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AGM, an Olympic Event ?

By David Olley Hon. Secretary UK

Dear Member, I write to introduce myself , initially I was one of the four founding members of this association in 1993
created to honour the magic designs of Olin & Rod Stephens .The S&S Association has exceeded all our expectations and
become a most impressive international organization as our Members year book proves. Over the last 9 years I have had
the pleasure of meeting many of you at our events.

Acting
Chairman

Foreword
Dear members of the
Association and admirers of
Sparkman & Stephens
designs,
We compiled for you this
“Olin Special”, an idea of our
Newsletter Editor. The main
body of this “Special” is a
very readable article by Morton M. Hunt published in
“The New Yorker” in 1957
and rediscovered by Patrick
Matthiesen, our very
enthusiastic Honorary
Secretary.
It gives in my opinion a very
good insight in the history of
S&S, as well as the men
behind it. We are very
grateful for the kind
permission to publish it
again in our humble
Newsletter. Another
worthwhile article is by
Steve Mitchell which gives
us some insight in what
other designers –some of
them having learned the
trade at Sparkman & Stephens- think of Olin. Also this
article is placed with the
kind permission of the writer
and “Good Old Boat” magazine, in which it was
published. The rest of the
articles consist of an
invitation for our tenth
anniversary and reports on
what’s going on in the world
of S&S boats. And as you
will surely know Olin is still
travelling all over the place
to be part of this as much as
possible; a very remarkable
achievement for somebody at
his age, but than again; he is
a very remarkable man!
Enjoy reading,
Rob Snoeks

This years AGM was held in Venice and we were the guests of
the Italians, in particular Matteo & Guila Salamon.
Each year at the AGM, members from different countries
vie with each other to host the future AGM’s just like the
Olympics. For those of you that have gone to past AGM’s
know that the newsletters can’t reflect the warm wonderful
hospitality, spectacular dinners and events provided by the
host country, to us, their international guests and now
friends.
ROTTERDAM, late January 2000, set a new precedent: from
the moment of reception in the historic wooden floating
Veerhaven club, then among many other surprises a trip on
‘Blue Bird’ a beautiful little ship who helped rescue allied
troops from Dunkirk, designed by a friend of Olin Stephens,
G.L.Watson. The evening dinner was held in the prestigious
Royal Yacht Club, sociëteit ‘De Maas’. Not content, Rob, Hans
and Harry then organized the AGM, preceded by breakfast in
the classic’ Hotel New York’.
HAMBURG in mid January 2001 was outstanding, with an
arrival party at Hamburg Segal Yacht Club, then Saturday
visits to Blohm & Voss builders of the ‘Bismark’ followed by
lunch on board the maritime museum’s freighter ‘Cap San
Diego’ . Then with typical modesty Jan Ruesch said it was his
family’s ship on which he served as 1st Mate. Dinner at the

VENICE on February 15th. Staying in ‘Hotel Marconi’ on The
Grand Canal by the Rialto Bridge with Gondolas outside the
front door!! No superlative would suffice. Ecstatic friends from
all over Europe poured down the staircase and greetings
continued late into the evening. Matteo, Guila, Alessandro,
Marica and the whole Italian team cherished us. With the
Saturday visit to the Arsenal Naval Museum and the Director
Admiral as our guide and in the evening 120 guests from all
over the world for dinner, a superlative evening.
Finland’s Jan Lindgren had volunteered to host the 2003 AGM
until it was noted it will be the 10th anniversary of the S&S
Association. Unanimously the AGM voted it should return to
Cowes in the UK where it started in 1993. Then the 2004 AGM
in the USA to celebrate the 75th anniversary of the foundation
of Sparkman & Stephens and in 2005 in Finland. Bless him,
Olin Stephens has presided at each of these dinners and at 94,
he guarantees he will be at the 2003 dinner.
So the 2003 UK S&S Anniversary AGM is going to be HERE.
My wife Juliet and I had the pleasure of meeting many UK
members in Venice who kindly agreed to help with the 2003
UK AGM. It would be wonderful if all UK members got
together to help plan and host the 2003 AGM. To match the
previous AGMs will be most difficult, but with your help, also
a great deal of fun.

HSC on the waterfront of the Alster with wonderful speeches
in tribute to Olin by Hans-Otto Schumann, Germany’s
Admirals Cup team captain; a very moving evening. It was an
impressive programme, organized by all the German
PLEASE, CONTACT ME BY PHONE, MOBILE, FAX,
members, in particularly Albrecht, Erika, Jan, Volkmar. A
-PTO
EMAIL, LETTER , VISIT OR CARRIER PIGEON.
very difficult act to follow. But what next?

AGM 2003 United Kingdom
As 2003 is the tenth anniversary of the founding of the Sparkman & Stephens Association in Cowes, the Venice AGM
unanimously decided to hold the AGM for 2003 in the UK with a visit to Cowes.
PROGRAMME FOR 2003 S&S AGM 14-15-16th MARCH
FRIDAY 14th MARCH
-18.00 Hours- rendezvous at Royal Naval Club
Portsmouth for welcoming drinks, reception and
programme details. Later adjourn to local restaurants.

S&S yachts and many other famous designs. The museum
is a lifetime collection of Yacht Racing memorabilia.
Many years ago both Rod and Olin Stephens dined here
with the Duke of Edinburgh. We will be cherished by David
Island the son of one of Sir Max’s racing Captains who will
provide lunch and a fascinating talk.
-14.30- 15.00 Hours- depart by coach to catch ferry back to
Portsmouth for about 16.30 hours.

SATURDAY 15th MARCH
Lunch in Sir Max Aitken Waterfront Maritime Museum
”The Prospect”, Cowes.
-09.30 Hours- assemble at Wight Link Portsmouth ferry
terminal, take the ferry across The Solent to Isle of Wight
to Wootton Creek.
-10.30 Hours- take provided coach to Cowes, about 1100
arrive Cowes waterfront Square for a stroll along the
famous historic waterfront and High Street.
-12.00 Hours- lunch in the stunning “Prospect Maritime
Museum” probably one the most amazing venues in The
Solent. Sir Max Aitkin, former owner of British Daily
Express National Newspaper has owned and raced two

Dinner on Warship “HMS Warrior”, built 1860.
“HMS Warrior” is 128m long by 18m beam, she carried 705
men and 40 cannons, bigger, faster, and more powerfully
armed than any other warship afloat at the time. “Warrior
was the world’s first amoured battleship powered by steam
as well as sail and could achieve 17.5 knots with both steam
and her 37,546 square feet of sail on 3 masts. S&S members
have exclusive use of “Warrior” from 18.00 to 24.00h for
‘free flow’.
-18.00 Hours- an official guided tour of “ Warrior”.
-19.00 Hours- reception drinks on the Half Deck.
-20.00 Hours- dinner on the Gun Deck between her cannons exactly the same as “Warriors” crew in 19th century.
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SUNDAY 16th MARCH
AGM In Royal Naval Club Portsmouth.
-10.00 Hours- Meeting Commences.
Additional events
There are many wonderful exibitions and events throughout historical
Portsmouth, with the RN dockyard team we have selected several excellent
packages, say Friday afternoon Harbour tour and Sunday and Monday visit
Admiral Nelson’s “Victory” and King Henry V111’s “Mary Rose”. We can provide
information.
I am most grateful to be able to offer these two unique venues to members, they
are truly magnificent.

PROFILES –

Up from Corker I
Author: Morton M. Hunt
New Yorker Magazine September 1957
EARLY in the summer of 1920, Roderick Stephens, the president of Olin J. Stephens,
Inc., a prosperous company in the Bronx, decided that his house in the borough’s Mott
Haven section was not the ideal place for his family to spend the hot weather summers
months. Accordingly he set out with his brood for Cape Cod, where he had rented a cottage on Sandy Neck, a quiet and isolated peninsula that shelters Barnstable Harbour
from the open waters to the north. To get the mail and do their shopping, the Stephen-

RESERVATIONS AND DETAILS.
As numbers in “The Prospect” are limited, please contact me as soon as
possible to advise your interest and I will post an information pack .
This will include Reservation Form, programme, full hotel and travel information and a list of additional attractions. The cost will be slightly higher this year
at about 100 Pounds (approx. 150 Euros or $153) due to the UK exchange rate
and our venues.

sens somehow had to get to the town of Yarmouth, which was two miles away in a direct
line across the harbour but ten miles away by road; if there had been a road. A boat was
clearly a necessity, so M. Stephens, who’s interests had previously been limited to selling
coal and dabbling in Bronx civil affairs, bought a sixteen-foot sloop, named Corker, and a
one-horsepower outboard motor, which he assumed would push her along if she got
becalmed. Then, one morning, leaving his wife and five-year-old daughter, Marite,
behind, he boarded Corker with his two sons, Olin J. II, who was just twelve, and
Roderick jr., who was not quite eleven, and set sail for Yarmouth. For about an hour, all

Please register your interest (soonest please). David Olley, ’Dolphins’
10 Passage Lane, Warsash, Hants. UK SO31 9FW.
Tel / fax / ansa + 44 (0) 1489 572 283 - Mob. 0788 75 46 515
E-mail: olleydolphins@btopenworld.com

three delightedly experimented with handling the tiller and sails, and admired Corker’s
easy progress across the water. Then, without warning, the boat slowed down and came
to a halt. They lifted moistened fingers to the wind, waggled the rudder, fiddled with the
sails, and poked about with an oar; Corker mutinously refused to budge. The three
mariners began to suspect that they were aground, and this suspicion was confirmed
when the tide ran all the way out, leaving them high and dry on the broad sand flats of

——Original Message——From: Olin@xxxxx.xx [mailto:Olin@xxxxx.xx]
Sent: Tuesday, August 06, 2002 3:48 PM
To: xxxx@sparkmanstephens.com
Subject: Travels

the bay. “Well boys,” Mr. Stephens said cheerfully, “we might as well walk home for lunch
and come back for her this evening.” So they furled the canvas, took off their shoes and
socks, and trudged a mile across the wet sand to their cottage, not in the least
humiliated or disgruntled, since they took it for granted that the same sort of thing was
always happening to sailors everywhere. More then once during the days that followed,
Stephens and his sons walked home across the sand flats. Then, as they watched the less

Hi, Mitch,
Feel free to edit as you wish, but here are my thoughts
on the last couple of weeks:

earthbound manoeuvrings of other sailboats in the bay, they came to realize that
walking home was not the usual lot of every sailor and they took to studying harbour

A visit to Finland to watch the eight metre
World Cup started a
recent trip. The incentive was to watch a fleet of
International Eight Metre Class yachts competing
together. It was exciting to see a varied fleet all
starting on the same gun while racing for prizes in age
groups that included gaff headed boats built under the
“first rule” still sailing with sprit topsails. New
rigs do not seem to share quite their romance. The one
S&S design there was “Iroquois”, a previous World Cup
winner, built in 1967 and similar in form to the 12
metre “Intrepid”. A new French boat “Fleure de Lys” was
this years World Cup winner showing that progress has
continued.
After a much anticipated sightseeing visit to St.
Petersburg, Russia, I got off the plane in Boston to be
driven by friends straight to Brooklyn, Maine to sail
in the annual Eggmoggin Reach race for wooden boats.
The many rocky wooded islands were surprisingly similar
in both areas. The big fleets clearly showed the active
and serious interest in older boats that has grown so
fast over recent years. Our office was well represented
here and there were at least two classic Fife designs
and many of similar age. Getting back into a well kept
older boat, Bob Scott’s “NYYC 32”, “Falcon”, and coming
in as a winner was a happy renewal of many earlier
experiences. The fun enjoyed in both places was true
sailing to me.

charts and scheduling their trips at hours when the tide would favour them. Moreover,
by trial and error they learned a few rudimentary things about handling a small boat so
as to make the most of a light or variable wind. Mr. Stephens, who was then thirty-five,
resisted any urge to run things himself, and let the boys do practically all the sailing; for
the most part lending his weight only to hoist the mainsail. His idea was simply that he
didn’t want either of his sons to grow up into such a duffer as he had shown himself to
be. As it turned out, few fathers have hit upon a happier way of training their offspring.
Not only did Stephens’ self-effacement enable his sons to leave the duffer class far

Rgds,

Olin

behind but it determined the careers that both of them have successfully pursued all
their adult lives, to the point of becoming just about he best there is in their closely
related professions. Olin as the chief designer for Sparkman & Stephens, Inc., a New

The following article was originally published in the New Yorker Magazine of
September 1957. We copied the text in it’s entirety, but we added the old car ads
ourselves, because Olin has more interests than only boats, as you will read
further on.

York firm of naval architects, yacht brokers, and marine-insurance specialist, of which
he is also the vice-president, Roderick as the company’s field engineer, who supervises
the construction and outfitting of the yachts, his brother designs.
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An immediately arresting characteristic of the Stephens brothers, both of whom are married

competed as the skipper of his own boat; Mustang; a forty-five foot sloop his brother had

and live in Scarsdale, a good eight miles from the nearest anchorage on the sound, is that

designed twenty years earlier. Typically, too, twenty-seven of the eighty-nine boats were

each of them appears to be perfectly suited, physically and temperamentally, to this part in

of Sparkman & Stephens design, as were the first four boats to arrive in Bermuda, Bo-

their collaborative enterprise. Olin, now forty-nine, is a man of intellectual inclinations,

lero being first of all. And so were seven of the first ten boats to finish on corrected time

who wears tortoise-shell glasses, speaks through rather compressed lips, and, in general,

(that is, with racing handicaps figured in), including the over-all winner, Carlton

has the air of a professor of literature at a small New England college. Roderick, at forty-

Mitchell’s thirty-eight foot yawl Finisterre. Of the twenty-one trophies that were handed

eight, has the clean-cut facial planes and the narrowed, far-ranging eyes that are part of

out, thirteen went to boats bearing a Sparkman & Stephens plague.

the conventional concept of the true sportsman; small, firm of muscle, and lean of flank, he
is an amiable life-of-the-party whose happiest hours are spent working on or cruising in

NEITHER the great depression, which temporarily eliminated the demand for expensive

sailboats. Olin’s idea of a perfect morning is one spent at his desk with a slight rule, some

sailing craft, nor the Second World War, which cut off the supply of pleasure boats at the

graph paper, end a scratch-pad, going over the tryout data of a scale model of a new hull.

source, appears to have in any degree diminished the atavistic urge that leads men to

Roderick’s idea of a perfect morning is one spent in blue jeans a pea jacket at the helm of a

take the open water in boats propelled by nothing more dependable than by wind and

boat on a test sail in the waters of City Island, with maybe a couple of opportunities to haul

currents. Lloyd’s Register of American Yachts; an incomplete roster but the generally

himself up the mast and adjust some flaw in the rigging. It is a combination of talents and

accepted authority on the subject; listed twenty-eight hundred sailing yachts in 1938 and

traits that has paid off. During the nearly thirty years the brothers have been

four thousand last year. These figures are

working together, sailboats bearing small metal plaques that identify their

indicative of the change that has come over
the sport of yachting since the days when J.P.

work have won more then tree hundred and fifty major trophies. In all, they
have been responsible for about a thousand designs for pleasure craft, most of

Morgan is supposed to have said that any man

them sailboats. Ranging from dinghies that can just nicely carry four people across an inlet

who asks how much it costs to own a yacht can’t afford one. They do not, however, even

to stately yawls and ketches that can graciously carry a dozen passengers across an ocean.

begin to indicate a much more drastic change that has come over the whole sport of

