Clippers involved were as follows :

Crest of the Wave Foochow London
Maury Foochow London
Cairngorm Hong Kong Deal
Northfleet Hong Kong Plymouth
Challenger Shanghai London
Robin Hood Foochow London
Spirit of the Age Foochow London
Fery Cross Foochow Dartmouth
Celestial Shanghai London
Lord of the Isles Shanghai London



The Tea Passages and Results of 1858

The fastest time home in this year was the Clipper ‘Lord of the Isles’ as seen in the
flowing table which includes the other Clippers and shows the ‘Fiery Cross' as the
first vessel to bring the new season’s tea to Britain :

Vessel Name Port From Port To Sailing Date Arrival date Days
Fiery Cross Foochow London 27-06-58 20-10-58 115
Chrysolite Foochow London 08-07-58 26-11-58 141
Northfleet Hong Kong Plymouth 24-08-58 25-11-58 126
Kate Carnie Foochow London 02-08-58 02-12-58 122
Stornoway Foochow London 06-09-58 21-01-59 137
Robin Hood Foochow London 08-09-58 17-12-58 100
Challenger Shanghai London 18-09-58 11-01-59 115
Cairngorm Whampoa London 06-11-58 06-02-59 92
Lammermuir Whampoa London 08-11-58 09-02-59 93
Lord of the Isles Shanghai Dover 29-11-58 26-02-59 89

The fast performance of the late starters was undoubtedly attributable to the N.E.
monsoon and the good favourable winds in the Atlantic. An abstract from the log of
the ‘Lord of the Isles’ shows the following highlights of her 89-days run home :

Departure Shanghai 29 November

Rounded the Cape 14 January

Passing St. Helena 23 January

Crossing the Line 2 February ( in longitude 23 degrees 40’ West)
Passing the Lizard 25 February

Arriving off Dover 26 February

For this passage, the ‘Lord of the Isles’ was carrying 1,030 tons of tea, and it is
given that she had averaged 320 knots for five consecutive days crossing the
trades in the Indian Ocean.

In this year of 1858, two other very fast little Clippers were built, namely the ‘Ellen
Rodger’ out of Steele's yard in Greenock, and the barque ‘Ziba' out of Hall's of
Aberdeen. Although impressive in their own rights, both were shortlived, being
outclassed by the new larger and even finer breed of improved Clippers which
started to appear at the beginning of the 1860's.

Before leaving the 1850’s to move into the zenith era of the Clippers, a mention
should be given to another of the Aberdeen Clippers, the ‘Chaa-sze’, which
followed the previously mentioned ‘Ziba' of the stocks of Hall of Aberdeen, and was
the first tea ship designed by Rennie. This little vessel was of particular interest
having been laid down as a steam whaler of as strong a construction as possible,
being teak throughout. Inside her teak frames which were four to six feet apart, she
was diagonally planked. This, with three inch outside planking bound her up tightly
with no less than nine inches of teak. She was so tightly bound up, in fact, that in
use in the tea trade she has several of her lower deck beams made to be
unshipped, in order to give her more ‘play’. This idea was perhaps taken from the
trick of the old ‘slavers’, which, when hard pressed to escape a cruiser, would saw
through their deck beams, in order to improve their sailing, and indeed they often
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attributed their escape to this method. In the case of the Clipper ‘Chaa-sze’, she
made some very good passages from Whampoa in the early 1860's, and on one
occasion she was in company, off Mauritius, with a Sunderland Clipper barque
named the ‘Chanticleer’, both bound for China, and both having been together for
four days with light and variable winds. At last a steady breeze arrived and the
‘Chaa-sze’ immediately began to show her heels and drop the other Clipper
behind. The Skipper of the ‘Chanticleer’ remarked to his mate, “ There she goes,
they have unscrewed the beams and we shan't see her again” And they didn't.

