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In Victoria in 1972, the Scottish steam yacht Medea, owned 
by oil millionaire Paul Whittier, awa its her voyage south to 
her new home in San Diego. Joe Jesso p , the boa rd memb er 
most invo lved , remembered in 1991 that "when we put her 
on the ways, a coupl e of pla ces you could almost put yo ur 
thumb through the bottom ." 
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1 .ft.:: Just before moonse t on the stany e ning ofMay :30, to display wealth conspicuously' 'for' p leas ure . In 1856
1917, the steam yacht Medea was runnin g about two privatee ring was out lawe d\by international treaty, ~and 
miles NW of the Harw ich lightship when her cap tain yach ts therea fter beca me pleas ure boa ts.' In her lean lines

spotte d a phosph oresce nt trail lancing clipp er bow , and raked ves tigial masts, Medea flaunts her
towa rd the starboa rd side of his ship . preda_tor heritage , but by the time of 
Within seco nds her looko ut repo rted the her buth m 1904 no one would have 
pass ing of a torpe do across her bow at a FROM THE seriously considered her a potential tool / 
distance of four meters. "Und er such of naval war. 7' 

circumstances ," he mentioned later in his HELM That role, it was presum ed , had now
repo rt of the incide nt, "it is regrettab le to bee n entirely preempt ed by purp ose -
sail with a hull that bea rs a coa t of brilliant bmlt wa rships that were evo lving into • 
white paint. " 1 To her crew who were by Ray Ashley ever more massive , specia lized , and 
be ing hun ted that eve ning, it must have Director lethal form s. A little more than a yea r f 
see med as though their vesse l lived a after Medea was laun ched , one of them Maritime Museum of San Diego 
charmed life . nam ed HMS Dreadn ought 

She was herself desce nd ed from revolutionized the deve lopm ent of the · 
hunters. The wo rd "yacht" derives from the Dutch ja cht or capital ship , plun ged the world into a \) 

"huntin g ship ." In the Atlantic world of the fiftee nth to naval arms race , and contribut ed to the outbreak of world
nin etee nth centuri es , ow nership of a fast, well-armed war. That war, as most envisioned it befo rehand , would ' 
p rivate vesse l signified one 's intention to profit by huntin g most likely be settled by a brief but thund ero us clash of 
dow n and capturin g enemy merchantmen durin g wartime . dreadn ought flee ts somewh ere on the North Sea. No one 
The practice of "privatee ring," licensed by formal letters of dreamed that millions of youn g men would die in trench
marque and reprisal, was end orsed by all maritime nati ons warfare , that cltles wo uld be bomb ed from the air , I 
as a way to magnify naval powe r. The practice suppli ed a poisonous gas be used as a wea pon , that merchan . , 
primary mo tive for the crea tion of fast yachts . By the mid- shippin g could be wip ed out by a new form of pr dator
nineteenth century , however , yachtin g had bee n lurkin g und er the sea, or that Medea and her kind might 
transformed through the combin ation of an international return to a strange and terrifying new wo rld to be hunt ers 
consens us that the bu siness of war should be monopolized once more. 
by go. ve rnme nts rathe r than franchised to p rivate investors Fully kn owin g that its actions would brin g the U.S. into 

1 1 , r 1 ' the adve nt of steam techn G>logy and the creation of vast the war, in Febru ary of 1917 Germany auth orized her U-
Industrial Age fortunes While formerly designed in part to boats to attack all shippin g sur roundin g Britain, beg innin g 

l1 seize wea lth by force , yachts we re now designed entirely an app alling massac re of merchantm en and cuttin g off 
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Britain 's lifeline of supp lies. A month before th e torp edo 
narrowly missed Medea, Admiral William Sims, representing 
the still neutral American Government, was appraised of the 
situation at sea by British Admiral Jellicoe, First Sea Lord, 

. : ,Jevealing losses that were three and four time s as large as 
... those which were then being publish ed in the press. 

"It is exp ress ing it mildly to say that I w as surprised by 
this disclosur e . I wa s fairly astounded; for I had never 

,imag ined anything so te rrible. I expres sed my consternation 
' to Adm'iral Jellicoe. 