Plus a number of power cruisers for clients of a less sporting nature. And they also have a

sailing since the war: the fact that the increase in the number of sailing yachts has been

variety of commercial and military vessels to their credit. This year, Sparkman & Stephens

overshadowed by a far greater increase in the number of small sailing craft. The sailing

(Drake Sparkman, the president of the firm, is in charge of the business side of things) has

yacht so big that it requires a crew of a dozen paid hands is practically extinct, and the

been commissioned to design thirty-seven sailboats, with a combined value close to two

sport is being taken over more and more by enthusiast of moderate means, who go in for

million dollars, of which the company will receive the naval architect’s customary ten per

so-called one-design day sailors; small boats built to standard specifications, like the

cent. Although this is a good deal less then half of the firm’s prospective income for the

houses in many suburban real-estate developments; which aren’t intended to venture far

year, it represents by far the most challenging part of its business.

from home, much less stay out overnight. Of the hundred or more major one-design boats
in this country, two of the most popular are the Blue Jay, a sturdy thirteen-foot

EVEN under ideal weather conditions, sailboats probably rank second only to the oxcart as

centreboard sloop that Olin designed 1947, and the Lightning, a spry nineteen-foot

the slowest form of transportation employed by men. The swiftest of them (Though to be

centerboarder that he designed in 1939. As far as the Stephens brothers are concerned,

the shallow-draft bilge-board scows of the Minnesota and Wisconsin lakes) can make no

the less said about the Lightning the better. This is not because they oppose it as

better then twenty knots, or about twenty-three miles an hour; and then not always in the

symptomatic of the democratisation of sailing, which it conspicuously is, but because

direction intended by their skippers; and many a yachtsman as spent whole weekends

Sparkman & Stephens, failing to appreciate the potential size of the market, let the

making no knots at all within hailing distance of his home port. From this, it might seem

plans go for a few hundred dollars to the Lightning Class Association, A non-profit outfit

that sailboats would rank only one step above oxcart in arousing the true sportsman’s

made up of Lightning owners all over the world; Italy, Hawaii, Peru, and elsewhere. To

competitive instincts. Nothing of course, could be further from the truth. The minute any

date, some sixty-seven hundred Lightnings have been sold, and it does not cheer

two yachtsmen board their boats for a quiet sail around the bay, they are almost certain to

Sparkman & Stephens to reflect that if the company had held on to the plans and

be overcome by a desire to race. The Stephens brothers have long endeared themselves to

charged its established fifteen-dollar royalty for each Lightning to reach the market, it

their clients not only by providing them with boats that win races but by demonstrating

would by now have realized a little more than a hundred thousand dollars on this design

that they themselves share the universal passion for competitive sailing. While some naval

alone.

architects keep the seats of their trouser4s dry by resting them firmly on their draftsmen’s

Since it is impossible to say in advance what sort of inexpensive class boat may strike

stools, the Stephenses have always delighted

the public fancy, Sparkman & Stephens prefers to rely for the major part of its sailboat

in getting the seats of their pants soaking

business on well-to-do customers who want yachts, rather than day sailors and want

wet on the spray swept decks of racing

them designed to suit their individual tastes. Sailing yachts, as a rule, run anywhere

yachts, whether engaged merrily in a mid

from thirty feet up in length, and most of them have at least four bunks, a complete

afternoon sprint around a nearby buoy in

galley, toilet facilities, electric lights, and an auxiliary motor. At present, the average

the Sound or in a gruelling transatlantic con-

Sparkman & and Stephens yachts costs in the vicinity of forty thousand dollars, and any

test, and their seamanship is so superb that

of the company’s most resent jobs cost at least seven times that. The brothers decline to

several prominent yacht owners have put of

identify this boat, but it is common knowledge that one of the biggest and most elaborate

entering major races until they were assured

yachts they have launched in some time is Laurence Rockfeller’s ninety-four-foot Ketch

of having at least one of the brothers in their

Wayfarer, with accommodations for nine passengers and a crew of six. Among other

crew.

yachtsmen with whom the Stephenses have had cordial and profitable relations are

On deck and in the thick of a race the

Harold S. Vanderbilt, R.J. Reynolds, Henry S. Morgan, H. B. DuPont, Winthrop Aldrich,

Stephenses run true to form; it is almost as

Chester Bowles, Thomas J. Watson, Jr., and Stavros Niarchos, the Greek ship owner,

if they had been type-cast by an excessively

who in 1946 commissioned them to refit the hundred-and-three-foot British schooner

literal-minded Hollywood producer. No

Eros, which he had recently bought. But it is another sign of the times that Olin and his

matter how acute the crisis of the moment

staff of about a hundred assistants have in recent years also been designing many

may be, Olin sits calmly at the tiller,

extremely prosaic vessels, such as tugs, mine-sweepers, and coastal tankers and

quietly calculating the strategic advantages of a starboard tack, perhaps, or pointing out

freighters—indeed, four-fifths of his staff is regularly assigned to such jobs -and that

to someone in the steady voice he preserves even during times of intense inner

these are more profitable to his firm than pleasure craft. Although work of this sort

excitement, the effect of the boat’s low resistance characteristics or it’s ability to go to

scarcely lifts the heart of a confirmed sailboat man, it is a tonic for Sparkman & Step-

windward. Roderick, meanwhile, is in ceaseless motion, dashing for and aft as he shifts

hens accountants; with a total payroll of no more than a hundred and twenty, and with

the sails in response to every chance in the wind, scrambling up into the rigger to scout

almost no requirements in the way of raw materials, the firm realizes from its combined

the surface of the water for signs of a better breeze elsewhere, barking orders like an Ivy

brokerage, insurance, and designing activities a gross income of around a million dollars

League Captain Bligh, and, in general, showing up in the field classes of rival skippers

a year.

as the most animated subject on the horizon. Typically, the brothers were in the thick of
things during last year’s Bermuda race; the biennial run from Newport to Hamilton

THE season after the family had its enlightening experiences with Corker, the

harbour that is the mille Miglia, the Kentucky derby, and the Senior Prom of the

Stephenses returned to Sandy Neck, and Mr. Stephens bought a considerably larger

yachting world, all in one. Olin, whose interest in sailboats is so objective that he prefers

boat, a twenty-six-foot day sailer called Token. The previous summer, Corker’s size, the

not to take on the responsibilities of owning one, went along as second mate aboard Bo-

greenness of her crew, and simple prudence had restricted the family’s sailing excursions

lero, a celebrated seventy-three-foot-trophy-winning yawl he designed shortly after the

to the waters of Barnstable Harbor, and, for the time being, this had seemed enough -

war for John Nicholas Brown, at that time an Assistant Secretary of the Navy; Roderick

setting out in the morning with a jug of milk and some sandwiches (put up by Mrs.
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Stephens, who did not care much for sailing and usually stayed home with her small

it. Both Olin II and Roderick jr., were born in their parents’ Colonial-style house in Mott

daughter), spending a long, sunny day coasting along the protected shores, stopping on

Haven -Olin in April, 1908, and Roderick in August of the following year. In 1913, the

a deserted sandy beach for lunch, and then, perhaps, running home ahead of a late-

family moved to Scarsdale, and both boys went to school there. By the time Olin was

afternoon thunderstorm and wading ashore browned, bleached, weary, and wholly

eighteen, it was quite clear that neither he nor his brother was going to join the family’s

content. Now, however, the reassuring measurements of Token and a growing feeling of

coal business. Before graduating from high school, in the spring of 1926, Olin, at his

confidence in their abilities as sailors prompted Stephens and his sons to begin laying

parents’ urging, went up to M.I.T., to look over its well-known department of naval

plans for something more ambitious -a one-day, forty-mile junket down to Province-town

architecture. He soon began to suspect that practical experience at the tiller was probably

and back, with not only the whole family aboard but half a dozen friends as well. Actually,

worth more than formal instruction, and his suspicion was reinforced when a professor

they were still rank novices or they never would have taken so many people along. At Mrs.

who interviewed him showed him some plans he had drawn up for an ocean-racing sloop;

Stephens’ insistence, moreover, a local lighthouse-keeper was added to the party at the

as Olin studied its lines, he felt instinctively that it would move with all the fleetness of a

last minute to act as paid skipper. “All in all, it was just what I’ve since come to call ‘a

garbage scow. Nevertheless, again to oblige his parents, he entered M.I.T. that fall. In the

drowning party,’” Olin said the other day. “There were simply too many bodies and too

spring of his freshman year, he came down with an attack of jaundice, went home to

little boat.” Pushed by a favouring wind, Token made the trip to Provincetown well enough,

recuperate, and, on regaining his strength, announced firmly that he was not going back.

and everybody went ashore and had lunch. Soon after the group started back, however, it

He put in a few months studying drafting, trigonometry, and boat design on his own, and

became apparent from the look of the sky and the waves that the boat was running into a

then got a job in the office of Henry J. Gielow, a New York naval architect, where he was

gathering storm. As tile wind and sea began to

assigned to make tracings of diesel powerboats.

fling Token about and make her rigging groan,

It is was such a sordid chore for a lover of sail

first Mrs. Stephens and then, in increasingly

that he almost at once began casting about for

rapid succession, Marite, the guests, Stephens,

something more to his liking, and he soon found

the lighthouse-keeping captain, and the two

it -a position as a draftsman in the office of

boys lost their composure. The men reefed the

Philip L. Rhodes, an outstanding sailboat

mainsail; then they lowered it altogether and

designer, who now ranks as one of the Stephens

bounced around under the jib alone; finally,

brothers few serious rivals.

buffeted by the wind and the waves and getting

At the age of nineteen, barely a year after

nowhere, they dropped the jib, wildly flagged a

forsaking M.I.T., Olin made his profession’s

fishing boat, and were towed in disgrace back

equivalent of a Town Hall début when the

to Province-town. It was a day rich in lessons,

authoritative magazine Yachting published a

and neither of the Stephens brothers has ever

design of his for a six-metre sloop. The

had to be towed into port again.

significance of this achievement was not lost on

As one summer followed another, the

his father, who, however his interest in coal

Stephenses discovered that sailing, like most

may have dwindled, had not lost any of his bu-

other addictions, demands ever more intensive,

siness shrewdness. One day in the summer of

and expensive, indulgence. In 1922, Mr. Step-

1928, after allowing time for the achievement to

hens joined the American Yacht Club, at Rye,

sink in, he invited Drake Sparkman, a young

and bought his first yacht -a little yawl, no

acquaintance of his who was already a

longer than Token but equipped with a cabin,

successful yacht broker, to lunch with him and

bunks for four, and a galley. He and his sons took possession of the boat at Riverton,

Olin at the Larchmont Yacht Club. Sparkman, who had been in business for about a year,

New Jersey, on the Delaware River, and spent three days sailing her to their home wa-

had decided to expand into naval architecture and was looking for a designer. As Mr.

ters in the Sound; it was there initial exposure to the kind of existence that enchants

Stephens had hoped, Sparkman had seen Olin’s design in Yachting and had been suitably

the sailing yachtsman -whole days and nights afloat, free from ordinary cares, and wit-

impressed; moreover, in various yacht clubs on both sides of the Sound he had heard

hout even the need to put in to shore for refuelling. Back home, the boys and their

reports of the youth’s rare abilities as a sailor. Now he was surprised, though by no

father pored over Coast and Geodetic Survey charts in preparation for week-long crui-

means unfavorably, to find that this youthful salt was not a hearty extrovert but a rather

ses, and soon they were navigating the Sound from end to end. In 1924, Mr. Stephens

reserved fellow with a decidedly studious look about him. Although no boat designed by

moved on to a very heavy ketch that was marvellously stable but discouragingly slow;

Olin had yet been built, Sparkman, relying largely on intuition, offered him an informal

then, in succeeding summer, he switched to a light cruising sloop, to a neat, swift

partnership, with the understanding that if things went well it would become a formal

schooner, and to a volatile six-metre racing boat. By the time the boys were out of their

one in a little over a year, when Olin came of age. Sparkman installed his new designer at

teens; they had some experience with almost the entire range of modern sail-craft. Their

a drafting table in a corner of his own office, at 11 East Forty-fourth Street (he still con-

father had progressed reasonably well too, and though he referred to himself as just an

ducts the firm’s brokerage business there, but Olin and his staff now occupy a floor and

extra hand, they had taught him carefully, and sometimes even let him take over the

half of the building at 79 Madison Avenue), and then set about scaring up something for

tiller. He acquired the durable tan of a seasoned yachtsman, and his friends in the

him to design. Hearing that the Junior Yacht Racing Association of Long Island Sound

Bronx began to feel that he had permanently turned his back on coal.

was thinking of ordering a class boat for its teen-age members, he approached one of its

Almost from the very start, the Stephens brothers approached sailing in conspicuously

officials and said, “I understand you want a junior boat. Well, then, why not have it

different ways. Olin, doodling in his textbooks at school, filled their margins with

designed by a real junior? I’ve got a partner who’s still not old enough to vote.” The argu-

scribbled sketches of yachts, and he had a tendency to pass up his homework in favor of

ment struck the official as a remarkably cogent one. Olin designed a twenty-one-foot

books and magazine article about boat design; Roderick preferred to build working

sloop for the Association, and the Juniors ordered about twenty, some of which are still

models and sail them in ponds. Aboard the family boat, Olin had the cooler head and

beating around Manhasset Bay. The persuasive Sparkman next talked a Stamford

showed the better judgment as a navigator and racing tactician, while his brother, far

businessman named Arthur P. Hatch into a much bigger deal, for Olin—a commission to

more physically adept, became singularly skilfull at trimming the sails -the fine art of

design a small cruising sloop. Since this was to cost something like thirty-five hundred

constantly readjusting the canvas so as to get the most drive out of even a fugitive

dollars and Olin was still little more than a novice, Sparkman would seem to hare

breeze. In a momentous discussion that the brothers held while they were in their

brought off a miracle of salesmanship, though the fact that Hatch was a close friend of

middle teens, it was formally agreed that thenceforth, instead of taking of turns, as they

his could have had something to do with it. In any event, the sloop, later christened

had been doing, Olin would be the skipper at all times and Roderick the first mate.

Kalmia, took shape on Olin’s board during the winter of 1928-29, slid down the ways in

“After that, I got more fun out of sailing, because I was a1ways on the move, busy with

the spring, and delighted Hatch in every particular—not least by winning in her class in

the sails,’’ Roderick has recalled. ‘‘And Olin liked it more, too -sitting at the tiller and

that season’s Gibson Island Race, from New London to Gibson, Maryland. Sparkman

running things. When I finally got a boat of my own –nearly twenty years later -and

breathed a great sigh, and drew up papers making the firm a corporation and Olin its

first raced her to Bermuda, Olin came along and I made him the skipper. I wish I could

vice president.

do that more often.”