Designers & Builders of the Famous Tea Clippers

With the retreat of the American influence and involvement, it was left to the British
designers and builders to attain supremacy between themselves, and in this regard
the competition between Aberdeen and the Clyde grew to be just as keen as that
which had previously gone on between Great Britain and America. The Clyde was
in the forefront with the two great builders Charles Connell and Robert Steele. It is
ironic that Charles Connell, the son of an Ayrshire shipbuilder, John Connell,
served his own apprenticeship under Robert Steele of Greenock, before moving
up-river to join Alexander Stephen as a foreman at Stephen’s Kelvinhaugh Yard,
before deciding in 1861 to start building for his own account at the Scotstoun Yard,
where he formed an early relationship with the famous City Line of Glasgow,
managed by George Smith & Sons, obtaining his first order from that Company for
the construction of the first of eight sailing vessels for the City Line, the ‘City of
Paris’ of 1862. The China Clippers ‘Taitsing’ and ‘Crusader’ of 1865, the ‘Spindrift’
of 1867, and the ‘Windhover’ of 1868, were followed by twenty iron barques in the
1870's as well as the famous China Tea Clipper ‘Fiery Cross’ of 1878 for Messrs. J.
D. Clink of Glasgow.

Robert Steele of Greenock, however, and importantly his brother the veritable
genius William Steele who was responsible for the design of the Steele Clippers,
was regarded the creator of the most beautiful and yacht-like merchantmen ever to
sail the seas, with such famous and successful vessels as ‘Taeping’, ‘Ariel’,
‘Serica’, Sir Lancelot’, ‘Titania’, and ‘Lahloo’, which carried all before them in the
great tea races.

Aberdeen, however, were not standing still, and the two great Clipper building
yards of Hall and Hood were formidable competitors producing fine craft, Hall's
with their ‘Flying Spur’, ‘Black Prince’, and ‘Yangtze’, whilst Hood was producing
vessels such as the ‘Jerusalem’, ‘Thyatira’, and the famous ‘Thermopylae’ for
Thompson's Aberdeen White Star Line. ‘

There were other Builders, of course, not perhaps as prolific as the two great
builders of the Clyde and of Aberdeen mentioned above, but nevertheless made a
significant contribution to the creation of fine Clipper vessels - Pile of Sunderland,
Green of Blackwall, Chaloner of Liverpool, Laurie of Glasgow, Stephen of
Glasgow, and of course Scott & Linton of Dumbarton who produced the immortal
‘Cutty Sark'.



Whilst one cannot ignore the fine lines and performances of some of the vessels
which these other Builders created, e.g. Pile with his ‘Maitland’ and ‘Undine’,
Green with his ‘Highflyer’, Chaloner with his ‘Fiery Cross’, Laurie with his
‘Leander’, and Stephen with his ‘Forward Ho’, without question the creations of
Robert Steele of Greenock were by far the most graceful Clippers to emerge during
this period. As a rule most of the famous Clippers were designed in their Builder's
drawing lofts. There were only two outside designers of note, Bernard Waymouth
who was Secretary of Lloyd’'s Register, who designed the ‘Leander’ and
‘Thermopylae’, and the previously mentioned Rennie who designed the ‘Fiery
Cross’, ‘Black Prince’, ‘Norman Court’, and ‘John R. Worcester'.

Returning to the firm of Robert Steele of Greenock, of whom more details are
provided in a separate paper appended to this article, Steele was without doubt the
designer of the most beautiful little ships that ever floated, and like his more
modern confrere, Fife, he was incapable of producing an indifferent design, let
alone a bad one. There was not a line nor curve nor angle in vessels such as the
‘Ariel’ or the ‘Sir Lancelot’ which did not display and capture the idea of perfection
in proportion and balance. The gracefully curving cutwaters and neatly rounded
sterns complemented each other to perfection and artistic magnificence, providing
an appearance of delicacy and an almost fragility and beauty that distinguished
them from any other Clippers of the time. [n addition, the finishing details were
noted for their yacht-like standards, all their woodwork, whether above or below,
was of the finest teak or mahogany, so beautifully fashioned as to compare
favourably with the highest class of capability of the first class cabinet makers of the
day. Bulwarks rails, stanchions, skylights, capstans,m and binnacles shone with
more brasswork than was ever found in any modern yacht.

