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EDITOR'S CORNER

This year's Bulletin is a special thematic issue on maritime archaeology. Most of the articles
originally were presented at the 2002 Spring Meeting of the Archaeological Society of
Connecticut. The meeting was very successful. The papers were well received and generated
much discussion during their presentations and at the happy hour that followed them. For this
reason, and because maritime site identification and analysis is such a hot archaeology topic
today, the Board of Directors thought it appropriate to publish a special Bulletin devoted solely
to that subject.

The papers are a mix of issues relating to maritime history and archaeology in southern New
England. Some focus on research technologies and methodologies, others on theory or regulatory
procedures tor excavating, analyzing and protecting maritime sites. In doing so some articles, like
those of Rainey and Malcarne, cover maritime sites on dry land. Others, such as Merwin et at.
and Poirier and Bellantoni, discuss submerged maritime sites. Some authors, like Malcarne, are
quite site-specific. Others present general data from a number of regional sites.

Daria Merwin's article on "Maritime History of Southern New England: The View from
Long Island, New York" provides a detailed historical perspective of maritime industry on Long
Island from early contact Native Americans to the present. Its historical context demonstrates the
great potential tor localities sensitive for maritime archaeology sites, particularly on the eastern
half of the island.

Mary Lynne Rainey's article on "Maritime Resources in the Food Economy of Nantucket's
Native Americans" focuses on the prehistoric importance of maritime resources to Nantucket's
first settlers and the methods used by local researchers to discover and detail this information.
She discusses the history of this research on Nantucket Island and focuses on two specific site
excavations to illustrate the importance of recent methodological procedures. Don Malcarne's
paper entitled "The British Attack at Essex and Related Archival! Archaeological Investigation"
discusses the documentary and archaeological evidence tor the 1814 burning of portions of Essex
during the War of 1812. Both Rainey and Malcarne document the complementary nature of
archival and archaeological research.

The article entitled "Submerged Prehistoric Sites in Southern New England: Past Research
and Future Directions" by Daria Merwin, Daniel Lynch and David Robinson reviews the various
technologies and theories that have been used to predict the location of submerged sites in
southern New England. These are illustrated through three case studies from New York Harbor,
Narragansett Bay, and Massachusetts Bay, derived from the research focus of each co-author.

David Poirier and Nicholas Bellantoni's article, "Landlubbers in a Wet World:
Administrative Perspectives on Connecticut's Underwater Heritage," discusses Connecticut's
present administrative and regulatory processes for protecting underwater cultural resources. They
also address the State's long-term responsibilities/goals in the management of submerged sites -
a combination regional and inter-regional management plan and wish list.

In sum, the five articles provide our readers with a broad introduction into the progress and
problems of the newest sub-discipline of New England archaeology. It is hoped that the exciting
new technologies as well as the tine results achieved from the application of more traditional
methods will stimulate our archaeological readership to develop and promote these procedures
in their own research projects.



MARITIME HISTORY OF SOUTHERN NEW ENGLAND:
THE VIEW FROM LONG ISLAND, NEW YORK

DARIA E. MERWIN
STONY BROOK UNIVERSITY

o to have been brought up on bays, lagoons, creeks, or along the coast,
To continue and be employ'd there all my life,
The briny and damp smell, the shore, the salt weeds exposed at low water,
The work of fishermen, the work of the eel-fisher and clam-fisher.

Walt Whitman (1891-1892), A Song of Joys

INTRODUCTION

The inlets, harbors, sounds, and bays surrounding Long Island, New York (Figure 1) have hosted
an astonishing range of water-borne activity for centuries; the island's history is intimately linked with
the sea. Prior to the advance of the railroad in the mid-nineteenth century, residents here and elsewhere
along coastal New England relied on water routes for transportation, communication, and as a means of
exchange. Until bridges tethered Long Island to the mainland, settlement was possible only by boat or
ship. Waterways functioned similarly to our modem highways for travel and trade. Riverine and coastal
resources, especially finfish and shellfish, were an important component of daily subsistence for both pre-
historic Native American and post-Contact European inhabitants of the island. Profits from whaling
enabled several small communities to participate in a trans-oceanic market economy during the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries. In harsher times, war was waged on the waters of southern New England. During
peacetime, a number of disastrous shipwrecks prompted the mid-nineteenth century formation of the U.S.
Lifesaving Service, the precursor to todays Coast Guard.

Prehistoric peoples developed watercraft in keeping with the southern New England environment,
and European colonists brought new concepts in boatbuilding to the New World. Although the earliest
vessels used by the colonists were European-built or acquired from Native Americans, local boat- and
shipbuilding was established by the early eighteenth century. This industry was dramatically interrupted
by British occupation during the American Revolution and did not completely resume until after the War
of 1812 (see Ma1carne, this volume). However, this re-growth led to a golden age of shipbuilding on Long
Island and elsewhere throughout the region that spanned most of the nineteenth century. Southern New
England ships could be seen around the world, from coastal schooners plying the Atlantic trade routes to
whaling ships working in the Far East.