Still, the Sparkman magic obviously couldn’t work every day, and Olin sometimes found

AS far as the Stephenses are aware, they have no nautical heritage other than that

things slow at his drafting table. To design Kalmia, which required more room than the

provided by their paternal grandfather, Olin J. Stephens, who once won the national

Forty-fourth Street office could provide, he had rented space in the drafting room of the

single-scull championship on time Harlem River. Not long afterward, he put down his

late Henry B. Nevins, well-known City Island boatyard, and now he began doing some

oars and joined his father’s coal company, which at one time was the second-largest in

odd-job drafting for Nevins in his slack periods. Roderick, who had entered Cornell in the

the city and which remained in the family until 1929, when Roderick Stephens, Sr., sold

fall of 1928, spent the summer vacation of his freshman year hanging around Olin’s City
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Island retreat and rubbernecking in the boatyard. There he met Nevins, who liked

boom-end in a wave-through dark waters that might at any minute crush them against an

him and offered to take him in and teach him the boatbuilding business from the keel

iceberg, the crew had a sufficiently rugged time of it during the seventeen days of the trip.

up. After that, Cornell never had a chance. Roderick served an apprenticeship in every

Early in the evening of the seventeenth day out of Newport, Doradc crossed the finish line

department of the yard, from the mold loft, where hulls were given their basic shapes,

off Plymouth Breakwater. No one was on hand to greet her, and the crew felt rather let

to the rigging department, where stays, halyards, and sail-handling gear were made

down, but before long the official reception committee put out from shore and came aboard

up. Soon he was well on his way to becoming a highly qualified boat-builder.

with the explanation for the tardy welcome: Dorade had completed the race so far ahead of
the expected arrival of any of the contestants that nobody was prepared for the occasion. It

BOTH brothers might long have remained professionally landbound had it not been

was indeed a stunning victory. Dorade had a handicap of forty-six hours over the largest

for their father, who again was taking a shrewd view of the future. Off and on for

entry -Landfall- which was the second boat to arrive, reaching Plymouth Harbour two days

years, he and his sons had been comparing ideas for the perfect ocean-racing yacht,

later. On corrected time, Dorade beat Landfall by nearly four days, and she eventually

and the composite mental picture they had evolved was of a light, sleek, fine-lined

proved to have soundly whipped all the other contestants, including boats with greater han-

yawl -a craft brashly different from the heavy, lumbering deepwater sailboats, justly

dicaps than her own. Newspaper editors in the United States, delighted to be able to vary
the dreary diet of depression news they had been feeding
their readers, played up the story of Dorade and her
predominantly youthful crew. And no newspaper took
greater pride in the accomplishment than the Bronx Home
News, which, with pardonable chauvinism, declared in an editorial,
“It shows that not only is Dorade as good a sailing ship as there is

known as “modified fishermen,” that were then in vogue. In the fall of 1929, in an

afloat, but that in the Stephens family the Bronx has three expert seamen”.

inspired attempt to establish Olin almost overnight as a leader in his field, Mr. Step-

The crew of Dorade stayed on in England long enough to win the Fastnet Race, one of

hens, with cavalier disregard for the crumbling stock market, proposed to underwrite

Britain’s most illustrious sailing events -six hundred miles from Plymouth to Fastnet Rock,

the cost of such a boat from designs drawn up by his son. When all the bills resulting

off the southern coast of Ireland, and back— and then, after crating the yawl for shipment

from this proposal were in, they added up to twenty-eight thousand dollars -a very

home, boarded the White Star Line’s Homeric for New York. The liner arrived here on

substantial sum of money to risk in those pinched times, but one that, for several

September 2nd, and was met at Quarantine by a flotilla consisting of the city’s official

reasons, Mr. Stephens has never regretted spending.

greeting launch, Macom, with a reception committee from City Hall aboard; a Navy tug

The most attractive bid for the job of building the yawl was submitted by the

with the Department of Sanitation band blaring away on its deck; several police launches; a

Minneford Yacht Yard, on City Island -especially since the management allowed

fireboat; and a hired tug flying large banners emblazoned with the message “Welcome Rod

Roderick to act as general foreman. Taking a leave of absence from the Nevins yard,

Stephen - N.Y.Coal Dealers.” The Dorade’s crew were transferred to the Macom and taken

he personally supervised even the most minute details of the boat’s construction,

to the Battery, and then, in open touring cars pelted by ticker tape, up Broadway to City

watching as each plank, each keelbolt, each screw went into the hull. The vessel,

Hall, where they were welcomed by Acting Mayor Joseph V. McKee. Speaking for Mayor

named Dorade, slid down the ways in the spring of 1930, with all three Stephenses

James J. Walker, who was away somewhere at the moment, McKee pointed out that the

tensely looking on, and disconcertingly settled three inches deeper in the water than

boat in which Columbus crossed the Atlantic was twice as big as Dorade. Later on, the

the waterline Olin had figured on. Today, such a miscalculation would deeply distress

Bronx staged a reception for the crew that made the Manhattan ceremonies seem pallid.

him, but he was not then the experienced perfectionist he is now, and he simply

The elder Stephens did not have to wait long for assurance that his investment in Olin’s

rectified his error by having a new waterline painted three inches higher on the hull.

career was a sound one. Even in 1932, when there was barely a ripple in the yacht market,

Dorade was fifty-two feet long over all and thirty-nine at her self-designated

the young designer was kept moderately busy. His biggest job that year was to design a

waterline, but yachtsmen forgot about statistics when they caught a glimpse of her,

ninety-thousand-dollar schooner, called Brilliant, for Walter Barnum –a project that at

for she was breathtakingly slender and obviously very light. By all the existing

least paid the rent of the Sparkman & Stephens office. The following year business began

standards of ocean racing, she should have been dangerous to sail in rough weather.

coming in with a rush. Olin was called on to design an eleven-foot class-boat sailing dinghy

Olin thought otherwise, believing that the yacht’s slimness, which he had

for the junior members of the Larchmont Yacht Club; a yawl, Stormy Weather, along the

counterbalanced with a deep keels would enable her to knife effortlessly through the

lines of Dorade, for Philip Le Boutillier, the president of Best & Co.; and seven other

waves, instead of pounding against them, as the heavy, broad-beamed ocean racers of

sailboats, including a seventy-foot yawl, for various affluent individuals. With no trouble at

the period did. And this, he was convinced, would make her at least as safe as her

all, Olin induced his brother to give up his job at the Nevins yard and join him as S. & S.s’

contemporaries -and a lot faster.

field engineer -an assignment that soon proved to be no sinecure, for by the early summer

Sailing Dorade here and there about the Sound, the three Stephenses were well

of 1934 no fewer than twenty boats designed by the firm were under construction, in half a

satisfied with her performance; admittedly, she was a trifle “tender,” or quick to heel

dozen yards up and down the Atlantic seaboard. Meanwhile, the brothers’ sailing exploits

over, in a blow, but she was by far the most high-spirited and beautifully balanced

were continuing to publicize the firm’s name effectively. (A fellow yachtsman once testily

boat they’d ever handled. In June, they took six friends aboard as crew and entered

accused them of being mere “ocean-racing jockeys -professionals in the game for the money,’’

the Bermuda Race -their first attempt at deepwater competition. Setting out in the

but he may have been merely expressing a loser’s viewpoint. ) Together, they raced Dorade

midst of a tightly packed fleet of forty-two starters, they sailed Dorade for all she was

to Bermuda in 1932, and took first honors in her class; in 1933, Roderick sailed the boat to

worth, and four days later, after struggling through some rough seas and suffering a

England, won another Fastnet trophy, and proceeded to bring her home in twenty-one days,

setback when a navigational error, the result of a broken sextant, led them off course,

an exceptional westward passage for so small a vessel; and two years later he skippered

they overtook seven rivals in the final hours of the race, to reach St. David’s Head in

Stormy Weather in another transatlantic race, winning easily, then mopped up a third

sixth place chronologically and in third place on corrected time. Veteran yachtsmen

Fastnet Race, and sailed home -his fifth transatlantic crossing under canvas.

were astonished and respectful. A writer in the magazine “Boats” predicted that
Dorade’s performance in the heavy weather and her showing at the finish would soon

IN 1934, the conservative yachting periodical Rudder called the twenty six year-old Olin

“alter the whole concept of the ocean racer and make a profound change in the face of

“one of America’s outstanding , yacht designers, and added, “The day does not appear far

the sailing world of her time.”

distant when he will be called in to create a defender, or, mayhap, a challenger, for the

A year later, in the summer of 1931 the three Stephenses really came into their own,

America’s Cup, the dream of every naval architect.” As usual, Rudder had not gone out on a

achieving international renown in sailing and non sailing circles alike, when -this

limb. One day in August, 1936, Harold S. Vanderbilt, the outstanding American big-boat

time assisted by four additional crew members, all of them in their twenties -they won

sailor of his time, got Olin on the telephone and, after telling him that the New York Yacht

a transatlantic race with Dorade. Arranged by the Cruising Club of America and the

Club had received a challenge for the America s Cup from the Royal Yacht Squadron of

Royal Ocean Racing Club of England, the race got under way on the Fourth of July,

Cowes, asked if he would be willing to collaborate with the well-known naval architect W.

with Newport as the starting point and Plymouth as the finish; ten boats were

Starling Burgess in designing a yacht to defend the celebrated trophy.

entered, and Dorade was the third-smallest and seemingly the least sturdy of the lot.

More money has probably been spent by British and American yachtsmen in the course of

Olin, as Dorade’s skipper, ignored the tactics of his rivals, who headed at once for the

their century-long rivalry for possession of the ugly baroque silver pitcher, worth about five

beneficial current of the Gulf Stream, and chose a shorter route to the north,

hundred dollars, that is known as the America’s Cup than on any other competitive sailing

notwithstanding the hazards of rough weather and ice. No ice appeared, but fog, high

fixture. The whole thing started in 1851, when, before the eyes of Queen Victoria, America,

seas, and strong winds made the crossing a strenuous one. What with the grinding

a schooner belonging to a New York Yacht Club syndicate headed by John C. Stevens, won a

physical labor and the incessant, day-and-night anxiety as the hard-driven boat

sixty-mile race, open to all classes of yachts from all nations, around the Isle of Wight. The

strained and shuddered along-plunging forward or rolling sidewise to bury her bow or

trophy was put up by the Royal Yacht Squadron of England, and at irregular intervals
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during the ensuing hundred and six years British challengers have tried fourteen times,

Roderick said not long ago. “If nobody was sure what to do next, Olin would tell

with no success, to return it to their country. America’s Cup races in recent decades have

Vanderbilt what he thought was the best bet, and he almost always turned out to be

been nothing like the come-one-come-all affair at which Victoria was a mortified

right.” As for Roderick himself, as supervisor of the paid crew, he was responsible for

spectator. For one thing, they are held on this side of the Atlantic. For another, only two

seeing to it that the headsails and spinnakers -adding up to more than a hundred

yachts –one of them representing the United States and the other the challenger club-

thousand square feet of canvas- were broken out and set with split-second precision. He

compete, and they are built according to certain agreed on specifications. (In recent

also had to keep a constant check on the myriad mechanical contrivances, from the

races, for instance, their waterline length has been limited to eighty-seven feet.) Usually,

bilges to the masthead. Wearing scarlet breeches, with an assortment of tools flapping

a few of these racers, known as J-boats, are built in each country before a race and the

from a belt around his waist, he seemed to be everywhere at once.

best one is chosen as the contender. J-boats -truly beautiful creations, with their long,

The Cup match was to be decided on the basis of four out of seven thirty-mile races held

graceful hulls and their towering masts and thousands of square feet of sail -are the

off Newport between July 31st and August 5th, 1937. During each race, hundreds of

most costly of sailing craft to build and maintain. (Sir Thomas Lipton, the English tea

pleasure craft, carrying spectators, journalists, and newsreel cameramen, followed the

merchant, is commonly supposed to have spent an average of a million’ dollars apiece on

two big boats around the course. The first four races ended with Vanderbilt’s yacht

his five fruitless attempts to recapture the Cup.) But as a rule their hour of glory is brief,

crossing the finish line well in the lead, and the America’s Cup remained in this country.

for they are planned with just one end in view, and most of them become obsolescent

When it was all over, Sopwith faced the newsreel cameras and said heartily, “I would

after one Cup race and are retired in favor of something of even more refined design.

like to congratulate Mr. Vanderbilt and his organization and the designers of Ranger for

At the time Vanderbilt called up Olin he had already defended the America’s Cup twice,

having produced the best J-class yacht that has ever been built.”

in 1930 and 1934 with yachts designed by Burgess. Faced now with the challenge of a

RANGER was also the last J-class yacht to be built. Most yachtsmen of recent years,

new boat –Endeavour II, owned and sailed by T.0.M. Sopwith, the British airplane

eroded by taxation, have been governed by J.P. Morgan’s axiom when it came to J-boats.

manufacturer -he wanted the best and moist original brains he could get to design a

It would cost at least three times as much to build such a boat today, and Sparkman &

defender, and the most adept sailors he could get to handle her. Having seen the

Stephens current prosperity, therefore, derives from craft of more modest pretensions.

Stephens brothers in action, he strongly implied to Olin that, as part of the deal, he and

While the Stephens brothers are naturally gratified by the present widespread interest

Roderick must consent to serve on the crew. Olin hardly had to consult his brother

in sailing, the trend toward smaller boats saddens them, and so does the apparently

accepting.

incurable weakness of many of today’s yachtsmen for automatic gadgets. “Of course, we

Olin and Burgess agreed to design two hulls each, then test five-foot models of all of them

still get a few big jobs from time to time,” Olin told a recent visitor to his office, after

in a tank and determine which of the four to concentrate on. The tests were conducted over

wistfully recalling some of the in majestic giants of yesteryear. “Like Wayfarer, the new

a period of six weeks in the fall of 1936, and when, at length, the collaborators made their

Rockefeller ketch, which is intended to carry a paid crew of six. As a matter of fact, I still

choice (they had a gentlemen’s agreement not to

ask all our clients if they intend to have a paid crew

disclose which of them had designed the hull they

-I need to know, in order to plan a boat’s layout -but

favoured), they both settled down to an arduous period

most of them look astonished at the very idea.” He

of working out refinements and pondering the

sighed, removed his glasses, rubbed them with a

multitude of de-tailed structural problems they would

piece of tissue, and, replacing them, continued, “I

have to solve if the finished yacht were ever to sail as

used to love to specify brass fittings, but now I

they wanted her to. Simultaneously, Roderick set

mostly call for chrome plating, because nobody has

about working up a deck plan, plotting the location of

the help to keep brass polished. And, much as I

winches, cleats, blocks and leads, and other parts of

disapprove of automatic steerers and electric bilge

the rigging; the sail handling gear, which had been

pumps, I have to put them in for clients who must

either invented outright or drastically adapted from

do all their own work when sailing. I suppose I

existing types, was so extraordinary that veteran

really shouldn’t complain, though, since more

yachtsmen, studying a model of the finished boat on

people are sailing than ever and our yacht-

display in a showcase at the New York Yacht Club,

designing business is bigger than ever.”

are still astonished by it. The hull of Ranger, as the

Roderick, too, suffers an attack of nostalgia now

yacht was called, cost Vanderbilt about a hundred and

and then. One day at City Island last spring while

forty thousand dollars; two masts (the first one carried

getting Mustang ready for the season, he got to

away in a storm) cost him eighteen thousand a piece;

talking about the launching, a couple of years ago,

and the expense of new sails and the salaries of largely

of Carleton Mitchell’s Finisterre. “Mitchell put on a

professional crew before and during the race has been

really fine show,” Roderick said. “He was so proud of

put at an additional hundred thousand. Vanderbilt

the boat, because her design had already caused a

sailed Ranger only one season (she was then laid up,

sensation among sailing people. He invited

and in 1941 was finally junked for scrap), and someone

hundreds of guests up to the launching, at Seth

has estimated that she cost him twenty thousand

Person’s yard at Saybrook -quite a few other boat

dollars an hour to operate as a Cup defender.