Referring to articles from the archives of the Greenock Telegraph and other
chronicles of that time, the building of these fine Clippers laid the foundations for
the reputation of the Clyde's world supremacy in ship construction. Such was the
pride of the workforce of these yards that shipwrights deliberately shortened the
length of their foot-rule pockets in order to ensure display of the emblem of their
proud trade! Another anecdote of the times, these men who were involved in
leading the world in their art would virtually swagger into barbershops demanding
to be shaved before the ordinary customers by virtue of their standing as
shipwrights. They even took up oarsmanship, and a crew of Clyde shipwrights,
calling themselves the ‘Cartsdyke Worthies’ ( Cartsdyke & Cartsburn were the two
adjacent Greenock yards renowned for their shipbuilding achievements) actually
succeeded in winning the four-oared Championship of Britain at the Thames
National Regatta in 1871.

The Neatness Aloft of the Aberdeen Clippers and Sail Plans in general

Whilst not personally very knowledgeable in regard to matters aloft, it appears to
have been generally accepted that whilst the Clyde built Clippers were well in
advance of the Aberdeen vessels in design and hulls, and high standards of on-
board finishing, the Aberdeen vessels were superior in their smart looks aloft.
Indeed, they carried this to extremes in some respect, with the result that owing to
the smallness of their blocks they were regarded as ‘heavy workers'.



it was not until freights had begun to fall that large blocks and small ropes replaced
small blocks and large ropes. The ‘Black Prince’, a vessel noted for her small
blocks, required two men to stick out her foresheet, and keep all her heavy braces
and sheets rove through the light weather of the China Seas. Captain Shewan,
who commanded both this vessel and the ‘Norman Court’, is recorded as having
stated that although the latter vessel was 100 tons larger than ‘Black Prince’, she
handled easier with 14 AB's than the ‘Black Prince’ with her 22 AB's.

It was not until 1865 that double-topsails appeared in Clipper tea ships. In the
autumn of that year, ‘Ariel’ came out with double-topsail yards on all three masts,
followed about a month later by the ‘Sir Lancelot’ with double-topsail yards on her
fore and main masts but the single yard retained on the mizzen. The double topsail
had one disadvantage, it was not so effective in light winds as the single topsail,
owing to the splitting of the sail. This fact was evidenced further by Captain Keay of
the ‘Ariel’ when he described his epic contest against Captain Mac Kinnon of the
‘Taeping' in their celebrated 1866 race up the Channel during which the ‘Taeping’
showed an improved performance as the wind would slacken, whereas the ‘Ariel’
regained the advantage as soon as the wind freshened again, which Captain Keay
put down to ‘Taeping’ with her single topsails responding better to light fresh winds
than ‘Ariel’ with her double topsails. Double topsails also necessitated the
slackening up of the lee topmast rigging when by the wind, in order to allow the
lower yard to brace up well. When racing, it was customary on the tea Clippers to
lace the foot of the upper topsails to the lower topsail yards. The vessels had their
full complement of stunsails from the royal stunsails down to save-alls and
watersails which were set under the lower stunsails.

In most tea Clippers, the topgallant stunsails were set from the deck. In favourable
trades a staysail was laced on as a wing outside the lower stunsail. Captain Keay
of the ‘Ariel’ was even known to lace two staysails together, thus making a square
sail to go outside the the lower stunsail. A small set and a large set of stunsails was
carried on these well-found Clippers.

Passarees were boomed outboard some 30 feet at the fore, and when before the
wind, the foresail was set as flat as possible with its clews hauled well out on the
passaree booms, whilst the clews of the mainsail were carried aft.

Staysails were bent on every stay, including that from the main skysail masthead. It
was the universal practice amongst the later tea Clippers to haul down their
staysails when close-hauled or turning to windward. The epoch-making ‘Falcon’
started this fashion and claimed that it enabled her to lay half a point nearer the
wind than her rivals.