Traditional wooden ship- and boatbuilding on Long Island was affected by changes in the
environmental and economic landscapes both abroad and in America. The decline of whaling in the mid-
nineteenth century was mirrored later in the century by the downslide of one of Suffolk County's most
lucrative industries, shell fishing. The proliferation of railroads took business away from the packet sloops
and steamers that formerly made regular excursions across Long Island Sound. The waterborne social and
economic ties that once linked eastern Long Island with coastal Connecticut were replaced by a deepened
relationship with New York City via the railroad.

Boatbuilders responded to the changing times and a changing clientele. As fewer goods were shipped
westward via water, more seashore visitors used the railroad for access to quaint, rural Long Island.
Boating became a respectable past-time enjoyed by the summer elite, and the building of recreational craft
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Figure 1. Map of Long Island, New York showing place-names mentioned in the text.

flourished. The Long Island workboat, which had evolved in harmony with the local environment over
the past three centuries, was transformed into a sleek racing yacht. With the addition of naphtha and gaso-
line engines, these hulls proved to be highly effective rum-runners during Prohibition. Although the twen-
tieth century witnessed the continuing decline of maritime industries around Long Island, boatbuilding,
fishing (including shell fishing and lobstering), and recreational boating are all very much alive today.

Very little archaeological research has been undertaken on shipwrecks and other maritime sites
around Long Island. In lieu of archaeological data. this paper provides a historical context for the
important role played by maritime industries on Long Island, particularly the eastern half (Suffolk
County). The maritime history of southern New England and the Port of New York would fill volumes
and are mentioned only briefly. The terms hoot and ship as used here are not synonymous. A boat is a
small craft (typically less than fifty feet [15 meters]) and is not intended for extended forays into open
water. Boats may be propelled by pole, paddle, oar, or sail (though sail plans tend to be fairly simple).
Ships are generally larger, capable of sailing for indefinite periods on the open sea. Ships relied upon sail
power until steam engines became more dependable in the mid-nineteenth century. A glossary of nautical
terms is presented in the Appendix, and Figure 2 depicts some of the sail plans common among l.ong
Island ships of the nineteenth century.

EARLY BOATBUILDING AND SHIPBUILDING

Several Native American dugout canoes have been found in southern New England, including at
least half a dozen from Connecticut (McBride 2000), but to date, virtually no archaeological evidence for
prehistoric boatbuilding on Long Island has been encountered. There is, however, circumstantial evidence
for boat use around the island, including artifacts made from Connecticut and Rhode Island soapstone
found on Long Island sites, fish bone of deep-water species preserved in middens, and a strong similarity
in the Native American material culture (such as stone tool design) of l.ong Island and of coastal
Connecticut, Rhode Island, and southeastern Massachusetts, where water would be the most obvious means
of connection (cf. Ritchie 1965:148, 166).

Sixteenth- and seventeenth-century European explorers and colonists (including Danckaerts 1913
[1679-1680] and Wood 1865 [1634]) left written accounts describing the geographic ranges of two dif-
ferent Native American watercraft types, the northern bark canoe and the southern dugout canoe. The
distribution of these types overlapped in southern New England. Other types of watercraft may have been
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Figure 2. Nineteenth century vessels common to southern New England waters.

used, including log ralls and boats made of woven reeds, though there is no record of these types of
construction.

Early documentation and ethnographic evidence suggest that the dugout canoe may have been the
most common craft used by the Native Americans on Long Island, Dugout canoes are stronger and more
durable than bark boats and arc well suited for navigating larger streams and open water. After his 1524
tour of southern New England, Verrazzano (1841 [1524]) attested to the presence of dugout canoes here,
describing them as "little boats with a single log of wood, hollowed out with admirable skill; there is
ample room in them for fourteen to fifteen men; they operate a short oar, broad at the end, with only the
strength of their arms, and they go to sea without any danger, and as swiftly as they please".