designers and just about everybody else of

Ranger’s hull -a slender steel one, a hundred and

importance in sailing. Well, yachting is changing,

thirty-five feet long over all and. Weighing hundred

and the difference between that launching and the

and sixty-six tons, slid into Kennebuck River at the

one they gave Ranger is a pretty fair sign of how

Bath Iron Works, in Maine, on May 11 , to the cheers

much it’s changing. The yard at Saybrook didn’t

th

of several thousand spectators, including the Governor of the State. Both Stephens brothers

have much paving, and we all got our shoes muddy; Seth’s a fine boatbuilder, but his

spent most of the summer aboard the vessel –tuning her up in practice runs, racing her in

shop is just a little old red barn. The Governor wasn’t there, and there wasn’t any

preliminary trials

swarm of boats gathered around, and there were only a few banners and a little

against two other J-boats, Rainbow and Yankee, that were candidates for the privilege of

bunting. Someone ordered up a load of champagne, but there were no ice-buckets to cool

taking on Sopwith , and, at last, after she had easily beaten them, racing her in the big

it in, so they put the bottles in a couple of old wheelbarrows and packed ice all around

event itself. The brothers were among the six amateur members of the crew. Roderick

them. What with all the whiskey that was being handed out, though, nearly everyone

was in charge of the yacht’s complement of twenty-six pad hands, who provided the beef

forgot about the champagne, and most of it was never even opened. Now, there’s

when it came to setting and trimming Ranger’s vast expense of sail, and Olin was

something you’d never have seen in the old days, I can assure you of that.”

reserve helmsman, spelling Vanderbilt at the wheel and alternating with him as

-Morton M. Hunt

chairman of Ranger’s Committee on Tactics. Earnest and unobtrusive, he hardly moved
from the afterdeck all summer long, staring intently this way and that through spray-

(This is the first of two articles on the Stephens brothers by Morton M. Hunt, published

fogged eyeglasses as he prepared for every conceivable contingency. He might, for exam-

in the New Yorker Magazine 1957)

ple, spend a whole afternoon plotting how, in a given set of circumstances, he could
“blanket,” or “backwind,” another vessel-racing maneuvers that call for an almost
reptilian combination of patience and cunning. “Whenever there was an obvious move to
make that summer, at least four people would immediately point it out to Vanderbilt,”
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By Steve Mitchell
His nametag for the 15th annual Chesapeake Sailing and
Yacht Symposium held in Annapolis gave his affiliation
simply as “retired.” But for famed yacht designer Olin
Stephens, that word’s not in his vocabulary. At the age of
93, after one of the most illustrious careers imaginable,

extended or not, depen-

he is still actively pursuing his lifelong passion -designing
fast, safe sailboats, whether for racing or cruising.

ding on how things worked
out.” As we know, things worked

“I was really lucky with racers, ” he says modestly. “I had
no real difference in my approach with cruisers. There’s

out just fine for the company they
simply called Sparkman & Stephens.

nothing radical or different in my designs. I had grown up
seeing boats built at City Island, where they used bent

The famous Dorade

employed people like me to work on designs. But
the boats were Olin’s ideas and his designs. We just

frames instead of cut ones. The boats were lighter and
just as strong. They also had the ballast on the outside of

Success came quickly. In 1929, Olin designed for his
father a racing boat named Dorade. He and his brother,

pushed the pencil on the paper where he told us to. He
was the driving force. He was the one responsible for all

the boat, where it would do the most good, and not on the
inside.”

Rod, sailed her to a surprise victory in 1931 Transatlantic
race, and then added top honors in the Fastnet race

those successful boats.”
David Padrick is another “graduate” of what Bill calls the

Given his long record of racing success, it was hardly just
luck. Olin Stephens designed five boats that won seven

shortly thereafter. Dorade’s success gave the new firm of
S&S instant credibility, not to mention a ticker-tape pa-

S&S school. “I started working there in 1970 as a fresh
graduate from the Webb Institute,” David says, “I began

America’s Cup races, and collaborated with Starling
Burgess on the J-Boat, Ranger, that won the Cup in 1937.

rade for the Stephens brothers when they returned to
New York.

as an intern. It was a wonderful opportunity for me
personally.” Early on, David worked on the Courageous

That makes six boats and eight Cup victories, surely a record no one else will ever approach. For the icing on the

From there it was a short step for Olin to work on
America’s Cup designs. In 1936 he worked on Ranger in

America’s Cup program with the tank testing. That led to
his becoming full project manager for the boat’s

cake, he skippered Colombia to victory in 1958 Cup race.
His boats also have won just about every famous

collaboration with Starling Burgess. As with Dorade, his
early success with Ranger led to more than 40 years of

construction. “Olin gave me a lot of scope to do what I
could under his watchful eye. It was a good tutelage for

bluewater race there is: Whitbread, Fatsnet, Newport-toBermuda, and theTransatlantic, to name a few. Everyone

unparalleled success in America’s Cup designs.
In addition to producing outstanding boats, Olin Stephens

me,” he says. Courageous went on to win America’s Cup in
1974 and 1977.

knows about the tragic 1979 Fatsnet Race in which 15
sailors died and five boats sank in a violent storm. Which

also turned out a fair crop of designers who worked for
him at Sparman & Stephens. Says Bill Shaw, an 11-year

David says, “The intuitive sense of shapes the water will
treat kindly is something Olin has cultivated since he was

boat won that year? Tenacious, skippered by Ted Turner
and designed by Olin Stephhens, of course. In short, Olin

S&S veteran and later long-time head of Pearson Yachts,
“We, the people who went to that wonderful school I call

a young man. He’s been able to apply that intuitive approach with the technology of the day in a number of

Stephens has done it all.

S&S, had one of the finest educations in yacht design one
could ask for. Olin’s main impact was, year after year,

successful projects. He
was an early advocate of

Boats fascinated him
In his autobiography, All This and Sailing, Too, Olin

coming up with well-found boats that could go fast. In
particular I can remember working with him on a
preliminary design for a customer, and Olin could meld

tank testing in his work
with Ken Davidson in the

writes:” As far as I can remember, I wanted to design fast
boats.” From the age of six, boats fascinated him,
especially after he took his first sail. As a youth, he spent
time at boatyards, sketching hull designs that appealed to
his eye and soaking in all he could about boat
construction and design. Of these early days Olin says, “I
found that the Scottish designers built good boats that
also were good to look at.” So early on, he had an
appreciation for the beauty of a well-designed boat, an
appreciation he would carry forward throughout his
career in his own designs.
A case of jaundice forced Olin to leave MIT after a year,
and he chose not to go back because he wanted to pursue
his boat-designing
dream. In 1927, at the
age of 19, he started
his career drawing
small-scale
accommodation plans
for brokerage boats for
Henry J. Gielow in
New York. A small
beginning, it was at
least in the chosen
field of a young man
who had sketched
boats his whole life.
Dorade in the Bermuda Race, 1932

the traits of one boat with the traits of another in his
mind. He could tell a customer how long a boat was going
to be after just listening to the accommodations the owner
wanted. He would sketch out the boat in his head. He’s an
absolute genius. S&S had a bent toward cruising boats
like Finisterre. She was designed as a world-class
cruising boat that also could go fast.”
Speed is another contribution to safety that Bill learned
at S&S. A slow cruising boat really is dangerous if you
think about it, “he says, “The crew is out there that much
longer, so more things can go wrong. Olin knew how to design a fast boat.”
Cruising and racing
Dual-purpose boats were much more common in the early
days of S&S than today. According to Bill, S&S designed
many dual-purpose boats the owners could “cruise or race,
depending upon the crew and gear they had aboard. The
boat was fast either way.” The modern race rules have
changed that dual-purpose approach, he notes. “Boats
today are designed to a particular rule, like the IMS, for a
single purpose. If that boat doesn’t turn out to be as fast
as expected, the boat loses its appeal. They’re almost
throwaway designs today.
“Olin has always served on about every rule committee
possible, emphasizing safety. He’s still very influential in
all aspects of the sport.” Bill has many memories of the
tank testing that S&S helped popularize for boat design

Within a short time he found an opening with Philip

as early as the 1930s. “Once, while working on the Columbia design, Olin and I drove to New Jersey to test six or

Rhodes and became a draftsman for the famous designer.
He had little formal training in drafting, but he learned

seven models in the tank. Olin was also interested in
automobiles, and back then he drove a convertible that

quickly. A few months later, he resigned from Rhodes’ firm
and struck up a partnership that was to last.

only sat two people. after testing, we had to bring the
chosen model back to the office. The only way we could get

Through his father, he met Drake Sparkman, an
established yacht broker who was well connected in the

it in the car was for me to get in first, then turn the model
upside down in the car with my head inside the hull. I

sailing community. Olin became the head of design for the
company. He writes in his autobiography, “The

had one hand on the stem to keep it from poking a hole in
the roof. That’s how we drove back to New York.”

arrangements were informal and experimental, to be

He adds, “There is one thing people should know. Olin

1930s. He also was one
of the first to study sail
forces to propel the yacht,
examining the power
needed to drive the hull
versus the resistance of
the water on the hull.
He’s never satisfied with
the status quo. He
always wants to move
forward.”
Kalmia in the Gibson Island Race, 1929

Always open-minded
David notes another key personal quality of Olin’s. “He
has always been open-minded,” he says, “In 1974, just
before the start of the Bermuda race, he and I were standing on the deck in Newport looking at all the boats
entered in the race. Olin told me you could look at the rigs
and tell the S&S designs, with their stout masts and single-spreader rigs. Most of the other boats had multiple
spreaders and cleaner-looking rigs in general. Olin knew
he was missing the boat, so to speak, on rig design.”
David points out that Olin had an eye for beautiful and
graceful shapes. “He felt that Mother Nature prefers
beautiful shapes so he stressed beauty in his designs and
not just brutal performance.”
Olin’s love of beauty also extended to automobiles, as
previously mentioned. While a student at Webb Institute,
David remembers when Olin came to speak at the school.
David was impressed by the white Mercedes Olin was
driving. “Years later, when I was working for him, “he
says, “Olin drove me someplace in his white Porsche. He
had a bandage on his hand, and I asked him what had
happened. He told me he had cut his hand changing the
oil in the Porsche. It struck me as funny that a man of
Olin’s success and stature would be changing the oil of his
car. But it’s typical of how down-to-earth he is. Other
“graduates” of S&S are Bill Tripp, German Frers, Gary
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Mull, Bill Langan, and Al Mason. That’s not a bad group

an unfortunate-looking boat, but it did pave the way for

And of course, still enthusiastic as he is, Olin was

to be in.
Made famous by racers, Olin also turned out a number of

the new material.
“It was the Tartan 27, another S&S design in 1960, that

present as the special guest at the relaunching of....

noted cruising designs. His emphasis has always been on
cruisers for the open sea, not necessarily on coastal

overshadowed the New Horizon (at least in Ray Greene’s
eyes). But it led to a long association between S&S and

cruisers. When listening to him you get the feeling that he
thinks the high sea is where all boats belong, or that they

the company that was to become Tartan Marine. “We had
a long, very happy relationship with Charlie Britton at

at least ought to be designed to take bluewater conditions.
“Cruising boats need to be strong,” he says. He didn’t

Tartan,” says Olin. “We shared many mutual ideas about
good boats. He also built solid boats, and that was impor-

have to add that they also needed to be fast. Talk to him
about cruisers, and the conversation variably winds its

tant to us. Swan is another outfit we had a long
association with,

way back to speed, safely and rating the rules for racers.
It’s clear Olin doesn’t care how an owner intents to use

starting in the 1960s.
“Many production

the boat, as long as it’s fast, safe, and comfortable.”
Brilliant was designed as a seagoing cruising boat, he

builders came to S&S
for at least some of

says. “She was not designed as a racer even though she
won her share.” Today Brilliant, built in 1931 at the

their designs. In
addition to Tartan and

Nevins Yard in New York where a young Olin sketched so
many boats, is a training vessel for Mystic Seaport.

Swan, the list includes
Grampian, Dufour,

Despite her cruising routes, she continued to win races to
this day.

and Siltala (Nauticat).
S&S also designed the

Another fast cruiser

Rainbow 24 for the
Annapolis sailing

Finisterre is another cruising design with race
credentials. Olin designed her as a centerboard cruising

School.

S ONNY
By Patrick MatthiesenSonny, a close cousin to Stormy Weather was relaunched
at the Argentario early this summer. Commissioned in
1935 by Albert Phelps of Southport, Connecticut shortly
after Stormy, she was built to the same high standard,
but by Robert Jacob in City Island instead of by Nevins.
Sonny’s profile and deckplan, which are almost identical
to Stormy Weather have led many to confuse her as a
sistership, but in fact she is quite different, as careful
study of the lines plan will show.
Sonny represents a further step away from the Dorade
prototype which was quite narrow gutted. Sonny’s entry
and foresection is almost identical to Stormy with similar
deadrise and triangular underbody and lateral profile.
However from the midship section the after body has
greater volumn and immersion, making for a more
powerful hull and probably greater volumn and
displacement. Whereas Stormy is probably the faster boat
to windward, Sonny may have the advantage off the wind
– early results at the Argentario Regatta were

boat, but she still won the Newport-to-Bermuda race
three times. The boat popularized centerboard designs

Ranger in 1937

despite Olin’s reservations about them. “Centerboarders
have their place,” he says, “but in a rough sea those boats

“My brother Rod was terrific at inspection, at keeping the
builders in line,” says Olin. “That was important to us - to

will not necessarily right themselves and that’s not safe.
Winged keels are a good design alternative today. The

maintain quality if our name was going to be associated
with a boat.”

wings can be made heavier to supply ballast down low
where it does the most good.”