The Steele Clippers were noted for their fairy-like main-sky-sails, but the Aberdeen
vessels and most of the others carried nothing above their royals, relying more on
spread than on hoist. One of the largest sails set when racing was the main
topmast staysail, which stretched the whole length of the stay.
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Most of the earlier Clippers carried a huge jib, but in the later ships this very
unhandy sail, which caused the deaths of many men in the first of the Aberdeen
flyers, was split into the modern style inner and outer jib arrangement.

Some of the earlier Clippers, owing to their sharp bows, had a lot of rake in their
spars, and often carried a great deal of weather helm. To overcome this, a ‘jib-o-jib’
or jib-topsail, was set well up on the fore-royal or fore-topgallant stay, and a sail
called a Jamie Green made of No. 4 canvas, and cut as a main-topgallant stunsail
with three feet of more hoist, was set along the bowsprit and jibboom under the
headsails. This, a favourite with the tea Clippers, was filled mostly from the ‘fool-
wind’ of the jib, but pulled hard, every inch telling in both light and moderate winds.
It was always set on a wind, being carried even when making short tacks by the
smart ships, and the Foc’s’cle head men attended to it when ‘going about’. The
manner in which it was set is of interest - the sail was run out and in along rope
travellers rove between the end of the jibboom and the cat-heads. The halliards
went to the jibboom end, and the tack to the lower end of the martingale, and the
inner or sheet clew of the sail was flattened or eased off by means of a pendant
from the fore-rigging and a whip to the Foc's'cle head.

Deck Plans : Dead-Rise : Ballasting : Sheer : Rigidity of Build

The deck plans were generally alike between the various Clipper ships - a short
topgallant foc's’'le termed a monkey foc's’le, a small midship-house, boats carried
on low skids between the main and mizen masts just forward of the mizen rigging,
a raised quarter-deck, flush with the main rail and extending a few feet forward of
the mizen-mast.

The midship section of the ‘Sir Lancelot’ shows the amount of dead-rise usual in
Steele’'s constructions. Steele, like the American Donald Mackay with his later
ships, believed in a full midship section and fine ends, but some Clipper ship
designers cut their ships away almost like yachts. All tea Clippers required a deal
of ballast, and besides some 100 tons of permanent iron kentiedge stowed under
the skin in the limbers, they also took in over 200 tons of washed shingle before
loading tea. It took little to alter trim an inch or two. ‘Ariel’, during the famous 1866
tea race, used a shifting box 12’ x 3’ 6” x 2’, made of 3 inch deals, and filled with
kedges, anchor stocks, and coal, for trimming to windward. Moving of salt
provisions from the fore peak, or putting the cables aft in the sail room, was enough
to put the stern down and inch or two. When levelling the ballast before loading the
tea, it was usual to trim about 3 feet by the stern, so that when loaded the ship often
drew 4 or 5 inches more aft than forward. To get her correct trim was as important in
these sensitive Clippers as it would be in a modern racing yacht, and a half an inch
one way or the other often made all the difference in a ship’s sailing behaviour.

Like the modern racing yacht, the tea Clipper had just the right proportion of sheer,
and in this respect came half way between the Blackwall frigates - which had
absolutely none - and the American Clippers, which in many cases carried sheer
to excess.



The Steele-built sister-ships ‘Sir Lancelot’ and ‘Ariel’ were specially noted for the
manner in which they could beat dead to windward in a strong breeze. The
following abstracts from Captain Keay'’s log testify to ‘Ariel’ handling characteristics:

“Ship goes 12 knots on a bowline quite easy.”
= Ship going close-hauled 8 or 10 knots, pitching much, lee side of deck constantly flooded, water coming over
bow and lee quarter aft. Distance in 24 hours 222 miles against such a sea.”

“ Fresh gales, severe squalls, very high turbulent seas, she behaves splendidly, going 11 knots, against such a
sea. Distance by observation from 9 p.m. to Noon 174 miles.”