'Yes,' he sa id , as qui e tly as though he w ere dis cussing the 
weather and not the future of the British Empire . 'It is 

' imp oss ible, for us to go on with the war if losses like this 
· continue ... 

'It looks as though the Germans were winning the war ,' I 
remarked

'They w ill win , unl ess w e can stop these losses \ and 
.,:stop them soon ,' the Admiral replied . 

T hu s it is that th e most unsuspe cted of actors can be 
the ones to mak e the differen ce. On a distant ocea n , 
in an age now almos t beyond living memo1y, when 

great battl e fleets prov ed ind ecis ive , vast armies stalem ated TH U 
in the trenches, terror rain ed from the sky and stalked 
under the sea , the world seem ed to turn on the action s of a 
few little vesse ls that no one intend ed should fight th e first ~-
Battle of the Atlantic . But perhaps what is mor e astoni shing , 
given the significance of eve nts, is that of all the ships of 
that time, large and small , which contend ed with one 
another for the futur e of the world we now live in , to my 
knowl edge only one remains , still steam ing proudly. We 
ce leb rate her centennial yea r on these pages. Perhaps it is 
not so regret tabl e after all "to sa il in a hull that bears a coat 
of brilliant white paint. " 

NOTES 
'Is there no sol ution for the probl em?' I asked. "To the Vice Admiral, Maritime Prefect of Cherbourg, 5 June 1917," 
'Absolut ely none that we ca n see now,' Jellicoe photocopy in Medea Coll., MacMullen Libra,y and Research Archives, 

an noun ced ." Maritime Museum of San Diego. Translated by Gordon Lee. 
2 Declaration of Paris. 

In fact th ere was a solution, attempted after everyth ing 3 William Sims, The Victory at Sea (London: Doubleday, Page, & Co., 
else had failed. By arming trawlers and yachts like Medea as 1921) , 9_ Arthur Marder, From the Dreadnou ght to Scapa Flow.-the
anti-submarine patrol vesse ls, sufficient numb ers of Royal Navy in the Fisher Era 1904-1919. Vol. JV 1917· Year of Crisis. 

' stroyers then pr ese nt with th e Grand Fleet and soon to (London: Oxford University Press, 1969), 148. 
arrive from America could be freed to implem ent a convoy 4 K. N. Gibsen and MariePendegrast. The German Submarine • 
strategy in place of the indep endent sailings of merchant War 1914-191$8London Constable& Co., 1931), l 66. In a letter 

( dated 14 April 1917, Sims estimatedthatnational fuelreserves 
sh ips. For muchr of1917I Britain's supp ly of fuel and 00 had dropped from the customarysix to eight monthstoeight weeks
reac hed penlous leve ls. As the hemo rhage of merchant and that grain supply in the country was sufficent for onlythree
shipp ing slowed and then stab iliz th th e implementation 1 weeks exclusive of gram products in inventory in retail stores Sims, 

I. I \ • L 
of convoys th e fate of the world 1hu . i the balan ce .4 11 1 , Victory at Sea 6 Appendix II

, I. . I ' 11• I ,.,,' 

"A violent, heavy swell hit the bridge, "wrote Medea's's 
French captain sho1tly after his torpedo encounter. After 
smashing the glass screen on the bridge, "the sea hit the 
bridge again, and we couldn't remove the water easily; 
the cabins were filling with water and we couldn't pump 
the water out fast enough. The ship was being weighed 
down. I tried to cope as best I could. We altered course 
by 30°, but this course south did not enable us to double 
the Longship [off the tip of Cornwall]; we decided to 
take the opposite tack. The sea kept growing bigger, the 
big waves coming without interruption. The engine~ 
driven pumps were working normally, but we did not 
have aoy adequate means of removing water from---4e­

• 

cabins. The situation prevented me from climbing up NC I 
onto the bridge to operate the hand pump. " The yacht 
weathered the journey to enter French naval service as 
Corneill e. In addition to this newly discovered account, 
perhaps a future researcher will uncover a photo of her 
on duty armey with a depth charge and 75mm gun. , 

t 

Paintin g by Rich rd DeRosset; 1913 chart (no rth is to the 
left), MMSD Coll.; tran slation by Gordon Lee. 
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The Heyday of 
the Steam Yacht 