Olin often has lamented his lack of formal design training
despite his long list of successful boats. When asked how

As both Bill Shaw and David Pedrick point out, most
boats built until fairly recently were dual-purpose, meant

formal training could have improved his work, he says,
“My designs probably wouldn’t have been much different

SORC circuit but shortly afterwards was sold to George
Bowdoin, commodore of the Seawanaka Y.C. and renamed
Astrea. She was later renamed Gladja.

to race and cruise. “In those days not so long ago, “ says
David, “boats were true racer/cruisers. There were many

if I had continued with my formal education. Starling
Burgess had a few formulas he used, but his approach

In the late 1950’s she was acquired by Leonard Smith and
again renamed Akka and cruised between New York and

more overnight races a few years ago, and many people
actually went offshore in their boats. The boats had to

wasn’t that different from mine even though he had more
formal training than I did. But today I have trouble

New England. Finally, in 1993 she was acquired by a
Dutchman, the owner of a furniture factory, who together

have cruising amenities. For example, when Tenacious
used to race, the crew included a full-time cook. Not so

keeping up with all the math people use. I can’t always
follow their formulas to conclusion. Today it’s

with a Maine Yacht surveyor decided to invest in several
classic yachts (including the S&S Loki Class Pangur Ban

today. Now racing boats are stripped out with no
compromises for cruising.

hydrodynamics, and fluid, and sail dynamics that matter,
and not so much naval architecture. That’s where it’s at

and the ocean racer Mah Jong). With a view to restoring
them and reselling, the venture was a failure and Sonny,

Today, Olin is critical of current designers of cruising
boats who borrow too much from the racing side. “Too

today, and you need to understand math to get the most
out of it.”

alias Akka languished outside in Rockport deteriorating
until acquired in 2000 at a fraction of the original asking

many cruising-boat designers today copy racing designs
even though the racer may have been built to meet a

Today’s designers

price of $195000 by the Cantiere del’Argentario. She has
subsequently been beautifully restored at colossal

particular rule ,” he says. The result usually is something
else he can’t tolerate: a boat that maybe fast but is

Asked about designers he likes today, Olin gives a
qualified response. “There are lots of good designers

expense to her original build quality using original
materials and scantlings as is the Argentario’s norm (it is

uncomfortable at sea and probably unsafe to boot. In
Olin’s design scheme, comfort is an aspect of safety, and

today. Bruce Farr comes to mind, even though I don’t
much like his designs. Bruce King is one. German Frers

a matter of personal opinion whether it is either wise or
in the client’s best interest to eschew so completely more

safety is always at the forefront of his mind.
“The Cruising Club of America (CCA) sponsored the Ber-

is another one: he worked at S&S. I got to know his father
in Argentina, and that led to the connection with us.”

modern restoration/conservation methods.) 70 percent of
her top side planking was replaced, the whole boat was

muda race for years, but their designs were mainly
cruising boats,” he states. “It’s still a good rule. It didn’t

One is tempted to over-analyze, and certainly to overstate, Olin Stephens’ contributions to sailing when the

refastened, her keel dropped, a new keelson installed with
new Everdur bolts and most of her framing replaced. She

give every boat a chance, but it did result in a good boat.
Running Tide is one of my best designs. It was fairly light

plain fact is that his record speaks for itself. From a pure
aesthetic view, one can make a case that perhaps his most

was redecked in teak, hatches and house repaired and a
revamped Butternut interior replaced.

for the time, too. The CCA gives the best all-round boats I
think. Today there is so much emphasis on the space fac-

noteworthy contribution is his intuitive combination of
beauty and performance in boat design unmatched by

Her new owner is a German yachting enthusiast who

tor. There is almost too much room below for people to
bounce around in at sea. The new materials are light and

anyone else.
David Pedrick points out a key aspect of Olin’s

make for a fast boat, which the new rules encourage. But
ultimately the designer has to do what the owners and

contribution to the science of boat design, an aspect that
continues to this day long after Olin stopped putting

the sponsors want. The safety factor isn’t there today, in
my opinion. For example, my rigs were heavier than they
needed to be. You don’t find that much anymore.

pencil to paper. “Olin is very generous with his
knowledge. He shares what he knows with others because
he knows it will push thinking to the next level. That’s

Beginning in fiberglass

what he’s always reaching for, the next level. He’s an
amazing man.”

S&S collaborated with many production builders down
through the years and was involved in the very beginning

When not working at his job for the government or single-

of fiberglass boat era. In 1957 S&S designed the New Horizon sloop, one of the first commercially successful

handing his 1989 Pearson 27 in the Annapolis, Md.., area, Steve
writes for marine publications.

fiberglass boats. When asked about Ray Greene, the man
often thought of as the father of fiberglass boats, Olin
says, “Yes, I remember Ray Greene and that boat. It was

Published with kind permission of ‘Good Old Boat Magazine’.

inconclusive owing to a near professional crew on Sonny
versus amateurs on Stormy. Neither boat was present at
Imperia in September.
Sonny’s history does not give too much of a clue to her
capabilities. In 1935 she had considerable success on the

already owns Borkumriff IV, a160 foot schooner.
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Sparkman’s office, he designed Dorade, a fifty-two-foot yawl that –with capital provided

PROFILES –

by his father, Roderick Stephens, Sr.- was built under Roderick jr.’s supervision. Dorade

Up from Corker II

caused a good deal of head shaking in yachting circles when she came down the ways, for

Author: Morton M. Hunt
New Yorker Magazine September 1957

has never owned another boat. He participates in a few races each year as a member of

in concept she was totally unlike the standard deep-water yachts of the day, but then, in
July, 1931, Olin and Roderick and their father sailed her in a transatlantic race to England and won it with shattering ease. She was sold five years later, and since then Olin
the crew on others men’s boats, but he approaches these events with a detachment that
has convinced at least one yachtsman that sailing is not a matter of sport with him. “All

OVER highballs in the Larchmont Yacht Club one Saturday night a month or so ago, a

he wants to do is study the boat in action, so as to learn how to make the next boat he

veteran of nearly twenty-five summers on Long Island Sound remarked to a group of

designs sail a little faster,” this critic complained a couple of years ago, after trailing a

companions that he’d never seen anything quite like the Stephens brothers. Nobody at the
table had to be told that he was talking about Olin J. Stephens II and Roderick Stephens,

Sparkman & Stephens yacht that Olin was helping sail in a race. “It’s just a matter of
business with him.” While it is certainly debatable whether Olin puts a dollars-and-cents

Jr., an incomparable team in the field of designing, outfitting, and sailing deep-water

value on his racing, there can be no doubt that ever since the summer of 1920, when he,

yachts; in fact, very few people who own a sailboat bigger than a dinghy have to be told

together with his brother and father, first stepped into a sailboat -a hand-me-down

who the Stephens brothers are. “The thing about those boys is that when you see them

sixteen-foot

handling al big boat -Olin at the helm and Rod swarming all over the deck and up the

sloop

called

rigging- you’d think they were

Corker-

identical twins,” the yachtsman

his interest

went on. “Talk about teamwork!

in sailing has been more thoughtful than emotional.

But that’s the only time you’d

Even in times of emergency aboard ship, Olin remains dispassionate and serene,

think they were twins. Olin’s a

approaching every problem as if it were an exercise in pure logic. The only time his

year older than Rod, and they

father or brother can remember seeing him even momentarily ruffled was twenty-six

don’t look a bit alike, and when it

years ago, when, after winning the race to England with Dorade, all three Stephenses

comes to character, they’re about

stayed on to compete in the Fastnet Race, a six-hundred-mile British yachting classic.

as different as an Eskimo and a

Just before going off watch one evening during the Fastnet, Olin -who, by agreement,

Frenchman.” No dissenting

has been the skipper in the family ever since his teens- issued strict orders not to

opinion was heard from his

shorten sail, and then disappeared below to get some sleep. Presently, the wind began to

companions at the table. The

pick up, and soon it had turned into something of a gale. As the yawl rushed on through

remarkably disparate tastes and

the mounting seas, straining and creaking under her generous spread of canvas, both

temperaments of the two men

Rodericks became increasingly worried, and finally one of them went below to wake the

have long mystified people in the

skipper and urge him to change his orders. Olin went on deck to have a look for himself

yachting world. Roderick, they

and, after studying the wind and the waves and thinking over his drafting-board

feel, is the more understandable

calculations, announced laconically, “We’ll carry on as we are.” A moment later, a

of the two. He is miserable away

particularly vicious gust hit the boat. Olin lost his footing, and would have skidded over-

from boats and salt water, and when he is deeply involved in what is his avocation as well

board if he had not grabbed a lifeline just in time. “Oh, all right,” he said as he hauled

as his vocation, he takes his sailing both seriously and lightly. On the one hand, he sails

himself to his feet. “You can take off the spinnaker.” Then he went below again. His

his own forty-five-foot sloop, Mustang with driving determination in as many racing

concession was vindicated, however; even with reduced sail, Dorade won the Fastnet.

classics as he can find time to enter; on the other, he is an enthusiastic member of a group

Neither Olin nor his wife –the former Florence Reynolds, of Scarsdale, whom he married

of convivial Westchester and Fairfield County yachtsmen who call themselves the

when he was twenty-two -nor their two sons (one of them is in the Signal Corps just now,

Cruising, Boozing, and Snoozing Club, and has won three of the eleven one-man-to-a-boat

and the other is in high school) care especially for sailing. To be sure, Olin belongs to two

races, known as the Singlehanded Creepstakes, that the club has run off to date. His

yacht clubs, but both, though they have great prestige, are of the sort that maintains

favourite work of art, moreover, is an oil painting of Mustang, faithfully copied from a

neither docks nor moorings- the New York Yacht Club, which has quarters on West

photograph. Altogether, the clubhouse analysts agree, Roderick is the very model of a pro-

Forty-fourth Street, and the Cruising Club of America, which has nothing but a mailing

per yachtsman. But how, they ask, does one explain Olin -a man whom many people

address. The farm where he and his family spend their weekends consists of a hundred

consider the best boat designer in the country but who by preference spends his weekends

and thirty acres near Sheffield, Massachusetts, eighty miles from salt water. Most of the

on a landlocked New England farm, who owns no boat, who numbers few yachtsmen

year, he lives in a pleasant Colonial-style house in Scarsdale, where he and his wife

among his close friends, and who has been tutored in modern

entertain

painting by Yasuo Kuniyoshi, among other artists, at the New

infrequently,

School for Social Research? Even the forthright world of

asking only a

yachting, it seems, has its enigmas.

few friends in at a

For the past twenty-eight years, this particular enigma has been an extremely valuable

time. Among those who are likely to be invited are an architect, the director of an art

asset to Sparkman and Stephens, a Manhattan firm of naval architects, yacht brokers,

gallery, and several painters, but no yachtsmen. Indeed, the subject of boats rarely

and marine-insurance specialists that is currently doing a gross business of around a

comes up at these gatherings. John Heliker, a Greenwich Village artist who was Olin’s

million dollars a year. Olin is vice-resident of the firm and its chief designer, and Roderick

first painting instructor and has known him well for ten years, paid him a visit last

is its field engineer, seeing to it that the boatbuilders follow his brother’s specifications to

summer and chanced to start leafing through a scrapbook he had seen lying on a shelf in

the letter and making his own recommendations about the installation of the vessel’s

the living room; he was amazed to come upon some newspaper accounts of the voyage his

rigging. (Drake Sparkman, the president of the firm, has all he can do in taking care of

host had made in Dorade a quarter of a century earlier. “Olin, this is marvellous!” he

the business side.) Together, the brothers have been responsible for planning and turning

said. “You were quite a lad, weren’t you?” Olin smiled diffidently but said nothing, and

over to their clients in tip-top condition sailboats ranging in size from bathtub-size

the conversation moved on to other matters.

knockabouts that sell a few hundred dollars to ocean cruisers that cost over a quarter of a

About thirty years ago, Olin picked up a copy of a yachting magazine one night after dinner

million. Two of the most popular classes of small racing boats -the Lightning and the Blue

in his parent’s home in Scarsdale, where both he and his brother were brought up and went

Jay- originated in their offices, and nearly a thousand one-of-a-kind larger racing boats,

to school, and, after scrutinizing a water-colour painting of a sailboat on its cover, announced

sailing yachts, and power boats have originated there, too, as well as a variety of tugs,

to his family that he could paint a better picture than that with no training at all. The next

minesweepers, coastal tankers and freighters, and other plodding but useful craft. Both

day, he bought a box of water colours and confidently set about painting his own picture of

brothers believe that a considerable part of their success can be attributed to the very

a sailboat. To his chagrin, it wasn’t anywhere near as good as the picture on the magazine

differences between them that perplex most of the people who know them well, whether

cover; in fact, it was hardly recognizable as a sailboat. Over the next two decades, Olin

professionally or socially.

diligently, if intermittently, tried to teach himself to paint, striving to produce pictures of

AT forty-nine, Olin is a man of middling build who wears tortoise-shell glasses and has
an abstracted manner, which he accentuates by running his fingers through his hair
when he is thinking hard. In 1930, when he was a fledgling naval architect in

the old-barn-and-fishing-wharf genre, but he never succeeded in coming up with results
that any school would care to claim.
In 1943, annoyed by his failure to show improvement, he resolved to seek instruction, and,
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without saying much about it to Roderick, began attending a one-night-a-week painting

Stonington. Later at lunch Howard relayed the highlights of his journey, half of which

class that Heliker, an Abstract Impressionist, was conducting in a fourth-floor cold-water

was completed single-handedly. Howard testimonials on the yacht were complemented
by Bill Taylor who declared Comet to be in the best shape of any yacht of that age that

flat in the Village. It was at Heliker’s suggestion that he took some lessons from Kuniyoshi
at the New School, and he is currently studying under Easton Pribble, a painter who lives
on the second floor of Heliker’s building. Under the influence of these preceptors, Olin has

they have ever work on. Olin Stephens added, that Comet was built for John Wilson, of
Chicago who also owned a 6 meter of the same name, it was comparatively ordinary 52’

Abstract Impressionist, and Neo-Cubist styles. He recently did a seascape of a rocky point

yacht designed mostly for daysailing on Lake Michigan, little did anyone realize at the
time, that the craftsmanship of the designers and builders would carry the yacht safely

near the mouth f the Kennebec River, in Maine, that is a familiar landmark to yachtsmen

around the world.

abandoned barns and fishing wharves and is working comfortably in the Impressionst,

accustomed to cruising those waters, but it is doubtful whether any of them would recognize
Olin’s version of it. There is little chance that they will be put to the test, however, for
he doesn’t mention this side of his life to sailing men, and even if he did, they would
probably go right on thinking that the world’s most beautiful work of art is a fresh new
copy of a Coast and Geodetic Survey chart.
Olin is not only a painter but a collector of paintings. He has been buying modern art off
and on since 1939, and now has about twenty pictures, including a Maurice Prendergast,
a Marsden Hartley, and a John Marin. His other aesthetic preferences reflect the same
general outlook, and so do his intellectual interests -Bach and Bartók, Maritain and
Kafka, and lectures on philosophy and cultural history by Heinrich Blucher, also at the
New School. Not surprisingly in a man of such tastes, he favours automobiles of foreign
make, his stable at the moment consisting of two Mercedes-Benzes and a Volkswagen.

Æ

Continued on page 12

Pantry suggestion

Circe was built in 1950 for a Swedish owner and dintended as an off-shore “racercruiser”. Built more narrow-abeam than most S&S designs of the period, it featured a
full mast-head rig and a powerful main-sail. Circe, won its inaugaral “Fastnet” Race in
1951, and had several firsts and seconds in other Trans Atlantic races and The
“Newport-Bermuda Race”. Circe earned the title of Yacht of the Year, in the 1952 edition
of “The Rudder”. When pressed later at lunch, Olin offered that of the 4 yachts toured
that day, Circe is the one he would chose to have as his personal yacht.
Bolero is a legend unto itself, built as the first real Maxi racer at the Nevins Yard in City
Island. Bolero, held the Newport - Bermuda race record for 2 decades. Although,
completely wooded and undergoing a full restoration from the keel up, Bolero’s pedigree
and enormous form were an awesome sight to behold at the Pilots Point yard.. Bolero’s
new owner, Ed Kane, was on-hand and discussed his future plans for the yacht,
including the 2003 New York to Hamburg Race and possibly as the “best dressed lady”
for some of the local classic yachting events on the eastern seaboard. Ed is an S&S
Association Member and also a Yacht restoration enthusiast, as he is also active on The
Board of the International Yacht Restoration School. Hans Zimmer, the Master
Shipwright, proudly showed all of the work underway on Bolero, which included
replacing the stem and the fore-stem, as well as replacing the keel bolts and re-enabling

“Sun Downer”

the center-board. Over lunch, Ed chided Hans about the schedule and budget, but gained
much needed public affirmation to have the yacht ready for the start of the Hamburg

Petite Ponch

race next year.

Squeeze a quarter of a lime (green lemon, “limoentje”).
Add one teaspoon of brown sugar and top up with white rum; “Rhum Agricole”.
Brown rum; “Rhum Vieux” or Austrian Stroh Rum 36 also will do.
Skoll!

Dessert

Bo’s Fried Banana’s

Slice 2 banana’s along. Leave the skin on and fry them in lots of butter in their skin.
Add 10 soup spoons of sugar, over the banana’s and in the butter. Use a high
temperature until the sugar turns brown (caramelising).
Add some Cinnamon and serve with whipped cream.