Returning to the aspect of speed, the best performances with tea Clippers were
obtained in smooth waters with a strong whole-sail wind about two points or so
abaft the beam. The ‘Cutty Sark’ holds the record with 363 knots which she
achieved more than once, on one occasion she achieved 362 knots and 363 knots
on consecutive days, and on another occasion she recorded 182 knots in 12 hours.
The ‘Thermopylae’ best was 358 knots, made when running her Easting down in
44 degrees South, 68 degrees East. The ‘Ariel’ best was 340 knots and the ‘Sir
Lancelot’ 336 knots. The ‘Falcon’ best point was to windward where she showed a
great superiority to her predecessors. Captain Keay, who commanded both of
these vessels in turn, was of the opinion that ‘Ariel’ was one knot faster all round
than the ‘Falcon’.

The ‘Titania’, with more beam, was stiffer and not as sensitive to handling as the
two sister-ships ‘Ariel’ and ‘Sir Lancelot’. ‘Spindrift’ was very fast off the wind, but
the Steele Clippers had slightly the best of her on a wind.

‘Fiery Cross’, ‘Taeping’, ‘Serica’, and ‘Lahloo’ with their single topsails were at their
best in light breezes. ‘Kaisow’, a very narrow vessel, was not as fast as her
contemporaries except in light winds. ‘Forward Ho' and ‘Windhover’ were good
wholesome all-round ships and very fast when sailed hard, which was not often.
The ‘Leander’ was considered by many to be as fast as the ‘Thermopylae’, but she
suffered from having a succession of poor Captains. The ‘Lothair’ was one of the
fastest of them all in light to moderate breezes, but did not have the power to stand
up to driving in heavy weather. The ‘Norman Court’ could out-weather and out-sail
the fleet on a wind, but was not so fast running. ‘Thermopylae’ and ‘Cutty Sark’,
being larger and more powerful, stood driving in heavy weather better than the
graceful Steele flyers and had much the best of it when running their eastings
down. In hard breezes, ‘Cutty Sark’ was the fastest ship of the fleet, but in light
weather the ‘Thermopylae’ and the Steele cracks could beat her.

Yet, taking all things into consideration, there was very little difference in reality
between the great and well known Clippers, and in terms of the races that were
held between them, it would be safe to venture that the fundamental edge gained
by one against the others was invariably as a result of the skills and audacity of the
Captains rather than anything to do with the successes or failures of the ships
themselves. For example, in 1868 when homeward bound, ‘Ariel’ and ‘Spindrift’
had been in company with each other for over a week in the China Seas, and
‘Ariel’ only succeeded in getting through the Anjer Strait, ahead of her rival, due to
a daring and risky piece of navigation by her commander, Captain Keay.
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By calculation, Captain Keay's daring act, some might have regarded it foolhardy,
resulted in his vessel ‘Ariel’ being credited with the first landing of the season’s tea
in London that year, had he not taken that action his rival Captain Innes of the
‘Spindrift’ would have been the winner, as ‘Spindrift’ actually made the fastest
passage that year, but set off from Foochow later than the ‘Ariel'.

On many other occasions, there were examples of a similar nature where Clippers
such as ‘Fiery Cross’, ‘Ariel’, ‘Taeping’, ‘Sir Lancelot’, ‘Flying Spur’, ‘Norman
Court’, ‘Kaisow’, ‘Thermopylae’ and ‘Cutty Sark’ spent many days and sometimes
weeks on end within a mile or two of each other, evidencing how little there was
between the actual vessels themselves, the margins were very narrow indeed
when examining the log abstracts, and it was nearly always down to the skills and
techniques of the Captains and their crews who won out in the end. Probably the
best example of this would be the greatest of all the tea races - that of 1866, which
will be covered in greater detail further on.