Editor's Note: 
Most histories of the pastime of yachting , 
which began with English Royals in the 
1600s, tend to be "coffee table book s" 
filled with pictures of ex p ensive 
sailboa ts. Medea , however, represents 
part of a vast ly und er-appre ciated , 
mechanized offshoot of that tradition . 
She is typ ical of British steam yachts of 
her day , though , as the followin g article 
makes clear , the 140-foot Medea was far 
from the grand est of her kind. Meeting 
her "kin" helps us see her in the broader 
context of part of the evo lution of 
powered yachts. 

Postcard of unid entified yacht ; MMSD 
PC2875 \ 

Ross MacTaggart 

T he first steam-powered vessel was 

launched at Lyon, France, in 1783, 

but the earliest-known privat e 

steam yacht did not appear for over forty 

years. Part of this long delay can be 

attributed to the social norms of yachting; 

the British aristocracy rece ived this 

newfangled mode of travel with something 

less than enthusiasm. The august Royal 

Yacht Club passed a resolution that "the 

object of this Club is to promot e seamanship 

to which the application of steam is 

inimical , and any member applying steam to 

his yacht shall be disqualified her eby and 

cease to be a memb er." Club member 

Thomas Assheton-Smith , howev er, bridled at 



this "imposition on his personal possessions ," quit the club, and made 

maritime history by commissioning the first steam yacht: the 120-foot 

Menai.' 

When Menai was laun ched in 1830, transportation for the wealthy 

differed from the res t of society primarily in the degree , not the kind , of 

unpleasantness suffered by travelers. An elega nt private carriag e had to 

bounce along the same rutted roads as the poorest farm wagon. Whether 

one was John Doe or John D. Rockefeller , sailing from London to New 

York entailed weeks aboa rd a wave -toss ed vessel-with no heat , no en­

suite bathrooms , no refrigera tion for food , and certainly no first-class dining 

rooms-and no guarantee of a spec ific 

arriva l date. Millionaires-like stea m 

yachts , a crea tion of the nineteenth 

century-cou ld buy many things, but 

not the wind when and where the y 

needed it. Things improved by the late 

nineteenth cen tury, when steam train s 

(par ticul arly private rail cars) offered 

plush accommodations and reliab le 

timetables , but a person of wealth still 

had to accept the fact that trains went 

where they could, not where you 

wanted. Late-nineteenth-century ocean 

liners also were tied to predetermined 

landing and departure points , although 

mu ch improv ed in luxury over their 

sister ships from a few decades before. But if one co uld not go wherever 

one wanted , whenever one wanted (and in comfort), what was the point of 

being a millionaire ? 

The steam yacht provided one answer to that question , for those who 

could afford it, on either side of the Atlantic. In England, those who took 

up steam yachting were typically the titled and landed nobility . 

Englishmen, having been won over (for the most part) from their initial 

disdain, far outpaced the rest of Europe in their rage for steam power: in 

1896, almost seven times as many steam yachts were register ed in Britain 

as in all other European countries and colonies combined. ' Men and 

women whose wealth had been created over centuries took to steam 

yachting with gusto. 

In America, the newly-minted "Titans of Industry " also took to yachting, 

although , unlike the landed gentry abroad who favored long cruises lasting 

mo nths and even years, most tycoons liked yachting for one essential 

purpos e: speed. Their yachts were rare ly used for leisurely cruises , but 

rather for swiftly dispa tching the moneyed few between their estates and 

their downtown offices .3 

.. 

Steam yachts like the Prin ce of 
Monaco's Princess Alice were 
frequently used for scientific 
expedit ions-but any excuse to go 
yac htin g would do. 

PC2850, MMSD Postcard Coll . 