Sparkman and Stephens Association, the North America

2002 Winter Meeting
March 9, Mystic, Ct.

By Steve Kloeblen

35 Members and Guests attended the Sparkman and Stephens Association N.E. U.S.
Winter Meeting which was held under sunny skies and a unseasonably warm
southerly breeze in Mystic. The meeting was co-hosted by the S&S Association, Mystic
Seaport Museum, and two local Shipwrights (Taylor and Snedicker and Brewers Pilots
Point Marina).
The attendees started their day by touring the local shipyards to view and discuss the
restoration work being completed by the 3 master shipwrights (Dave Snedicker, Bill
Taylor and Hans Zimmer) on the yachts Comet, Circe and Bolero. Each one of the yachts
told a different story of their pedigree, the oceans they have sailed, the races they have
won and their design and construction. Olin Stephens, Mitch Neff, Bruce Johnson and
Harry Morgan from S&S came along and discussed many aspects of the original design
and construction with the owners and shipwrights. Back in Mystic, an informal luncheon
and drinks were enjoyed by the attendees in the comfort of The Seamans Inn. The
afternoon was spent touring the new Ships Plans building of the Seaport . The Curators
took us through a fascinating tour of the block long building, and proudly showed us the
new residence for all of the S&S plans, now being maintained in a purpose-built
“curator” quality building. From there, the attendees strolled down the foreshore
through The Historic Seaport in Mystic and were welcomed aboard Brilliant, by its
Captain George Moffat. Although it has been 70 years since the hull was laid, Brilliant

Bolero
The luncheon was informal and the setting conducive to hear about the recent journeys
of our members. We heard of Knight Cooleridge’s recent sail down to South Georgia
Island (and back), of Howard Park’s circumnavigation, Of the Richard Hamilton and
Catherine Fletcher’s busy plans this winter to prepare for the 3 year Carribean cruise
aboard Diva after cruizing the Gulf of Maine for the Summer, and attending our “Downeast Rondezvous” at The Eggemoggin Reach Regatta. We heard from Olin Stephens,
ever proud of the yachts and the shipwrights and thankful for the care and maintainence
provided by the owners. David Godine, spoke about the upcoming book of S&S Plans he
is publishing. Mitch Neff and Bruce Johnson from S&S offered their perspective about
how important The S&S Association was to maintaining the living history of S&S and

still shone brightly under its winter covers, on that late Winter day.

how much they enjoyed the collaboration with the Association, the shipwrights and the
Mystic Seaport Museum.

Comet who is being refastened and having some systems replaced by Taylor and
Snedicker, before its new owner Peter Wood brings her to Europe. Comet recently

Matt, we spoke briefly at the Wooden Boat Show. I am the head of the Sparkman and

completed a 3 year circumnavigation. The Westward Passage was begun shortly after
the yacht celebrated its 50th birthday by the former owners Howard and Rita Park of

Stephens Association for North America, and we discussed the potential to feature our
recent Winter Meeting, in an upcoming issue of Wooden Boat or Professional
Boatbuilder.
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From my perspective, I think it is a great way to promote the asssociation, the S&S
Brand, the Master-shipwrights / artisans, and Mystic Seaport. From your perspective, I

specializing in his field (the magazine Yachting has published a number of long articles

would presume this is interesting copy, and consistent with the editorial perspective of
your magazines.

“Suggestions on Spinnakers,” and “Further Thoughts on Nylon Sails”), and his advice is

I am attaching a copy of the “minutes” of the meeting I’m referring to, along with a brief
overview of the yachts that were featured. It will give you a taste for what occurred. I

morning a couple of summers ago, the telephone rang in his home -he lives in Scarsdale,

would be able to draft a more suitable article, tailored to an outline we could all agree to.
As I mentioned to you when we met, there are extensive photographs (digital), and more

hundreds of miles off Cape Hatteras, who was calling ship-to-shore to say that he was

detailed notes from discussions held with the shipwrights, Olin and the folks from S&S
(Mitch Neff and Bruce Johnson; President and Chief Designer). Some of the photgraphs

exactly what he told the man, but it may have been something like “Before you douse the

are interesting, Hans Zimmer felling an oak tree and whittling it down to a 20’ stem for
Bolero, Olin inspecting the 50 year old Monel screws used to fasten Comet, etc. We also
had a film crew in from Italy, who are filming a documentary for European T/V, possibly
that could be available for review, although it is more of a long shot.
In any case, read it over, and let me have your thoughts. I would like to promote the

of his bearing such no-nonsense titles as “Pointers on Handling Light Sails,”
constantly being sought by equally enthusiastic but less gifted sailors. One Saturday
too- and on answering it he found himself talking to a client aboard a yacht some
having trouble in a race and what should he do next? Roderick can no longer recall
spinnaker, overhaul the halyard, flaking it down starting with the bitter end.” He talks
like that.
Roderick remained a highly eligible bachelor until 1947, when, at the age of thirty-eight,
he married Marjorie McClure, of Scarsdale, a girl whom he had known since his teens
and who has become almost as fond of sailing as he is; their honeymoon gave her a good
notion of what her married life would be, for it was seven-hundred-mile cruise from

association, S&S but particuliarly the shipwrights who consistently amaze me.

Florida to North Carolina aboard a boat that Roderick was bringing north for a friend.
They have a nine-year-old daughter, Betsy, who first boarded Mustang in a basket at the

Profiles- Up from Corker II, continued

age of three weeks. After she became mobile, she did her sailing encased in a balsawood
life preserver and roped to Mustang’s lifelines; now she is beginning to take her place as

RODERICK, the other half of the team, is a keen-eyed, gregarious, and alarmingly

a useful, if lightweight, member of the crew. At present, Roderick, when he is not racing,

athletic man, who plays the accordion and loves parties of the sort at which accordions

spends practically every weekend during the season cruising on Mustang with his wife

are welcome. He is one of the very few living men who have crossed the Atlantic five

and daughter. A few years ago, however, there was an eighteen-month interlude during

times in a small sailboat. In 1933, two summers after Dorade’s triumphant first voyage,

which he partly forsook his favourite diversion to build -with the paid-for help of only a

he sailed her to England and back, winning another Fastnet Race while he was over
there. During his trip, he ran into some spells of nasty weather, which made it just that
much more enjoyable from his point of view. At the height of a heavy blow one night, for
instance, a strut known as an upper mainmast spreader broke. While most yachtsmen
would have been content to wait the storm out for repairs, Roderick thought this was the
ideal time for action. With a bag of tools strapped to his belt, he had himself hoisted
some forty feet up into the howling darkness, lashed himself to the mast, and spent an
hour fixing the damaged spreader. When he got home, the Cruising Club of America
awarded him its Blue Water Medal for “an outstanding offshore voyage, well-conceived

power shovel and a few hours’ worth of carpentry and paperhanging- the house he and

and well-executed” -a medal that most ocean-going yachtsmen regard as the highest

his family now live in. From long habit in supervising the construction of boats, he was

honour there is.

so finicky about the quality of the materials he used that the local lumberyard owner

Roderick is duly appreciative of his medal, but he cherishes with equal pride three cheap

finally exclaimed, “Look, Mr. Stephens, this building doesn’t have to float!” The décor of

deck mops testifying to his victories in the Singlehanded Creepstakes. (He has finished

the house emphasizes its owner’s almost total absorption in sea and sail. Dinner in

first seven times, but boats with bigger handicaps than Mustang’s have reduced his vic-

served on Wedgwood plates with sailboats motifs, a brass clock in the study tolls the

tories to three.) The Creepstakes is an invitation affair open to sailboats of all kinds -big

time in bells, rather than hours, and most of the pictures on the walls are unmistakable

and little, fast and slow- the only stipulation being that each entry must be sailed by a

representations of ships under canvas. To a guest who once remarked on the difference

crew of one. Mustang, which Olin designed in 1936, ordinarily requires the services of six

between this kind of art and the paintings that Olin treasures, Roderick said “You have

or seven robust yachtsmen to handle her in a race, but this drastic shorthandedness

to ask to find out what his are. I like a picture to look like something.”

simply makes the Creepstakes even more entertaining to Roderick; he delights in first
straining mightily to hoist her sails and winch them in and then leaping about the empty

ALTHOUGH Olin and Roderick live in the same town and are extremely fond of each

deck like a waterbug as she sails. More often than not, the other contestants -even those

other, their divergent interests preclude their getting together much after hours. Sailing,

in considerably smaller boats- approach the finish line spavined, haggard, and numb. By

of course, has been a common denomination for both men ever since their first fumbling

the time they have crossed it, Roderick is usually already back at his mooring, full of

days aboard Corker, but while sailing occupies Roderick’s working hours, his leisure

song and bounce, and preparing to plunge into the water for what he calls “a brisk turn

hours, and, very possibly, his dreams, Olin regards it not as a hobby or a sport but as an

to tone up the old physique”.

intellectual problem, to be dealt with, as much as possible, indoors. When he is not

Toning up the old physique means a lot to Roderick. Like his brother, he is of medium

immersed in Kafka or his Mercedes-Benzes or his painting, his evenings may be devoted

height, but he has always been leaner and more rugged. For years, he played amateur

to pondering the basic difficulties peculiar to his profession. It both fascinates and

ice hockey with the Jamaica Hawks at Madison Square Garden, and he is still adept at

nettles him to realize that designing sailboats is still –and perhaps will be for a long

figure skating. An early riser, he is careful about what and how much he eats, and in

time- in the intuitive stage of development, comparable to that of automotive enginee-

general he takes the same alert interest in his physical condition that he does in the

ring when Henry Ford was a boy; the designer of a yacht, upon completing a set of plans,

well-being of his yachts. He does not smoke, nor -what is quite remarkable, in view of the

is even less certain about how the finished boat will perform than the designer of an

traditions of the sport to which he has dedicated himself- does he drink. (Olin’s doesn’t

auditorium is about what its acoustics will be like. Electronic computers are no help; to a

drink either, but abstinence seems more in keeping with his rather astringent

large extent, the shape of a yacht’s hull is simply a matter of hunch and instinct on the

disposition.) The Cruising Club of America, which, even if it has no home it can call its

part of the individual designer. And yet, haphazard though the art of designing sailboats

own, is possibly the most exclusive sailing association in the United States, advises his

is, it is not quite as haphazard as it once was, and Olin feels a special pride in the fact

members to ask themselves several questions about candidates for admission, among

that he can claim part of the credit for what improvement there has been along this line.

them “Would you enjoy the company of the candidate, glass in hand, in the cabin of a

A century ago, the “cod’s-head-and-mackerel-tail” formula was popular with many

small yacht?” The members have been enjoying Roderick’s company in such

designers of sailboat hulls, who felt that the outlines it so graphically stipulated were

surroundings since 1936, despite the fact that the glass in his hand is invariably filled

the ones best adapted to cleave the water neatly. Then it gradually became fashionable

with milk. He is by nature the sort who requires no alcohol to fit into a whiskey-and-soda

among designers to advance more scientific-sounding formulas, based on the lines of

crowd; indeed, in the cabin of a small yacht his company is likely to be considered more

yachts of proved ability. All too often, though, no matter how scrupulously a designer

enjoyable than that of anyone else present as, his accordion slung over his neck, and a

adhered to a formula, the boat turned out to be a dud. Around 1900, in the hope of

camp-councillor smile on his clean-cut, handsome face, he asks “What’ll be next?” “How

avoiding such disasters, some designers began backstopping the formulas by building

about ‘When I Wore a Tulip’?” someone may shout. “I don’t know all the chords for it, but

scale models of boats before they advanced beyond the drafting-board stage, and testing

let’s give it a try,” Roderick will probably reply, tossing off his hooker of milk. “Here we

them in so-called towing tanks. But even this was little help, since no one had drawn up

go!”

an accurate set of coefficients that would translate the news received from the towing

Roderick is a member of six yacht clubs -the American Yacht Club, the Cruising Club of

tank into solid factors for the designer to work on.

America (former commodore), the New York Yacht Club, the Off Sounding Club (former

Early in 1932, Professor Kenneth Davidson, a naval architect on the faculty of the Ste-

commodore), the Storm Trysail Club, and the North American Station of the Royal

vens Institute of Technology, in Hoboken, decided to try to work out a closer relationship

Swedish Yacht Club. He is recognized as an authority by the editors of periodicals

between towing-tank promise and ultimate performance. His idea was simplicity itself:
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he would compare, in minute detail, the behaviour of a certain vessel under actual sailing

record straight. “Briefly, the model #77c, from which Ranger was built, was a Burgess

conditions with that of a model of the boat under exactly simulated conditions in the Ste-

model,” he wrote. “To Starling’s credit, he scrupulously carried the agreement we made

vens towing tank. To help with this field work, Davidson needed an expert sailor who knew

not to name the individual responsible for the lines of this model. Until now, I have felt

enough about sailboat design to make relevant observations and record them with

justified in taking the same position. Possibly I should not have kept quiet for so long,

hairsplitting accuracy, and, having read of Olin’s success with Dorade, he called up the

as I have apparently misled you, and possibly others, although not intentionally.”

young man and asked him if he would like to help. Olin was delighted to, and during the

As it happens, Olin may yet be able to claim that he has designed an America’s Cup

fall of 1933 he spent many weekends -stopwatch in hand and pad and pencil by his side,

Race winner from start to finish. The first America’s Cup Race in twenty-one years has

and often accompanied by the Professor- sailing about in Gimcrack, a thirty-four-foot sloop

been scheduled for next summer, and he has been commissioned by. a syndicate of New

of his own design, to collect the required information. When all the returns were in,

York Yacht Club members to design a prospective defender all by himself.

