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The Great Coal Schooners of New England
Palmer-Crary Shipwreck Backgrounder

he coal trade berween the mid-Atlantic siates and the

northeast supported the development of a fleet of large,
coastal schooners during the latter part of the [9th century
and the early years of the 20th century. The Frank A.
Palmer, the largest 4-masted schooner ever built ( 1897},
and the Louise B. Crary, a five-master (1900), were two
such vessels that made regular runs between the coal poris
of Newport News, Norfolk,

Notes Parker, “The rapid growth of the coal trade after
1870, based as it was on larger consumer units, brought a
demand for constantly larger cargoes and consequently
larger vessels. In seizing the opportunity the New
England shipping people, especially those in Maine, began
to build schooners of ever greater carrying capacity. The
three-master, relatively common by 1870, was increased in
capacity during the decade from about 500 tons to a maxi-

Baltimore and Philadel-
phia and northern indus-
trial cities of Boston and
New York.

uring the middle and

late 1800s, iron and
steam came to replace
wood as the construction
choice for large, ocean-
going vessels. Dictated by
Lloyd’s of London, marine
insurance encouraged this
change, a development
which favored British
shipowners. The once active
wooden shipbuilding areas in the United States, particularly
in Maine, had to refocus their efforts; yet they still main-
tained their belief in America’s “iron men and wooden
ships.” According to the publication, “The Great Coal
Schooners of New England 1870-1909” by'Lt. W.J. Lewis
Parker, “As the old timers got out, the younger generation of
owners and shipbuilders was forced to cast about for some
new means of reviving Maine shipping, and it was in the
coastwise trade that they found the solution to this problem.”

Coastal shipping had always been important, but accord-
ing to Parker, “it lacked the romance of far ports and rich
cargoes.” But the need for bulk transport of goods
between the states encouraged:the growth of the industry.
Legislation, particularly the American Navigation Act of
1817 prohibited foreign vessels from competing with our
coastal fleet. Lumber needed to build the northeastern
cities and coal to power those cities' furnaces filled the
holds of the vessels.
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Frank A. Palmer, the largest 4-masted schooner ever built
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mum of 1100 tons. In
1879, the Weybosset, the
first four-master, was

| placed in service after
being converted from a
steamer, and the follow-
ing year the William L.
White, built at Bath but
owned in Taunton, Mass.,
made her appearance as
the first four-master to be
built as such.” In 1897,
the Frank A. Palmer

4 became the largest four-
master to be launched (at
274" 5.

Although the Palmer is considered the largest, the Northland,
built in 1906 to carry paper for the Great Northem Paper Co.,
had a greater gross tonnage at 2047; but it also had a gaso-
line engine and propeller to increase speed.

The Palmer and other four-masted schooners were part of
a fleet of 162 such boats built in Maine (which was slight-
ly over one-third of all four-masters produced on the east

coast), according to marine historian Paul C. Morris in his
book, “Four Masted Schooners of the East Coast” (1975).

The first five-masted schooner, Governor Ames, was built
in 1888. It took ten years for the next such vessel
(Nathaniel T. Palmer). By 1920, a total of 56 five-masted
schooners had béen produced, including the Louise B.
Crary in 1900. From 1898-1908 all ten six-masted vessels
were built and only one seven-master was produced
(Thomas W. Lawson which was constructed with steel).
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