Ross MacTaggart is the author of The Golden 
Century: Classic Motor Yachts, 1830-1930, 
available in the Maritime Museum of San Diego 
store. Watch for his Millionaires, Mansions and 
Motor Yachts, An Era of Opulence, a social 
history of yachting due out this fall. Ross is also 
an architectural designer, urban observer, and 
carpenter, and lives, of all places, in rural 
Kansas. 
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As examp les of conspic uous 
consumption, nothing could match a 
steam yacht for keeping a millionaire 
in the public eye , yet hidden from 
view. Note that these postcard s bear 
the names of yacht owners, not the 
names of the 318' Jolanda or the 
Constitution (shown at right in 1914) 
themselves . 

PC286 1 and PC2860 , MMSD Postcard Coll . 
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Steam yachts also 

offered wea lthy women an 

ea rly form of emancipation. 

A se lect gro up discove red 

the adva ntages of ordering a 

sp lendid yacht and taking 

long voyages we ll out of 

eyesig ht and judgmen t of 

those determining "proper " 

soc ial etiqu ette for ladies. 

The Duchess of Bedford 

(Mary Russe ll) , preferred 

watching birds on remote 

islands (sans husband) to 

wa tchin g soc iety , and was 

ably assisted by her 285-foot 

Sapp hir e, laun ched in 1912. 

After once receiving an invitation to Buckingham Palace , she instead decided 

to "visit the King of Birds "- a White-tailed Eagle. She reported: "His Majesty 

was at home , and gave me a splendid view. " As stea m yach ts grew in 

popularity , exot ic land s suddenly became access ible , eve n to the "delicate 

sex. " 

The Heyda y 

N ot eve n every million aire could justify the expenses invo lved in 

steam yachting. When a young David Rockefeller was asked why 

his family did not own a large yacht, he replied, "Who do you 

think we are, Vanderbilts? " 

Ind eed , the Vand erbilts were the pr ee min ent yacht-bui lding family . The 

first America n steam yacht app ea rs to have be en North Star, commission ed 

by Cornelius "Commodor e" Vanderbilt in 1853 and cos ting a reported 

$500,000 (abo ut $15 million in today's dollars). 5 Vanderbilt left a fortune of 

$40,000,000 when he died (abo ut $1.2 billion in today 's dollars ) , so it may be 

presumed that the cost of yachting was not a prin cipa l concern , and this 

unpre cedented fortune enabl ed his des cendants to indu lge in steam and 

sailing yac hts with an ex travaga nt pa ssion. 

While inh erited wealth grea tly ass isted yachtin g, many American steam 

yacht owners (perha ps the majority) had risen from impoverished 

backgrounds. These vess els provided as conspicuous a statu s symbo l as eve r 

existed. Because the depreciation value on a yacht was co nsiderabl e , quite 

gra nd vesse ls we re also available inexpensively , relatively speak ing. Alfred I. 

du Pont hoped for $75,000 when he sold the mint- conditi on , twenty-year-old 

A licia in the 1920s; he receive d $24,000 for the 155-foot vessel. 6 This, when 

a new sixty-foot moto r yacht would cos t $60,000. 

Even though the first private steam yac ht was built in 1830, it took 

decades for millionaires to realize its significance. In 1863, over thirty years 

Maritime Museum of San Di ego 



after Menai's launching , 

there were still only thirty 

steam yachts reg istered in 

Britain; this number had 

quadrupled two decades 

later. A decade after that, in 

1893, the number was an 

astonishing 466-and within 

three years, would further 

rocket to 637.7 The New 

York Yacht Club was the 

center of American steam 

yachting, and it experienced 

a similar surge. Its members 

owned all of four steam 

yachts in 1870, twenty years 

later owned seventy-one, 

and in 1902, less than a 

al 

decade later , its rolls were crowded with 246 steam yachts. 8 In 1896 Lloyd 's 

listed close to a thousand steam yachts in Britain, Europe, and America. 9 

This popularity was greatly ass isted by the fact that, while a private rail car 

could on ly be eighty-two feet long by ten feet wide (and ran on fixed tracks 

and timetables) , a private yacht could be as spacious and luxurious as one 

could afford , and could go anywhere at any time, provided there was deep 

enough water . 

Eventually, the very rich began to discern a few negatives about yachting. 