Davidson worked out a set of factors that must be applied to the readings of towing-tank
instruments in order to arrive at an accurate interpretation of the tests. Thanks to this

YACHTSMEN willing to concede that it is the designer who designs sailboats, and not

study (Olin later received an honorary M.S. from Stevens for his contribution to it), tank

the testing tank, have spent many hours developing theories to account for Olin’s

testing is now regarded as a fairly reliable means of predicting the performance of the
finished boat and most yachtsmen, when ordering a boat of unusual design, throw in the

success. One yachting writer asserted not long ago that it is the result of a study he

precautionary fifteen hundred dollars or so that it costs to build a scale model and try it
out in a towing tank. It is a further testimonial to the soundness of Davidson’s corrections

produce boats of such flexibility that they actually wriggle -or, in their fashion, swim-

that they are taken seriously even though with a superb ivory-tower disdain for public
ridicule, he named them the Gimcrack Coefficients.

called to his attention. “Not that I have any objection to the way fish get around, but it

At first, a good many naval architects suspected that Davidson’s name for his coefficients
might be an apt one, because ever since the America’s Cup Race in 1901, towing tanks had

For example, one thing that fish don’t have to worry about and sailboats do is the bow

had a notorious record of inaccuracy. After that race -for which the British sent over their
ninth unsuccessful challenger, in an effort to take home the cup that the schooner America

a boat’s speed unless she has the enormous resources of the fastest powerboats. What

had won in a race around the Isle of Wight in 1851- the designer of the British entry, who
had relied on a towing tank in planning her, grumbled that he only wished the designer of
her rival had had access to the same facilities. The opportunity to dispel the entrenched
prejudice against towing tanks came in 1936, when Harold S. Vanderbilt commissioned
Olin Stephens and W. Starling Burgess to collaborate on the design of Ranger, which, in
the following year, thwarted T. O. M. Sopwith’s attempt to win the America’s Cup for
Britain with Endeavour II. Burgess and Olin each designed two hulls, and five-foot scale
models of these were given a series of tryouts in the Stevens tank. The two designers, often
joined by Vanderbilt, spent many long afternoons in Hoboken, loping along the sides of the
tank as they tried to keep up with an overhead crane that was towing the models under
various prearranged conditions of wind and heading. When Olin and Burgess had at last
decided which of the four seemed to have the best prospects, they returned to their
drafting boards and devoted their combined talents to working out engineering details, ant
the boat that emerged from this joint effort beat Endeavour II in four straight contests.
Shortly after the final race, Sopwith graciously praised the designers of Ranger for having
produced the finest yacht of her class that had ever been built, but a couple of weeks later
his disappointment got the better of him, and he groused to a reporter that he had been
beaten because Burgess and Olin had resorted to tank testing, and that sailboat design in
the United States had become a matter of “cold-blooded science.”
With this, even those who had been most skeptical of towing tanks developed respect for
them. Some yachtsmen even swung to the other extreme, taking the position that the
secret of boat design lay in the tanks themselves, and not in the abilities of the men who
tried out their models in them. In recent years, Olin has heard this claim so often that he
can barely bring himself to reply to it. “The tank can’t design a boat,” he told an
acquaintance wearily the other day. “It can’t draw a single line on the drafting board. It
only answers questions, and the designer must know the right questions to ask. And there
are a lot of questions it can’t answer, too, such as what specifically is at fault in an
unsatisfactory model. All it can tell in such cases is what the total result will be under
given conditions. When I go over to Hoboken to watch a model being tested, and I see that
there’s something wrong with it, maybe I’ll shave a sliver of wood off the bow, to fine it a
little, or glue a splinter on amidships to add displacement. Then, if things go better, I’m
glad, naturally, although I always wish there were some more scientific way of doing it.
But the tank can’t provide that. Sailboat designing started out as ninety per cent art and
ten per cent science, and someday, let’s hope, it will be just the other way around. We’re
only about halfway there now.”
Probably in large part because of his identification with tank testing, Olin received more of
the credit for Ranger’s victory than might ordinarily have been expected, since Burgess
was the older and by far the more experienced of the two designers. In any case, after the
race Sparkman & Stephens moved rapidly forward to become one of the biggest firms of its
kind in the nation. There was, however, another factor contributing to the public belief
that Ranger was primarily Olin’s creation. At the outset of their collaboration he and
Burgess had agreed not to reveal which of them was responsible for the Hull they
ultimately chose to go ahead with. Until recently, many yachtsmen felt certain that the
hull was one of Olin’s, on the ground that Ranger bore a much closer resemblance to racing
boats he had previously done than in it did to any of Burgess’s earlier work. Both designers
steadfastly refused to discuss the subject. Burgess died in 1947, but the mystery remained
a mystery until about a year ago, shortly after it was reported in an article in Sports
Illustrated that Vanderbilt, who had been in a better position to know the answer than
anyone besides the designers themselves, believed Ranger’s hull to have been based on one
of Olin’s two models. Olin then composed a letter to Vanderbilt that set the unofficial

made, at some unspecified time, of the swimming habits of fish, which inspired him to
through the water. “I deny ever having studied fish,” Olin said when this article was
simply wouldn’t be helpful to me. Their problems are totally different from a sailboat’s.
wave that all surface craft create as they push through the water; this inevitably limits
happens is that at a certain speed -and the longer the boat, the higher that speed isthe boat finds herself travelling uphill all the time. Up the slope of her own bow wave,
you see. For practical purposes, this is the top speed a sailboat can attain. Well, at
least that’s one thing we can figure out mathematically in advance. Another is how
much of the hull is going to be underwater, and therefore subject to a high frictional
resistance. Total displacement and total sail area are also matters we can get down in
black and white, and so is something we call the prismatic coefficient -a complicated
matter that no fish ever has to concern itself with.”
A faint smile appeared on Olin’s face, and then faded as he continued, “The hitch is
that all these factors -and a few others like them- that we can really pin down don’t get
us anywhere near a scientific approach to sailboat design. There are still far too many
variables and combinations of variables interacting in countless ways -so many that
working out precise formulas for all of them seems practically hopeless. The shape of
the bow, the shape of the bilge, the
total displacement, and so on, will of
course, affect the performance of any
given boat, but just how much, and
how they will affect each other,
remains a matter of judgment -often
not more than guesswork, really- on
the part of the designer. And just as
we may think we’ve got that fairly well under control, everything is thrown completely
off the instant the boat heels over -as sailboats do, naturally, if there is any breeze at
all, and to a constantly shifting degree- because this alters the whole intricate system
of interrelationships. And the velocity of the wind and the expanse of sail exposed at
this angle and that introduce two more sets of variables. There simply isn’t any
scientific theory that covers all these considerations. And then they talk about fish!”
Considering the complexity of a boat designer’s task, his tools are pitifully simple consisting principally of some flat flexible-plastic strips, called splines, some small lead
weights, called ducks, and pencil and paper. When Olin -who, with a staff of a hundred
assistants, works in offices at 79 Madison Avenue- arrives at a crucial stage of a
design, he plots a series of points on a piece of drawing paper to indicate the general
shape of whatever section of the hull he is concerned with, and then gently bends a
spline, holding it in position with an occasional duck, until it passes through all these
points in a curve that he believes will offer the minimum of resistance to sea water
flowing around it. Theoretically, an infinite number of slightly varying curves can be
drawn to connect any one set of points; the intuitive selection of the most efficient
curve is what makes one boat designer better than another. After Olin draws in the
line of the curve he has chosen he removes the spline and repeats the operation with
another set of points, and eventually he comes up with a spidery network of outlines
that shipbuilder can translate into a three dimensional hull.
Neither Olin’s professional life nor that of any of his competitors is made easy by the
perverse way yachtsmen have of incessantly pestering designers to provide them with
faster boats and then tamely submitting to handicapping systems that neutralize the
advantages of their new speed. In this country, the most widely used of these
handicapping systems, which are devised, of course, to facilitate racing among yachts
of various kinds, is the Cruising Club of America’s so-called Measurement Rule, a
formidable twenty-seven-page document that requires a yachtsman to delve into his
boat’s physical characteristics as though he were a doctor giving a medical checkup,
and that is filled with impenetrable directives of which the following are typical:
Rating = .95 (“L” ± “Bm.” ± “Dra.” ± “Disp.” ± “S” ±”F” – “I”) x “Bal.R” x “Prop.”
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where l is length of luff or leach, whichever is greater.

Why, back in 1937, when Olin and I were in Ranger’s crew for the America’s Cup, Race, I

After half an hour spent trying to crack the code in which the Rule is written, a

used to go up the rigging hand over hand, without using my feet, let alone a boatswain’s
chair. I couldn’t do that today. But I was only twenty-eight then, and I guess I was

and

distinguished yachtsman once said “Only the Measurement Rule Committee, a few naval
architects, and God Almighty understand what it means” The Stephens brothers, neither
of whom could be induced to remain in college beyond his freshman year, arc members of
this select group -Olin as one of the few naval architects referred to, and Roderick as an
informal consultant to the Measurement Rule Committee- but Olin, at any rate, wouldn’t
mind a bit if there were no such group to belong to. His first great boat, Dorade -light
and slender- was altogether revolutionary in a day when most designers of cruising
yachts were playing it safe by turning out plans for only slightly refined versions of the
old, beamy New England fishing vessels, and conservatives thought that it would he
suicidal to take her out on the open ocean. After Dorade had proved herself, the
Measurement Rule Committee began changing the Rule to give slower boats a better
chance against her, and it continued to do so with such diligence that in the almost
everything about Dorade was penalized. In 1954, Olin designed Carleton Mitchell’s yawl
Finisterre, making her broad-beamed and shallow compared to Dorade, and giving her a
retractable centerboard in place of the latter’s deep fixed keel; instead of knifing through
the waves, as her predecessor did, Finisterre rides over them. In her first two years of
racing, she has won practically all the big ones, and already the Measurement Rule
Committee has vigilantly altered its formulas to minimize her advantage.
“The Rule isn’t always helpful to the designer,” Olin remarked to a friend not long ago,
marvelously understating the case. “It’s intended to give any reasonably good boat a fair
chance in a race, but it has discouraged the building of more boats like Dorade. Yet
Dorade is as good a boat as she ever was -she can slice through a leftover slop of a sea,
go to windward very well, and steer nicely under all conditions. But nobody would order
a boat like her today. I’m proud of Finisterre, of course, but personally I prefer the way
Dorade moved. She was a lovely boat to sail.” His voice trailed away on a note of
sentimental reminiscence.

showing off.”
When Roderick is at sea, he likes to do for himself what less energetic men are perfectly
willing to let machinery or a paid crew do for them. “Automatic devices and labor-savers
just aren’t right,” he told a client this spring. “They cost too much, they make noise, they
complicate essential maintenance, and they delude you into a false sense of confidence.
What’s sailing for, anyhow? I much prefer to do things by hand. I enjoy pumping out the
bilge. It’s good for me.” He refuses to install in his own boat anything like an automatic
steering device, a radio-telephone, or an electric water-pressure system. His dislike of
such things was greatly reinforced a few years ago, on a rare occasion when he put his
faith in one of them. Coming into Sand Hole, a tiny cove on Lloyd Neck, Long Island, he
was using a fathometer -an electronic depth indicator- and ran firmly aground during an
outgoing tide. As his boat, hour by hour, slowly rolled over on her side in the mud, some
passing blackguard snapped a picture of her and mailed it to Yachting, where it was
published. It was as though Frank Merriwell had been arrested in a vice raid.
For all his dislike of gadgets, Roderick, as a good sailor, believes in making himself as
comfortable as possible on board a boat, and he realizes that keeping everything
shipshape and in good working order is the best means of accomplishing this. “You can
be absolutely miserable if the little things go wrong,” he says. “Say it’s a rough day and
people have tracked a lot of water down into the cabin. A man does his trick at the helm
and then comes below -cold and wet and hardly able to wait to get into some nice dry
clothes. Just then the boat rolls heavily, the latch on a locker doesn’t hold as it should,
and all his dry clothes fall out into the wet. He’s likely to hate sailing from then on.” To
make sure that people do not hate sailing in Sparkman & Stephens boats, Roderick
examines the latches on their lockers as attentively as if they were part of the rigging,
and is just as insistent that they be in perfect working order before he pronounces a boat
acceptable. He has also, over the years, made some contributions of his own in the way of
equipment intended to keep people fond of sailing, including a ventilator arrangement
that carries air -without the usual complement of water- below decks, a fitted
canvas hatch cover that keeps bunks dry even in the roughest seas, and a
semi-retracting bunk that allows greater cabin space by day. He tries out

ALTHOUGH much of Roderick’s work for Sparkman & Stephens is of comparable kind in
which there is definitely a right way and a wrong way of doing things, it has some
phases in which, like his brother, he has to rely on the kinesthetic sense to the almost
total exclusion of the intellect. Sails, for instance, are even less susceptible than hulls to
orderly scientific analysis; on the rare occasions when some physicist has attempted to
spruce up the untidy subject of sail aerodynamics with the help of vector diagrams, his
efforts have been of little help to practical sailing men.

most of his ideas on Mustang and then, if they come up to his expectations,
describes them to Olin, who has made several of them standard fixtures in Sparkman &
Stephens boats.
Before a boat is delivered to a client, Roderick takes her out for a trail. After sailing her
long enough to feel confident that she handles nicely, he turns the helm over to someone
else, in order to make an intensive study of her sails in action. Roaming the deck
restlessly, he squints along the edges of each sail, from time to time waking the canvas

These critics point out that sails are elastic contrivances,
which shrink under some conditions, stretch under other
conditions, yield to wind pressure under all conditions, and
probably never hold exactly the same shape for more than an instant during a whole
day’s sailing. Olin, like all other naval architects, is aware of the futility of attempting to
reconcile all these variables with pencil and paper, and he prepares only a twodimensional sketch, or “plan outline,” of the sails for the boats he designs, leaving it up
to the sailmaker to put in as much belly as he thinks proper. The sailmaker does some
thinking and studying on his own and then turns out a full suit of sails, but by the time
the boat is delivered to the customer, these are likely to have been carefully edited by
Roderick, as a result of his trial sailing. Roderick also devotes a good deal of attention to
contraptions like winches, cleats, fair-leads, halyard blocks, swivels, and snatch blocks,
and while he, or anyone else familiar with such esoteric hardware, is able to tell at a
glance whether, they are sound or defective, there can often be a difference of opinion
about how they should be installed. Part of his job is to design the rigging layouts for
Sparkman & Stephens boats, and here, too, it is essential that engineering data be
supplemented by the intuition of an old salt.
Sparkman & Stephens has its field representative supervise the building of every yacht
it designs -a service included in the firm’s fee of ten per cent of the yacht’s cost- and this
means that Roderick must do a considerable amount of traveling, not only to boatyards
up and down the East Coast but to some abroad. He makes it his business to keep an eye
on every step in the building of a boat, checking up on the quality of the wood used,
satisfying himself that the bolts and screws are placed where they should be, and, as the
hull takes shape, comparing its dimensions with his brother’s design to make certain
that this is being faithfully followed. He almost always personally adjusts the mast’s
stainless-steel shrouds and stays to a proper, balanced degree of tension. He also goes up
to the masthead in a boatswain’s chair -generally a forty-to-sixty-foot haul- to pass on
the installation of turn-buckles, tangs, sheaves, spreaders, and all the rest of the
paraphernalia aloft. “It’s really part of my job,” he recently told a client who had just
witnessed this acrobatic performance and had expressed surprise that a man of his age
could do it so easily -or, for that matter, should attempt to do it at all. “And besides I find
it a good way of getting a little exercise now and then. Still, the years do pass, you know.

with the flat of his hand and perhaps he will scramble partway up the rigging to view
things from a different angle. On returning to the dock after one such inspection a few
months ago, he went to see the sail maker and told him, “The spinnaker’s a dandy. Looks
just fine. So do the Genoa and the mizzen. But the working jib is too drafty. I’d like to see
you flatten it a bit, near the head. While you’re at it, why not reshape the luff to alloy for
a slight sag in the headstay? The main looks pretty good, but it could use a bit of easing
along the lower leach, and then we’ll really be in fine shape.”
Coming from Roderick, observations of this kind are listened to with the greatest respect
by sail makers, for more than one authority has called him “just about the best sail
trimmer alive” -meaning that he is a master of the art of continually re-adjusting sails,
in response to every fluctuation of the wind. This requires a ceaseless series of rapid-fire
calculations, involving the capacity of a particular boat to cope with an environment of
sea and air that is never the same from one minute to the next- calculations that have
little to do with the brain but are, for the most part, the conditioned reflexes of a
delicately attuned nervous system. “After a good sailor has trimmed sail, a sailor in
Rod’s class can retrim and pick up a fifth of a knot,” a connoisseur of the art once
remarked. “He always becomes aware of the need for retrimming well ahead of anyone
else. I honestly believe that if Rod was off watch and taking a snooze on a boat that was
only medium-well trimmed, he’d wake right up and be on deck in a minute.”
Notwithstanding his intimate knowledge of the structure of sailboats, Roderick never
tries to design one; for a while during his boyhood he sketched a few, but he soon saw
that Olin was much better at is, and quit. The only vessel he has ever had a hand in
designing proved to be such an extraordinary object that some people might doubt
whether it could be called a boat at all. This is the two-and-a-half-ton amphibious military truck, officially labelled the DUKW and better known as the Duck, which he helped
design during the Second World War, and which General Eisenhower called “invaluable”
in assault landings, because of its ability to chug toward shore on the surface of the water and, on reaching the beach, to change from a floating, propeller-driven conveyance to
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a terrestrial, wheel-driven one and keep right on going.