Whether or not there was an exchange of boatbuilding ideas between the Native Americans and early
Dutch and English colonists of Long Island is unclear. Europeans apparently adopted bark canoes north
of Long Island for wilderness exploration and later for use in the fur trade (Leshikar 1988: 14). In the early
years of the southern New England and Mid-Atlantic colonies, dugout canoes were probably used often
because they were quickly and easily acquired by barter or force, In the Virginia colony, English wood-
workers modified the local dugout to satisfy the European notion of what constituted a good boat. Here
the dugout was transformed by enlargement, and with sharper ends, flatter bottoms, and even keels for
improved handling and stability, Eventually, several logs were joined to form a single hull, and rigging
for sail power was added, Descendants of these early modified dugouts persisted into the twentieth century
on the Chesapeake Bay as bugeyes and racing log canoes (Chapelle 1935:276),

On Long Island, the exchange of ideas seems to have worked primarily in the other direction, with
Native Americans adopting European material culture, including boats, Early in the post-Contact period,
eastern Long Island Native Americans were widely known as skillful whalers (Salwen 1978: 162; Strong
1989), Pre-Contact Native Americans were already familiar with whales, as the animals were scavenged
when stranded ashore, Full-scale hunting of whales from southern New England shores was spurred by
a strong market demand in Europe. As the English dispossessed them of their land, some Native
Americans turned to the water as a means of earning a livelihood, In 1700, Martha Tunstall Smith owned
a whaling station at Smiths Point manned by a crew of Native Americans, Their catch was an average of
twenty whales each winter (Reeves 1885:66), As late as 1855, 51 of 53 adult males living in the
Shinnecock community were listed as mariners and fishermen in the New York State Census (cited in
Strong 1989:39),
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In the early Colonial period, the English settlers probably looked to the mother country to supply
most of their watercraft. The ships that brought the colonists across the Atlantic often carried or were
accompanied by one or more small vessels, such as a ship's boat (like a whaleboat) and a shallop. As the
number of ship carpenters, blacksmiths, sailmakers, and other craftsmen increased, and the initial struggle
for survival in the New World subsided, more watercraft were canst meted in the colonies.

The Dutch colonists of New Amsterdam probably built the earliest European vessel in the Long
Island area. When Adriaen Block's ship Tijger accidentally burned in New Amsterdam, the Dutch, with
the help of Native Americans, built the 44 foot (13.4 meter) vessel Onrust (Restless) from the salvageable
parts. Part of what was probably the Tijgerwas discovered during subway construction in lower Manhattan
in 1916 (Williamson 1959). Charred ship remains, including a section of a keel, three frames, and bow
timbers, were removed along with a Dutch double-headed axe, chain, a cannon ball, glass beads, clay
pipes, and blue and white pottery fragments. It was initially believed that the remainder of the ship was
left in place after the subway was built, but adjacent excavation for the World Trade Center in 1968 did
not produce any additional timbers. It is possible that the notes describing the location of the 1916 finds
were inaccurate, or that the timbers found then were the only ones remaining after Block's salvage efforts
three hundred years earlier (Cantwell and Wall 200 I:151-153). The Onrust was launched in the spring of
1614 and was used to explore Long Island, coastal Connecticut, Block Island, Rhode Island, and Cape Cod
(Williamson 1959). The English colonists of Long Island probably started producing their own watercraft
not long after the launching of the Onrust .

The Dutch held tenure on the western end of Long Island for only a short period of time, and in
1664 England gained political control of New Amsterdam. Despite the renaming to New York and associ-
ated shift in control, the inhabitants of the eastern two-thirds of the island maintained closer ties with their
mother and sister colonies in Connecticut and Massachusetts than with present-day New York City. The
social and economic ties across Long Island Sound were particularly strong during the American
Revolution, and the connection survived through the early twentieth century.

COLONIAL SHIPBUILDING AND TRADE

The coastal geography of Long Island was perhaps the most important factor in determining the
location of various types of maritime industries. The North Shore is indented with several protected deep
water harbors, while the South Shore has shallow lagoon-like embayments. As a result, construction of
large ships was the business of North Shore yards, while smaller boats with minimal draft were produced
on the South Shore. Colonists on both shores and elsewhere in southern New England relied upon water-
craft for trade, travel, communication, and fishing.

One deep North Shore harbor that hosted early Colonial shipbuilding is Oyster Bay. As early as
1681, the town granted John Newman a lot for "the building of vessels and for laying his timber in"
(Oyster Bay Town Records I, cited in Rossano 1989:21). At least one dozen ships were built and launched
at Oyster Bay between 1745 and 1775. These ships included packet sloops for transporting passengers and
light cargo, single-masted gaff-rigged sloops for coastal trading, two-masted fore-and-aft rigged schooners,
and square-rigged brigs (Rossano 1989). Smaller fishing boats were also most likely constructed at Oyster
Bay.

Vernacular small crati have been produced along the Great South Bay off the South Shore of Long
Island for the past three centuries. Early in the Colonial period boatbuilders here produced canoes, scows,
and small flat-bottomed boats for use on the shallow bay and surrounding rivers (Reeves 1885:62). These
small vessels were used for the exchange of farm products and news among the small villages on the bay.