Financier J. Pierpont Morgan discovered one such problem with cruising in 

his huge Corsair. How many friends had the spare time , inclination , wealth 

(and sufficiently pleasant personality) to accompany you on your cruise' He 

once advised a prospective yacht owner: "Have you got one or two men 

whom you are fond of , that you can depend on always to go off yachting 

with you? Because if you haven 't, don 't buy a yacht, as it will be the 

lone liest place in the world for you. " 10 J. P. Morgan hims elf, and 

presumably other yachtsmen , solved some of this problem of loneliness; he 

found that a capacious steam yacht offered a discreet place to entertain 

another person he was "fond of '-his current mistress.'' 

Another problem was that a costly compet ition of sorts developed. "In 

New York Society, a bigger and faster yacht was a better yacht, but the best 

yacht of all was the most expensive, " as the yachtsman Lord Feversham 

observed , a touch snidely. 12 Emily Roebling Cadwalader, heiress to the 

fortune left by the builder of the Brooklyn Bridge, entered this race in the 

late 1920s with a passion, ordering five vessels in as many years. She 

effectively won the imaginary Grand Prize in this com petiti on: on the verge 

of the Great Depression , she spent $4 million (or $120 million in today 's 

dollars) on the 408-foot-long Savarona, which for over seven decades stood 

as the largest, most expensive private yacht ever built. 13 

MEDEA & the Classic Steam Yachts 
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Even the Morgan family's 343' Corsair 
was dwarfed by the 408' Savarona. 

PC2838, MMSD Postcard Coll . 
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The Design of Steam Yachts 
"Few rea lize the difficulties of stea m yacht des ign . The naval architect 

who wo uld be success ful as a des igner of modern stea m yachts mu st," 

acco rding to Yacht ing Mon thly in 1906, "possess sufficient artistic taste to 

combi ne a bea utiful hull with an efficient one , and in carrying out his wo rk 

he must exe rcise and draw upon sound , pr actica l experience of a doze n 

trades. From the pre liminary we ight es timates to the finishing coat of topside 

ename l he must, theore tically and practically, have the wo rk at his finge rs' 

ends. His clien t w ill have comfort, eco nomy, and with every mode rn luxury, 

and all w ithin a float ing house which has no two po ints eq ual in dimens ion 

or shape. " 14 

Mari t ime Museum of Sa n Di ego 



Prior to World War I, the genera l consensu s was that if one wanted 

a fast yacht , than an Amer ican build er was the preferred choi ce; if 

one wanted a reliab le yacht with superior engine s, a British-bu ilt 

vesse l was the better choic e, as Scottish engin ee rs were w idely 

ad mired for their techni cal prow ess, and English metalwork was 

thought sup erior to American. T he interiors of virtually all yachts bu ilt prior to the First World 

War were, like Medea, graced with a high leve l of joinery , 

hardwar e, and fittings ; there was little difference between 

American and British-built vesse ls in this rega rd . All that mattered 

was the willingness of the owner to spe nd- for then as now , yachting 

would quick ly grind to a halt without the lubr icant of money. 

Th is focus on quality dimini shed after the war, and by the mid-

1920s the decline had rea ched such a sta te that yacht broker 

Montague Grahame-White (who also mai ntained a flee t of steam 

yachts for charter), complain ed of expen sive wood paneling being 

"replaced by the plainest of workmanship " in p rivate areas be low 

decks, whi le , to his horror , "in many instan ces, steel over heads and 

alley-way s were unlin ed in the guests' quarters , and in the majority of 

the vessels the steel bu lwarks were not paneled. " 15 While yachts of 

the latter 1920s were still elega nt and majes tic designs, the high leve l 

of finish see n on prewar yachts was now largely ex tinct. By the ea rly 

1930s, naval architec ts had become enamored of a "stream lined " 

design aest hetic whereby yachts began to look less like anyt hin g with 

a nautical heritage, and mor e like airplanes. 