starting signal on that summer morning more than a quarter of a century ago. “Here we

The beginnings of the Duck date back to the latter part of 1941, when the National
Defence Researches Counsel asked Sparkman & Stephen’s to join in a collaborative

are at the Ida Lewis Yacht Club, in Brenton’s Cove, Newport,” he says. “It’s the fourth of
July -the day of the start. Now we’re being towed out to the start by a little auxiliary

effort to design and develop an amphibious truck. The vehicle ultimately materialized,
and Roderick was one of the men principally responsible for the design of its all-impor-

sloop owned by a friend. That’s because we had no motor in Dorade, you understand.
That cutter in the background is Highland Light, and the big ketch is Landfall. They

tant watertight hull; in addition, he served as a consultant on the drafting of plans for
the various parts, such as the propeller and rudder, that the vehicles needed for the

both worried us. They’d been built especially for this race, and they were a lot bigger and
faster than we were. Now we’re nearing the starting area. There’s George Roosevelt’s

watery phase of their existence.
Impatient with the niceties of formal drafting technique, he made freehand sketches of

Mistress -and Water Gypsy, and Ilex- and that’s Skål, designed by Phil Rhodes. The rest
of those boats are spectators, coming along to see us get off. It was a really fine spectator

the hull as he visualized it, and turned them over to engineers for General Motors, which
had also been asked to help out on the project.

fleet, and we’re all trying to look just as smart and lively as we can.
“There’s Brenton Reef Lightship, marking one

When the engineers said they couldn’t work
such elementary designs, Roderick supervised

end of the starting line. These shots show how
we’re all cruising around under sail now,

the construction of some cardboard-andplywood mockups of the hull. The engineers

jockeying for position. It’s a muggy day, hazy
and warm. Rather a shame -I like a crisp,

continued to crumble at the unorthodox procedure, but they got the idea and set to work buil-

clear day for the start of a race. Now it’s just a
few minutes before noon and we’re all coming

ding several pilot models. Roderick did most of
the driving of these models. Once piqued by

around onto the port tack to head for the
starting line. Very tense business -you daren’t

some high-ranking Army officers who had
ridiculed the Duck as impractical and

cross ahead of the gun, but it seems terribly
important to hit the line just on the bottom

unseaworthy, he drove one of the machines
down the beach near Cape Hatteras at the

and get off half a minute ahead of the other
fellow. Of course, with three thousand miles to

height of a storm and, in full view of his critics
plunged into the Atlantic and headed out to sea,

go, it doesn’t make much difference, but it
seems to while we’re waiting. Now we’re

giddily cavorting over seven-foot waves. Before
long, unhappily, the spray somehow reached the

coming up on the line, and -now- there we go!
Off to a good start -seconds across, right after

ignition, stalling the engine. His hull, however,
was so seaworthy that, carried along by the waves, it bore him safely back to shore,

Mistress.
“This is a while later. There go the other boats in the distance. We won’t see them again

where he dried off the ignition and tried again -with the same results. The observers still
didn’t have very high opinion of the Duck’s potentialities but the mere fact that Roderick

until we meet in England. They’re all pinching off south-easterly to make for the Gulf
Stream, hoping it will give them a boost on their way. We’re the only ones who are going

had survived these voyages at all impressed them with the merits of its hull. Later, a
better means of shielding the engine from moisture was developed, and Roderick put out

to risk the ice and fog and rough weather on a true Great Circle course, past
Newfoundland. Olin and Rod and I decided on that months ago, but we kept it top secret.

to sea in one of the improved models -this time during an equally wild storm on Cape
Cod. Far from stalling, he went to the rescue of seven Coast Guardsmen in a patrol boat

We didn’t even tell the other members of our crew -four young friends of Rod’s and Olin’suntil we were over the starting line.

that was aground on a sandbar a quarter of a mile off Highland Light. The Army
changed its mind after this feat, and the manufacture of Ducks on a mass-production

“That’s Rod, throwing the first of his many milk bottles overboard. He had to do without
fresh milk after the fifth day out, and he considered that the worst hardship of the trip.

basis was begun. The Duck played an important part in the Allied landings on the
beaches of Sicily and Normandy, as well as in several assaults in the Pacific Theatre,

Now we’re having lunch on the deck -our first meal on board. That bald-headed young
fellow is Eddy Koster, our cook -and a mighty good one, too. We ate ninety-four of his

and Roderick was awarded the armed forces’ Medal of Freedom for his contributions to
the vehicle’s development.

flapjacks one morning. Here I am, making baggy-wrinkle -unravelling old rope ends to
use as chafing gear. I do look odd in that gray felt hat, don’t I? Not very nautical, I’m

WHILE the third nautical Stephens -

afraid. The boys called me Commodore, and I had a proper skipper’s cap aboard, but the
felt one was more comfortable.

Roderick, Sr.- no longer sails much in the
literal sense, he sails a great deal in a perhaps even more enjoyable fashion, covering

“This is either the second or the third day. You can see the whiskers beginning to sprout
on the boys. It’s a good day; the breeze has just freshened and we’re moving along nicely.

greater distances with greater enthusiasm than either of his sons, for the races he
participated in aboard Dorade are still vivid in his memory, and hardly a day goes by

This one, now, shows everybody peeling potatoes -except me. There I’m reading aloud to
amuse the others. Can’t remember what the book is. Probably something about cruising

that he does not relive at least some moments of them. In 1929, he sold the firm of Olin
J. Stephens, Inc., a coal company in the Bronx of which he was the prosperous president

technique; we all have one-track minds at this point.
“Now we’re just off Cape Race, Newfoundland, in medium-bad fog. It’s our sixth day out.

(it put him in a position to finance the building of the twenty-eight-thousand-dollar
Dorade at a time when the stock-market crash was making that kind of money very

See that thing looming up in the fog? We’ve just heard a foghorn and I’ve grabbed the
camera to get a shot of whatever it is. Now it’s coming quite close -much too close, really-

scarce), but he continued to occupy himself with various business ventures until about a
year ago, when he was overjoyed to receive an offer from his sons to join them in

and you can see it’s a tramp steamer. Last boat we’ll see for over a week. Good thing the
fog wasn’t any thicker. Now, this view is a beauty, isn’t it? It’s looking down for the upper

Sparkman & Stephens. Since then he has been employed by the firm as its
administrative assistant.

spreader of the mainmast. I didn’t take it -Rod did, after scrambling aloft with the camera. It gives you an idea of how small our boat was for an Atlantic crossing -how

White-haired now, and over seventy, Mr. Stephens is dignified and gentle in manner, and
bears a strong resemblance to Alfred E. Smith in his later years. He lives with his second

narrow. And then this shot from alongside looks as if it must have been taken from
another boat. But it wasn’t. Rod climbed out over the water on the spinnaker boom,

wife (he and the first Mrs. Stephens were divorced in 1933) in an apartment in Peter
Cooper Village, where his dearest treasure is six hundred feet of 16-mm. motion-picture

hanging down by his hands and feet, like an ape, to take it. These are dolphins. They
sported all around the boat for hours on end. A wonderful thing to watch. And look at

film taken, mostly by him, aboard Dorade during her great race across the Atlantic in
1931 -an event considered so important at the time that her victorious crew, upon

this sunrise. You don’t see anything like that on land. A man really feels alive at a time
like this.

returning to New York, was accorded a ticker-tape parade up Broadway to City hall.
Friends who drop in at Mr. Stephens’ usually find that he can be persuaded without

“We’re just bowling along now. We’re in a heavy Atlantic swell, and the boat is rolling.
Both booms -mainsail boom and spinnaker boom- are dipping into the water. Did you see

much urging to run off to his record of the voyage for their benefit, and as the picture
unfolds, he heightens its drama by identifying the persons and objects in each scene and
describing the circumstances under which the scene was photographed, speaking in a

that? Watch, now -first one boom and then the other. In weather like that, getting my
rest wasn’t easy -my bones ached from being tossed around in the bunk. I fixed that with
Rod’s accordion -stuffed it in between the sidewall and me. It made some odd moans

voice that increasingly conveys a feeling of the excitement of that long-ago adventure.
(While Mrs Stephens is tolerant of her husband’s undiminished passion for boats, she

when I squeezed against it, but I kind of got to like them. When a boat rolls and wallows
that way, it puts a terrible strain on the rigging. One night, it got so bad that the

has had her fill of Dorade’s exploits, and as a rule she retreats to a television set in the
bedroom when the film starts to unwind.)

spinnaker halyard let go. Whole sail fell in the water. It was all hands on deck, pulling
and hauling to save the sail -and we did, too. Too bad I couldn’t get any shots of that, but

As Mr. Stephens throws the projector switch, he leans eagerly forward in anticipation of
the first image to be flashed on the screen, and his face becomes taut with much of it’s

of course it was pitch black.
“Here the boys are lowering away the spinnaker by day, because there’s a chafed spot in

former vigour and zest, as if he were actually back aboard Dorade, waiting for the

it. They’re doing a very clumsy job. Anything but good racing technique. All right, that’s
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better now. This is Rod, sewing up the chafed spot. Mighty good man with sails, that

“Here we are the next day, getting ourselves cleaned up and squared away to look trim

Rod.
“How’s this for really rolling along? Isn’t that something? We’ve got a rail breeze -one that

when we enter Plymouth Sound. This is just after we’ve passed Lloyd’s Signal Station
and run up flags asking them where we stand in the race. They whipped up a set of

puts your rail right down to the water. The off-duty watch had to sleep in the leeward
bunks; in the windward ones they kept falling out onto the floor. Look how Johnny Fox is

flags, and Rod thumbed through the code book and then screamed out the message: ‘You
are first!’ Lord, the bedlam! We shouted and danced, we fired off a clip of bullets from a

fighting the tiller. You don’t see much of me at the tiller or anywhere else, because I took
most of the pictures. But I

.45, and then we rushed below and ate a huge bowl of fig pudding with hard sauce. Too
bad I didn’t get any of our celebration on film, but I was too excited to think of taking

worked right along with the
rest of them, even though I

pictures. The shot I really should have taken was one of Olin. While the rest of us were
leaping around like idiots, he was just quietly standing there, smiling like the Cheshire

was an old man of forty-six.
We hit eleven knots sliding

Cat.
“And now here we are at last passing Plymouth Breakwater. The lighthouse over there

down some of those long
rollers, and logged plenty of

-at the right of the picture- is one end of the finish line. None of the other boats are in
sight -Lloyd’s must have been right. Matter of fact, as it turned out, the nearest boats are

miles per day. When you
push like that, you’re apt to

two days behind us –and with our handicap, because we’re so small, we’ve won by almost
a four-day margin. It’s history-making. In fact, we’re so ahead of schedule that nobody is

catch a good bit of spray.
That’s why we all have our

around t greet us. Afterward, I had to laugh when I read what the New York Times said
about our arrival. It said, ‘British yachtsmen aboard the Britannia and other boats

oilies on. But the boat
stayed dry as a bone below

raised a great cheer for the American yacht.’ You see anybody cheering? Nobody was
anywhere around except that grizzled old boy there passing by in his beat-up fishing

decks. She’s light and buoyant. No solid water is coming over her decks =just spray.
“Wind’s shifted now, and we’re on the starboard tack. It’s the fourteenth day, and nobody

boat.
“Now -finally- here comes Jolie Brise, the official welcoming cutter of the Royal Western

sighted us since that tramp steamer -eight days ago. We don’t know where the other boats
are, but the way we’re skimming along makes us pretty happy. We do look like a pretty

Yacht Club, to tell us that from reports they’ve received we’re far and away the winners
and to guide us to our mooring. And this last shot, taken two days later, shows Landfall

cheerful bunch, despite the cold wind and the spray, don’t we? There I am at the tiller at
last -Rod took the shot. You can see I’m still wearing the gray felt hat.

and Highland Light arriving, thinking themselves winner and runner-up. Then they see
us cruising about just inside the finish line. Some surprise! They were quite unhappy, as

“Now we’re approaching the steamer track as we get close to England. In a moment,
you’re going to get a thrill, just as we did. Look sharp! There! There she is -the steamer

you might imagine. Well, that’s it. End of film. Want to see my pictures of the Fastnet
Race we won that same summer?”
-Morton M. Hunt

George Washington, Captain George Fried commanding. She’s the first ship we’ve seen
in eight days. What a moment! They’re running up code flags to tell us our position, and

(This is the second of two articles on the Stephens brothers.)

it turns out that Olin’s navigation has been perfect; we’re three-quarters of the way
across. They get their flags up and down so fast the boys can hardly find what they mean
in the codebook before they’re gone again. Now we’re running up our own signals to
answer. There she goes now -off to America. As a parting shot, Rod is sending up the

Olin Stephens is as much part of the yachting world as ever. Retiring

flags that say, ‘We wish you a pleasant voyage.’ I think that’s rather a good touch, don’t
you?

working with. He continues to attend and contribute to the Offshore

from office did not part him from the friends and boats he enjoyed

“This is July 19th, and we’re hustling right along. The distances we’re making! A hundred
and ninety-three miles one day, a hundred and ninety-eight the next, then two hundred

Racing Council meetings around the globe. This year he has crossed

and ten, then two hundred and three. We all feel marvellous. And here’s Jim Merrill taking
down the mizzen staysail for the noon reading of the sun. There, Olin and Jim are shooting

Seattle to Germany, Bermuda, Italy and St. Petersburg. A dear

the sun. We had two sextants aboard. That’s me again, jotting down the chrono-meter
readings as they call ‘Mark’. I look moth-eaten -it’s the gray streaks in my beard. There’s

he goes. At 94 Olin Stephens remains a benchmark for success.

the fellow with the prize beard, by the way -Johnny Fox, and appropriately enough his
beard was red and bushy.
“We’re getting very close to England now. It’s warmer, and there are fishermen around.
Everyone is very tense, waiting for the landfall -all except Olin. Here it is 6 p.m. on July

the Atlantic 8 times by air as he visits events and friends from
friend, receiving a heroes welcome and checking his E-mail wherever

John Lammerts van Bueren,
Executive secretary International Eight Metre Association

20 th -our sixteenth day out.
Olin has calculated our

Books

position from the noon readings
and told us we’ll see land -the Siilly
Islands, off Land’s End- by 6:30 p.m. Then he went below and simply fell asleep. That boy!
Cool as a cucumber.
The rest of us are staring eastward until our eyes are about to fall out.” At this point, even
now, the narrator’s eyes strain toward the screen as he raptly awaits once again the great
moment. And then the flickering picture shifts, and he continues tensely, “Now watch.
Here it’s nearly six-thirty, and Olin has just come up from his nap and ordered Rod to climb
the mast and have a look. There goes Rod up the wire cables with his bear hands. Now he’s
on the spreaders. Now he’s clear to the top. Watch him! Watch him! …Ah! He’s shouting,
‘Land ho! Two points off the starboard bow!’ What yelling, what cheering! We were a happy
crew, I can tell you.

In the series of books on famous yacht
designers, the world renown marine
photographer Franco Pace has made a book
on Sparkman & Stephens. 20 Yachts from
different periods ranging from Dorade to
Nyala, Kialoa and Freedom have been
Kialoa
selected. Olin Stephens wrote the chapter
on the design process of yachts and the stunning colour photos in this 160 page
book are accompanied by text of John Lammerts van Bueren. The book will be
available late October 2002. Through the S&S Association a substantial
discount will be available. More information on www.francopace.com
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