Eastern Long Island settlements were founded in the mid-seventeenth century as off-shoots of
already established New England colonies. Most of the English founders of Southold arrived from New
Haven in 1640, the same year a group from Lynn, Massachusetts settled in Southampton (Bailey 1949).
Waterborne traffic between the mainland and Long Island villages was conducted regularly over Long
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Island Sound in small craft. Principal exports from the island were surplus farm produce, whale and fish
products, and later brick, sand, gravel, and firewood. Highly valued imports to Long Island included
manufactured goods from England such as Staffordshire earthenware, and molasses and rum from the
West Indies (Reeves 1885:62).

By the mid-seventeenth century, most Long Island ports were visited regularly by ships from both
the Northern and Southern colonies and the West Indies. Prominent families such as the Townsends in
Oyster Bay and the Gardiners in East Hampton controlled much of the mercantile activity around the
island with minimal involvement of the British Colonial government. This situation changed markedly in
the years immediately preceding the American Revolution, culminating with the virtual cessation of all
maritime trade after 1776.

WAR ON THE WATER

Waterborne activities during the War for American Independence are fairly well-documented through
newspaper accounts, personal letters and diaries. As New York was ideally located to control both the
northern and southern colonies, the waters around Long Island, and especially New York Harbor, were
among the first targets the British sought to control. In addition, the harbor was a year-round port which
was already a major hub of coastwise and trans-Atlantic trade. The Battle of Long Island in August of
1776 resulted from the struggle for control over New York and its harbor.

Early in the war, British soldiers were ordered to destroy every ship and boat, wharf, naval store
and warehouse on Long Island. to prevent the patriots from raising a navy (Sands 1988: 149). Apparently
the British efforts were not entirely successful, and patriots who remained on Long Island under British
military rule did not sit quietly. Guerrilla warfare was conducted on the waters of Long Island, and the
vessel most often used was the (by then) ubiquitous whaleboat. During the war, these small craft were
used for espionage, smuggling, and even kidnapping, though their prime activity was raiding (Collins
1944). Propelled by sailor rowed, whaleboats were fast, silent, and could be hauled overland and easily
hidden. The advantages of the whaleboat ensured that it would be in use for decades after the Revolution
and even after the demise of the whaling industry on Long Island. The direct descendant of the eighteenth
century whaleboat was the lifeboat used until early this century.

Of course, not all Revolutionary War whaleboat raids were successful, nor were all the boats well-
hidden. For example, the discovery by British soldiers garrisoned at Fort Slongo (modem Fort Salonga)
of two whaleboats in Zephaniah Platt's Smithtown bam cost Platt his life. In December of 1777, the
British discovered and burned the whaleboats, took all of Platt's livestock, and apprehended the
septuagenarian. Although his daughter successfully petitioned for his freedom, Zephaniah Platt died four
days after his release from the rotting hulk of the disease-ridden prison ship, Jersey (Platt 1963).

Perhaps the best-known naval event of the war in Long Island waters is the loss of the HMS.
Culloden (Schmitt and Schmid 1961). This British 74-gun ship of the line was stationed with a small
squadron in Gardiners Bay between the forks of eastern Long Island. In January 1781 the British learned
that three French vessels were preparing to leave Newport, Rhode Island. Three British ships, Culloden,
Bedford, and America, were dispatched to give chase and attempt to capture the French ships. Soon after
leaving Gardiners Bay, the British ships were engulfed in a bitter snowstorm. The report of French
maneuvers may have been a ruse to lure British ships into the stormy Atlantic waters. Rather than heading
south as intelligence reports had indicated, the French vessels reversed course and returned to Newport
unscathed.

The America was swept out to sea and eventually made landfall near the North Carolina Capes. The
Bedford was driven close to shore at the eastern tip of the South Fork of Long Island, but anchored before
crashing into the rocky shore. The Culloden did not fare so well. In the midst of the storm, Captain
Balfour mistakenly believed the ship had cleared Montauk Point when the alarm of land and breakers upon
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the lee bow was given. The anchors were dropped immediately, but to no avail; the Culloden struck
ground at North Neck, today known as Culloden Point.

Attempts to free the Culloden following the storm were unsuccessful, as the ship was pinned by a
large rock and water slowly filled the hold. The crew was ordered to remove the Culloden's stores and
provisions, along with the smaller cannons, spars, and rigging. The remaining carcass of the hull was
burned to the waterline to prevent salvage by the patriots. This operation lasted nearly a month. during
which time at least eight men from the Culloden deserted the Royal Navy, possibly seeking refuge among
local families. While the British were busy recouping. the French seized the opportunity to sail past Long
Island without interference and headed for Virginia in February. The British left their station in pursuit
the following month, having failed in their duty to keep the French confined to Rhode Island.