The Eclipse of the Steam Yacht 
Steam yachting effec tively lasted a ce ntury , from 1830 to 1930, but 

its heyday was the three decades between the late 1880s and the 

adve nt of the First World War in 1914. Early in the war, the majority 

of steam yachts were so ld or requisitioned by both the Ame rican and 

British navies. After heavy use and significant military changes to the 

yachts, few were wanted back by their former owners . On the eve of 

war in 1914, Lloyds listed 290 steam yachts registered to American 

owne rs. 16 By the 1920s, their number had plunged by almost half , to 

147. 17 

The last grand steam yacht built in Amer ica was the mighty 

Corsair, the fourth in a series of vessels of that name built for the 

financier J. P. Morgan and his son "Jack ". Th is 343-foot yacht was 

powered by advanced steam turbo-electric eng ines. A last spate of 

British-built steam yachts was launched in 1930, the three-hundred­

foot Nahlin being the most famous. After the Second World War, less 

than a handful of steam yachts were commission ed . 18 

A Seaman's Encounter 
with the 

"Dam Idle Rich" 
John Bertonccini 

March 18th [ 1888) I obtained a pos1t10n as 
Quartermaster on the American steam yacht "Osage," 
on a pleasure cruise to [the) West Indies. The cruise 
was tame, but not monotonous as far as the crew was 
concerned. Those dam idle rich demanded you be on 
your toes, at their service, every minute of the 24 
hours. They did not consider the crew was entitled to 
any time to themselves for rest, or meals. It was just 
a case of "go," whenever they got some damn fool 
notion in their empty heads. Sometimes they would 
try fishing. At all times they were drinking and 
gambling and conducted the most scandalous 
flirtation and at all times the Female element didn't 
give a rap about modesty. 

We visited everywheres ... I was not in love with 
this cruise and on complaint [by] a young woman, 
whom I had insulted by refusing her the use of my 
stateroom, to use in a clandestine love intrigue. I was 
not in the least disappointed when dismissed in "St 
Thomas," with an extra months salary and 
transportation, which I did not use, as I immediately 
shipped as First Mate on the American Hermaphrodite 
Brig "Ellen Hardy." Bound for "Galveston," in ballast. 

Editor's Note: 
John Bertonccini , the mariner who penned this previous ly 
unpublished bit of social criticism , will be familiar to 
readers of the Winter 2004 Mains'/ Haul for his 
reminiscences about winters spent at Herschel Island. Both 
acco unts appear in his unpublished "Biography of a 
Deepwater Man," probably written in the 1940s, on loan 
from the Paul and Linda Kahn Foundation to San Francisco 
Maritime Nationa l Historical Park. We are grateful for the 
opportunit y to print this excerpt. 

Pha<o courtesySan Francisco Maritime NHP 
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These three American-built yachts are 
comparable in size to the 140' Medea, 
and launched within a few years of 
her. The 170' Dreamer of 1899 was a 
very advanced design. Unlike her 
Scottish cousin, she featured a 
continuous deckhouse and a triple­
expansion engine. 

Author 's coll. 
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S team lost favor for a variety of reasons. Although extremely quiet and 

rarely prone to mechanical breakdowns , steam engines suffered from 

three significant drawbacks. First, with their attendant boilers , they 

occupied a large amount of space, much more so than gasoline or diesel 

engines. Today, to stand in the extant engine room of Nahlin is to 

experience sheer awe. The towering, three-deck-high space is cathedral-like 

in its proportions , and occupies the best part of this yacht-where the beam 

is at its maximum , and where rolling and pitching is least evident. Second , 

unlike internal combustion engines that could be turned on with the flick of 

a switch and didn 't require much attention while underway, it took time to 

get steam up, and the power plant required careful , constant monitoring. 

Lastly, steam engines require larger crews than gas or diesel-engined yachts , 

and thus were more costly to operate. In the period of relative prosperity 

after the First World War, it became harder simply to find and keep good 

men for the yachting season-a variation on the complaint that "you can't get 

good help nowadays " that was frequently voiced on large estates during this 

period. Nor did serving aboard a yacht seem much to brag about. In the 

maritime pecking order , men who worked on cargo vessels felt superior to 

those aboard passenger liners ; each felt above yacht crews , or "ice cream 

sailors, " as they called them. And life in a yacht 's cramped foc 'sle was not as 

glamorous as elsewhere aboard: when Delphine dropped anchor , one sailor 

recalled , the rush of heavy chain thundering through the hawsepipes 

sounded like "the world was coming to an end." 19 Some officers built close 

working relationships with owners: the captain of the 1903 Venetia worked 

twenty-two years for John D. Spreckels, and Venetia's chief engineer served 

sixteen years , the employment of both terminating only with the owner 's 

death. 20 On the other hand , officers aboard Alfred du Pont's yachts never 

stayed for long. 