The Handling of a Tea Clipper

The handling of a tea Clipper required a particular skill and Captains or mates who
went into Clippers to engage in the tea trade after being accustomed to slower and
less sensitive ships often found themselves ‘all at sea’ and sometimes in trouble.
An example of this was the dismasting of the Clipper ‘Titania’ under Captain Bobby
Deas. In Clipper ships, it was recognised as bad practice to put your helm up in a
squall and experienced Captains invariably gave strict instructions to any officers
who had just come from a non-clipper vessel never to keep away in a squall, but to
luff and shake the squall out of her, whilst taking care not to get the vessel aback,
and there was also the danger of splitting sails. The danger of putting the helm up
in a sensitive and heavily-sparred Clipper was that as the wind freed the ship
gathered more way and, her yards being more fore and aft owing to her long lower
masts as compared with other ships, the sails got the full weight of the squall
abeam. If the ship was the least bit tender, or it was an extra heavy blow, she would
put her rail under so far that the helm lost its power over her. Then probably her
halliards would be let fly, but, owing to the angle at which the ship would now be
heeled over at, the yards would not come down - which meant that something had
to give.

In the case of the ‘Titania’, she encountered a fierce squall just North of Cape
Verds, and Captain Deas ordered the helm to be put up. Even so, had he been in
time to get the ship off the wind before the weight of the squall struck her, all would
have been well, but he was already too late in this regard and the squall caught her
square on the beam. She went right over until her fairleads were in the water. The
topsail yards stuck at the mastheads, and away went the foremast, jibboom, main
topmast, and mizen topgallant mast.

The Clippers ‘Titania’, ‘Ariel’, and the ‘Sir Lancelot’ were all ships that required
very careful handling and a good knowledge of their behaviour characteristics, but
once a Captain was aware of their handling characteristics they would do anything
for him short of speaking.



The Owners of the Tea Clippers

The records would show that the majority of Owners were strong-minded men with
high personal standards, who loved their ships and were first and foremost men of
ships and the sea, and businessmen second, often taking a greater interest in their
vessels than in their balance sheets. Many of these Owners had themselves been
seamen and commanded vessels before moving into the business aspect of the
tea trade, therefore they knew the ropes and looked after their Captains and crews
with an empathy borne out of hard-won personal experience. They also showed
great pride in their ships and spared no expense in having them maintained to high
standards. Typical of these were the following men :

Maxton - who commanded the ‘Lord of the Isles’ and ‘Falcon’
Rodger - who commanded the ‘Kate Carnie’
Killick - who commanded the ‘Challenger’

These men loved their ships and took great personal interest in their successes
and their failures, their crews and their Captains, and the loss of a ship meant far
more to these men of character than a mere financial loss. A typical example of this
was when Findlay, Owner of the fast Clipper ‘Spindrift' learned of her loss at
Dungeness, he was heartbroken and never recovered, finally losing his mind.

Even those Owners, who were not themselves old sea-captains, had themselves
taken passage at some time or another on their own ships, and knew their ships as
well as any of the sailors employed on them.

One of the most famous of them all was John Willis, popularly known as Captain
John, who had commanded one of his father’s ships before he was well out of his
teens. A tough man who called a spade a spade, renowned for the high standards
to which his ships were expected to be maintained, and a rich man who spared no
expense in achieving and ensuring such standards prevailed. No ship of his ever
docked or departed without his personal welcome or farewell, a familiar figure on
the pierhead of the West India Docks, resplendent in the white hat which he always
wore. John Willis was, of course, best known for his fabulous ‘Cutty Sark'’.

The Captains of the Tea Clippers

In the China tea trade, commanding a fine thoroughbred Clipper necessitated
many talents, and no man could influence the reputation and performance of these
vessels more than their Captains. The qualities required were numerous. Daring,
enterprise, skills and experience, exceptional seamanship, endurance, prudence,
judgment, energy, and nerves of cast iron. Finding such a variety of demanding
and diverse talents in conjunction with one single man was almost an impossibility,
hence there were very few really great Captains, although there were many very
good sea Captains. However, the majority were often either too cautious or too
reckless. A born racing skipper was like a born cavalry leader, and just as rare. In
these times, drunkenness was also common and often the reason for a fine
vessel's non-success, or as was often the case, her destruction or total loss.
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