There are other Revolutionary War era shipwrecks in Long Island waters (such as the British frigate
HM.S. Hussar, reputed to have been carrying gold to pay the troops [Sheard 1998: 13-14]), but the resting
place of the Culloden is the only known to date. The site is well-known to area scuba divers and is
marked by large timbers and a few encrusted cannons that periodically disappear beneath shifting sands.
The Culloden is listed on the National Register of Historic Places, and artifacts from the shipwreck are
in the collection of the Town of East Hampton Marine Museum. The site of the Culloden is one of the
very few of the hundreds of shipwrecks around Long Island to have received any archaeological attention
(Moeller and Giordano 1976), although a comprehensive survey of the site has yet to be completed.

After the British fleet left New York waters in 1783, Long Islanders were faced with the task of
rebuilding the island's economy. The fledgling United States Congress recognized the importance ofmari-
time trade to the nation's development and created Ports of Entry in 1788. Sag Harbor was the first Port
of Entry in New York established by Congressional Act (Reeves 1885: 61). Lighthouses were also deemed
necessary to encourage safe and profitable navigation. The light at Montauk Point was first illuminated
in 1795, and the Eaton's Neck light was operational by 1798.

The War of 1812 dampened the resurgence of maritime trade, as British privateers constantly
threatened American ships along the Eastern Seaboard and abroad. However, shipbuilding eventually
resumed, and Long Island builders contributed to the United States Navy during the early years of the
nineteenth century. Three gun boats built at Smith's Point in 1806 were used by Stephen Decatur at
Tripoli, while at least one gunboat was built by Thomas Bell of Port Jefferson to defend American traders
during the War of 1812 (Reeves 1885). Still, the purpose of the majority of vessels built on eastern Long
Island was comparably mundane: they were fishing boats.

HARVESTING THE WATERS, FROM ALEWIVES TO WHALES

Fishing is an important component of Long Island's maritime heritage. Prehistoric middens along
the coast preserve fish and shellfish remains of long-ago meals. Early European colonists such as Daniel
Denton (1845[1670):5) noted the abundance of these foods, and they provided an incentive for early
coastal settlement. The waters surrounding the island are home to dozens of useful animals including ale-
wives (also known as menhaden or mossbunker), striped and sea bass, black fish, cod, flounder. mackerel,
perch, porgy, shad, sheepshead, eel, oyster, clam, scallop, mussel, crab, lobster, and whale.

The menhaden industry dates to the late eighteenth century on Long Island. One early account
describes the catch of 250,000 fish from one haul of the seine at Town Harbor, Southold in 1797 (Reeves
1885:72). Menhaden were originally used simply for fertilizer; the first try works to extract oil from the
fish was established on Peconic Bay in 1847 or 1848. The fish oil was used for tanning and dressing
leather, rope making, and as a paint base (Reeves 1885:73). Menhaden factories at Promised Land were
active through the mid-twentieth century.

Of course, fish were also taken by Long Islanders for food. By 1795, Greenport and Orient
fishermen were engaged in the cod fishery off Newfoundland, and local boatbuilders turned out fishing
smacks (with wells for storing fish live or on ice) from their yards. A typical seasonal round for a crew
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of six aboard a fishing smack during the 1830s was as follows: in March, cod were taken off Montauk
and in Block Island Sound to be sold in New York City; by early May, the smack would be at Sandy
Hook to catch mackerel; in mid-June, the crew returned to Montauk and the Block Island and Vineyard
sounds for sea bass; and by early October, the sea bass were succeeded by cod at the same location
(Reeves 1885:69).

Shell fishing also provided a livelihood for generations of Long Islanders, and oystering in the Great
South Bay started as early as 1679 (Radcliffe 1949:4). However, large-scale organization of the shell-
fishing industry was the work of Dutch immigrants who settled at West Sayville on the bay in the mid-
to late nineteenth century. The close-knit Dutch community played an important role in the development
of the oyster industry, when West Sayville dominated the business with its famed Blue Point oysters
(Taylor 1983, 1989).

The boom years for shell fishing in the Great South and Peconic bays during the late nineteenth
century were curtailed when pollution and over-fishing resulted in the virtual decimation of native shellfish
colonies (Radcliffe 1949:4-5). Attempts to revive the flagging industry with aquaculture using seed oysters
from Connecticut met with varying degrees of success (Taylor 1983). The problems of pollution and over-
fishing persist to this day. There is only one major shellfishery on Long Island today, Flowers and Son
of Oyster Bay, though independent fishermen still rely on their daily take of clams and scallops much as
they did during the early Colonial period.