While steam was effectively replaced by gasoline and diesel engines 

during the 1920s, ever more tonnage was launched during the decade , 

reaching a fever pitch by 1929-the golden age of motor yachts. " As with 
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The 1900 Valda, above, was less advanced than Medea or Dreamer in design, with her short, slender stack, and stumpy single 
cabin. At 116', she was substantially smaller than either, but her triple-expansion engine made her easily capable of 13 knots. 
Like the 140-foot 1903 Calumet (the same length as Medea) , below, Valda and Medea steered from old-fashioned open pilot 
stations. 

Author 's coll. 
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A Sunken 
Edwardian 
Treasure 

An additional survivor - if that is the 
correct term-of the age of steam 

yachting is the 195-foot , Cox 
& King-designed Gunilda , perhaps the 
most intact and original steam yacht in 
the world. Her Ramage & Ferguson 
engine is totally original, as is every 
century-old hemp line , piece of teak , 
shred of canvas , and interior fitting. 
Indeed , even her curtains , upholstery , 
and sheet music on the upright piano are 
all ee rily well-preserved . She is, 
howev er, under almost thre e hundred 
fee t of w ater in Lake Superior, perfectly 
preserved by the cold , deep , fre sh water . 
In a classic mom ent of steam yac htsman 's 
hubri s, she sank in 1911 when her 
owner , an o il inves tor , decid ed not to pay 
for the services of a pilot and took the 
helm himself. 

-Ross MacTaggart 
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steam yachts , this brief flower ing was eclipsed when the Great Depr ession 

cast its shad ow across the world 's eco nomy and indu stry. 

These eve nts , coupl ed with the advent of the automobile and good roads , 

U.S. income taxes (a 1914 creation ), and the rise of air travel, brought an end 

to a century of grand steam and motor yachts. Once the crippling effects of 

the Depression lifted , and with the world scarred by a horrific war , Western 

civilization was fundamentally different. Six decades would pass before a 

resurgence of very large yachts occurred, a boom fueled , in part , by the 

tastes of the new robb er barons of the Computer Age. None of thes e new 

behemoths are power ed by steam; it is the diese l age. T hus , it is remarkabl e that M edea survives. Like a species on the 

verge of extinction , her "herd" has been redu ced from thousand s to 

a pitiful few. Ther e is the 100-foot Ena in Australia; the 130-foot 

Cangarda on the East Coast (slated for restoration ); the 258-foot Delphine in 

Belgium (rece ntly lavishl y restored ); and the magnifi cent 300-foot Nahlin in 

Britain (awaiting restoration ). 22 For these survivors and others, publi c 

appreciation is slowly dawning , but for most , their moment in the sun pass ed 

nea rly a century ago, and on them , the sun has set forever. 
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by the 413' Octopu s of Microsoft co-found er Paul Allen. 

14 the Yachting Monthly (Oc tobe r 1906): 453. 
15 Montague Graham-White, At the Wheel Ashore and Afloat (Lond on: G. T. Foulis , n .d . 

[19341), 397 
16 Lloyd 's Register of Ame rican Yachts (Lond on: Lloyd 's, 1914). Many of the se 290 yachts 

we re British-built. Only vesse ls ove r 50' long are includ ed in this figure. four of the 
yachts were ove r 300'; six were 275'-300'; seve n were 250'-275'; five were 226'-250'; 
14 we re 200'-225'; 64 were 150'-200'; 64 were 125'-150'; 53 were 100'-125' ; 73 (the 
most) were 75'-100' long. 