Shore whaling was an integral part of everyday life in Colonial East Hampton. Squadrons of towns-
men were assigned sections of beach called wards to monitor for right whales swimming close to shore
during the winter. When a whale was spotted, the call "Whale offl" was made, boats launched from shore,
and the hunt started (Edwards and Rattray 1932). One whale could produce forty to one hundred barrels
of oil, which was sent along with the bone directly to England. Thus the townspeople of East Hampton
were central participants in a trans-oceanic market economy long before their agriculturalist colleagues
(Breen 1989:161-168). By the early eighteenth century, the number of whales accessible from the shores
of Long Island had decreased significantly, and short-voyage whaling was practiced on a small scale.
During the 1750s and 1760s, new wharves at Sag Harbor accommodated three short-voyage whaling
vessels (Willey 1949:537).

After the American Revolution, the Gardiner family attempted to revive short-voyage whaling out
of Sag Harbor with their ship Hope, but with no success (Reeves 1885:61). Whale populations in the
North Atlantic were too low to sustain the fishery, and long-distance whaling was the only solution.
Beginning in the 1820s and lasting until the early years of the twentieth century, crews from eastern Long
Island shipped out on voyages that would take them around Cape Horn and away from home for two or
more years at a time. Sag Harbor was the main port for long-distance whalers, while Greenport and Cold
Spring Harbor each boasted a small fleet as well. In 1847, at the height of the industry, Sag Harbor's
whaling contingent was 63 vessels strong (Reeves 1885:72).

Crews aboard the long-distance whalers frequently included Native Americans and African-
Americans (Strong 1989; Cash 1989). In addition, women (and less frequently children) accompanied their
captain husbands to the Pacific Ocean hunting grounds, sometimes serving as ship's cooks. When family
concerns threatened the success of the whale hunt, wives were often put ashore at Honolulu to wait out
the remainder of the voyage. In 1848, Martha Brown of Orient was left, pregnant, alone, and scared, in
Hawaii. Her husband, captain of the whaleship Lucy Ann, did not return for Martha and his infant son for
several months. In the meantime, Martha had found friendship and support in the "sailing circle" of other
New England sea captain's wives living in Honolulu (Druett and Wallace 1995).

There is speculation that some Long Island whaleships (e.g., the Montauk and the Marion, both built
at Sag Harbor) were converted for the more lucrative slave trade between West Africa and the West Indies
(Bailey 1949:521), but the covert nature of such trade makes it difficult to substantiate such rumors. The
decline of the whaling industry was felt by eastern Long Island communities. The value of whale oil
dropped with the opening of the Pennsylvania oil fields in 1859, and ten years earlier, the California gold
rush had proven to be an irresistible lure (in 1849, the whaler Sabina left Sag Harbor for California with
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a crew of 18 fonner whaling captains [Willey 1949:551 D. In addition, the high costs and risks associated
with mounting a long-distance whaling voyage, combined with shrinking whale populations world-wide,
contributed to the industry's demise. One of the last of the disappearing New England whaling fleet was
the brig Daisy, built in 1872 as a merchant vessel by Nehemiah Hand of Setauket. Naturalist and native
Long Islander Robert Cushman Murphy sailed on Daisy'« last whaling voyage in 1912 to collect seabird
specimens from South Atlantic waters (Murphy 1947).

THE NINETEENTH CENTURY

The ships built on Long Island during the nineteenth century were engaged in seafaring trade
throughout the world. Steamboats also made regular runs between ports around Long Island Sound. One
of the region's most famous maritime disasters occurred on a blustery winter night in 1840, when the side-
wheel steamboat Lexington was on its way from New York City, bound for Stonington, Connecticut. On
board were about 150 passengers and crew members, and 150 bales of cotton. Shortly after seven o'clock
on the night of January 13, the cotton bales ignited, probably by sparks from the steam boilers, and soon
the entire ship was engulfed in flames. Only four people survived the disaster (Brown and Stillwell 1840).
An attempt to salvage the Lexington was made in 1842, but it was unsuccessful, More recently, the
National Underwater Marine Agency (or NUMA, a non-profit private group directed by popular author
Clive Cussler) identified the likely remains of the Lexington in 150 feet (46 meters) of water in Long
Island Sound off Port Jefferson (NUMA 2001).

All shipbuilding activity on Long Island was halted during the American Revolution, and it was
several years before the industry resumed its pre-war pace. Among the first to establish a shipyard was
John Wi lise, originally of New Jersey, who was working in Port Jefferson by 1797 (Welch 1993:2). The
building rate did not increase appreciably until the 1830s, when seemingly every port in Suffolk County
had at least one shipyard.

American shipbuilding experienced a golden age during the middle of the nineteenth century,
spurred by advantageous trade conditions, cheap raw materials, and a suitable labor force. Long Island
shipbuilding and seafaring reflected this national trend, so that in 1880 an estimated one-third of the adult
male population of Suffolk County (approximately 3,000 individuals) was involved with some aspect of
maritime commerce (Reeves 1885:64). A minimum of 886 wooden ships was built in Suffolk between
1797 and 1885, including barkentines, barks, brigs, schooners, sloops, and steamboats (Reeves 1885: I 06-
125).

Nineteenth century shipbuilding on eastern Long Island is well-documented (see especially Welch
1991, 1993), whereas boatbuilding here is not. While boats initially may seem mundane compared to
ships, it is their smaller size that permitted builders to experiment with design and construction techniques.
Failure simply was not an option for builders of large ocean-going ships; any potential problem with a
small boat was far less costly. Thus, boatbuilders were better prepared to adapt than their shipbuilding
peers to the economic challenges of the mid- to late nineteenth century. This flexibility allowed small
boatyards to survive and even flourish long after the Golden Age of shipbuilding on Long Island of the
1840s through ca. 1880.

The opening of inland canals to barge traffic and the replacement of sail with steam for coastal trade
and travel affected the agricultural and shipping industries on Long Island. Perhaps the most significant
impact on local ship- and boatbuilding was made by the completion of the railroad in 1844. The opening
of the railroad marked the beginning of the twilight of commercial watercraft built and used around Long
Island, and shipbuilding declined dramatically after the 1870s. At first, the railroad was used to carry
people and perishable goods, while bulk cargoes such as hay, coal, and wood continued to be transported
over water. Small craft, once common on all waterways around the island, became increasingly
marginalized.
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The transition from work boats to pleasure craft coincided with the emergence of the well-to-do
business class in cities such as New York. Boating was viewed as a respectable past-time; as a result, the
business of building recreational craft flourished. The New York Yacht Club was founded in 1844, the
same year the railroad spanned Long Island (Bailey 1949).

In the decades following the Civil War, with the opening of North and South Shore railroad lines,
many of the New York elite established summer homes on the bucolic shores of Long Island. Before the
proliferation of automobiles and golf courses, tennis and boating were the favored activities of the idle
rich. Summertime sailboat races fostered fierce competition with a set of new rules, and boat design was
adapted to suit the demand.

The boats employed by the leisure class were basically the same as those employed by the working
class; modifications were primarily amenities such as full decking and comfortable cabins. The reason for
this similarity is two-fold: the same builder constructed boats for both the clammers and the society gen-
tlemen, and perhaps more importantly, the boats were used in the same environment (Merwin 2000). For
example, work boats on the Great South Bay had to be small enough for only one or two men to handle,
yet large enough for the daily catch; they had to be stable, but with a shallow draft (since the vessel had
to sail in shallow water, often no more than one meter). Speed, while not essential, was certainly desirable
in a work boat. These requirements shaped the Great South Bay boat into a wide hull that drew very little
water; one bayman compared the hull shape to a pumpkin seed (Hicks 1986). Some variants like the
sharpie were flat-bottomed, while others had a centerboard keel that could be raised or lowered, depending
on the water depth. Gaff-rigged catboats were particularly common on the South Shore of Long Island,
while their counterpart in the western Long Island Sound area were sloop-rigged sand-baggers.

Sand-baggers, named for their moveable ballast, appeared in New York waters as early as 1855
(Chapelle 1935:318). These 18 - 28 foot (5.5 - 8.5 m) long vessels were developed from the small half-
decked boats of local watermen. Sand-baggers are wide, shallow centerboard craft designed to carry maxi-
mum sail, with perpendicular ends and interchangeable rigs (usually seen as sloop-rigs around Long Island,
and infrequently cat-rigged).

Catboats are an American invention with an obscure history, probably originating somewhere in the
coastal New York region (Morris 1970:58-61). The first American catboat debuted in England in 1853,
where it was described as an "Una-boat." This particular vessel was built by Bob Fish of the New York
CityfNew Jersey area (Chapelle 1935:323). The Great South Bay catboat, originally used for fishing, was
transformed into a racing vessel with some hull refinements, including swooping, overhanging stems, and
curved stem profiles. The modifications yielded a shorter length at the waterline, and therefore reduced
the racing measurement, an advantage since most racing was done on a handicap system based on water-
line lengths. One of the master catboat designers of Long Island was Gil Smith of Patchogue (Merwin
2000). Smith built over 400 boats from 1876 to 1939, and they were reputed to be the fastest on the bay
(Hicks 1986). A replica of Smith's 1895 Great South Bay catboat Pauline was made by boatbuilders from
Mystic Seaport Museum and is on display there as Anitra.

In addition to the local catboat variant, the Great South Bay served as the incubator for at least three
boat types: the South Bay scooter, the Seaford skiff, and the Narrasketuck sloop. The South Bay scooter,
named for its speed, is almost an amphibious craft whose beginning dates to the 1870s (Marquardt 1986).
The scooter evolved from a simple gunning punt, with a flat bottom, pointed bow, and rounded stem and
hull profile. The new vessel was created to fill a need felt by two groups: winter duck hunters and life
saving (later Coast Guard) personnel.

During the winter, the Great South Bay often partially freezes, but rarely does it freeze completely.
Tides and marshy sections of the bay often create pockets of open water, or "air holes," within the ice
sheet. These air holes made navigating the bay on ice alone nearly impossible. Duck hunters, along with
eel and shell fishermen, needed a safe way to reach the air holes. Life saving crews found it difficult to
keep the string of stations along the Atlantic shore stocked during the winter months, when tragedies were
apt to be the most numerous and life-threatening. Additionally, the life saving crews were sometimes
called upon to perform rescues on the bay side of the barrier beach (Field 1997).
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Captain Wilbur Corwin of Bellport is credited with inventing the first scooter, when he attached
brass runners to a gunning punt in the early 1870s (Marquardt 1986:228). Corwin apparently was also
responsible for subsequent improvements in runner and rig design. As the scooter evolved, its deck
became rounded and the high coamings favored by duck hunters were eliminated. By the final years of
the nineteenth century, scooters had made the transition from utilitarian workboat to winter commuting
vessel to pleasure boat. One hundred years later, a club operating in Bellport still holds scooter races on
the Great South Bay every winter, albeit in fiberglass vessels.

The Seaford skiff is another vernacular watercraft which made the transition from work to pleasure
boat. This skiff is a round-bottomed hull with a centerboard keel, usually fully decked and with moderate
freeboard. The stem rakes forward at a slight angle, and waterline length is about 14 feet (4.3 m).
Typically a Seaford skiff carried a sprit sail, although sometimes it was rigged with a boom and gaff
(Hausrath 1986). The mast was designed to be easily unstepped and stowed, sails and all, in the cockpit,
as the skiff was rowed as frequently as it was sailed. Like the scooter, the Seaford skiff was initially con-
structed for use as a work boat. It was ideal for clamming, eeling, and duck hunting, and was an afford-
able vessel for independent baymen. Later, the skiff was used almost exclusively for weekend duck
hunting parties, and then racing.

One local boat type developed specifically for racing was the Narrasketuck sloop. However, this
sloop was a relative late-comer to the Great South Bay, as it was first built in the 1930s (Hausrath 1986:
131). The Narrasketuck is a fast shoal-water racer, and derivatives of the type are still racing today. An
indigenous North Shore equivalent of the Narrasketuck sloop is the Roslyn yawl.

Another local boat innovation was the Beebe-McLellan surfboat, designed by Frederick Beebe of
Greenport for the United States Life Saving Service. Beebe's boat became the standard for open surf oper-
ations, and the design was in production from 1879 until 1918 (Field 1997:8). The waters surrounding
Long Island are the final resting place for literally hundreds of vessels from the seventeenth century
through the present (Fish 1989; Morris and Quinn 1989; Sheard 1998), though the number human casual-
ties was reduced due to innovations like the Beebe-McLellan surfboat.

The ultimate blow to traditional wooden boatbuilding on Long Island was the introduction of the
naphtha, and later gasoline engine (especially popular tor rum-running during Prohibition). Outboards
became more efficient in the 1930s, and hull form had to be changed to accommodate them. Sterns
became vertical to handle clamp-on motors, and squaring the junction of the stempost with the keel was
necessary to keep the suction from the propeller from dragging the end down. Modern fiberglass construc-
tion has rendered wood obsolete.

The second half of nineteenth century in southern New England was an era in which a rich variety
of local small craft types adapted to a wide range of special local environmental needs and economic con-
ditions. Unfortunately, few written records were kept, especially for smaller yards. The only record that
remains is the boats themselves, many of which have survived in barns, garages, and museums, to be
studied and enjoyed today.

EPILOGUE

Although wooden ship- and boatbuilding are by most accounts dying art forms, the shores of Long
Island are still home to dozens of boatyards for (fiberglass) vessel construction and repair. In the winter,
the waters around the island are quiet with solitary fishermen. These same waters are transformed into
playgrounds in the summer months, teeming with recreational craft and chartered fishing boats. Scuba
divers regularly come face-to-face with Long Island's legacy of shipwrecks beneath the waves. Coastal
villages like Glen Cove, Port Jefferson, and Greenport are capitalizing on the public's interest in maritime
history to promote tourism.

The relationship between the inhabitants of Long Island and its surrounding waters in the twentieth
century differs from that experienced by earlier generations. It has been years since every individual on