Maritime Museum of San Diego 



17 Lloyd 's Register of American Yachts (London: Lloyd 's, 1921) . 
Of these 147 yachts , three we re over 300' lon g; three were 
275'-300 '; four were 250'-275'; three were 225'-250 '; seven 
were 200'-225'; 20 were l 75'-200'; 12 were 150'-175'; 39 (the 
most) were 125'-150'; 23 were 100'-125'; and 33 were 75'-100' 
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18 The most famous post-WWII private steam yacht is Christin a, 
a 325' 1943 Canad ian frigate lavishly rebuilt by Aristotle 
Onassis in 1954. She has bee n recently rebui lt, with her 
engines replace d by dies els. The 412' Britannia is the most 
ce lebrated postwa r roya l yacht. 

19 Jay Otting er, Tbe Steam Yacht Delphin e, and Other Stories 
(Sea Leve l, NC: Sailor 's Snug Harb or, 1994), 19, 26. 

20 Vene tia Pap ers , South Street Seaport Museum Library, New 
York. 

21 Even during steam's heyday, sma ller yachts-50 '-140'-we re 
more likely to hav e gasoline eng ines , and a minority of post­
WWI yachts we re diesel-powe red. The first diesel yacht was 
appar ently the aptly-named Pioneer , laun ched in 1914 to 
des igns by Charl es E. Nicholson . 
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power yachts , but in the process the original grace and 
beauty of some has been lost. The Cox & Stevens-designed 
Talitha G. (ex Reveler) is a notable examp le , as is the 
ongo ing rebuild of the famed commut er Cigarette. 

Dwarfin g Medea by 160', the 1930 
Nahlin survives toda y in Britain. Built 
for a jute millionair ess nam ed Lady 
Yule, this late steam yacht seived one 
of the esse ntial fun ctions of its kind, as 
a site for romantic intrigu e ; Edward 
VIII romanced Wallis Simpson on 
board . 

Courtesy University of Glasgow 
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" ... to have watched his face as he 
stood on the Venetia's bridge gazi ng 
far out to the horizon, or bending 
thoughtfully over the charts in the 
chart room, was to have caught at least 
a glimpse of the real John D. , dreamer 
and doer. " 

From Austin Adams ' 1924 Th e Man John D. 
Spreckels 

B y the time John D. Spreckels purchased Venetia in 1910, she was already 

seven years old. Designed by Cox & King of Londo n and built by 

Hawthorn 's of Leith, Scotland, she represented the ep itome of Edwardian , 

British-built personal luxury travel at sea. Of Venetia's seve n owners throughout her 

sixty-year life, there was no man who put more fuel through her two boilers, more 

revolutions on her eng ine, or more sea water past her keel than John Diedrich 

Spreckels. 

Venetia's fifth owner, the Titan of San Francisco, purchased her through Stanley 

Seaman 's New York brokerage. Except for the yacht 's extraord inary period of se1v ice 

during the First World War, he kept her until his death in 1926. This great business 

tycoon, whose interests extended all the way to Hawaii, seems to have been the 

owner who enjoyed Venetia most. He piloted her , ente 1tainecl and trave led aboa rd 

her , and was genera lly delighted with his 227-foot plaything. 

Spreckels purchased Venetia a few months after he hosted President E. H. 

Harriman of the Southern Pacific Railway in his Coronado home , where Spreckels 

agreed to act as Harriman 's agent to construct the San Diego and Arizona Railroad .' 

That Sprecke ls found the time to abandon his new respons ibilities in California and a 

fledgling branch line railway to go boating for five months suggests that his business 

acumen was matched by his ability to enjoy himself. 

Rather than hire someone to bring his new yacht home to San Francisco from 

New York , he did the job himself. ' On Octobe r 3, 1910, 

Venetia departed New York City for her five-month, 18,000-

mile trip to San Francisco. This was not a nonstop 

endurance run, but an extended vacation cruise for 

Spreckels and his family. They navigated through the Straits 

of Magellan-th e Panama Cana l was yet to be-and 

endured the tempestuo us latitudes known as the Roaring 

Forties , with frequent stops to take in the sights , along with 

tons of coal. March 5 found them calling in San Diego , and 

a few clays later, the patty arrived in San Francisco. 3 

This trip was hardly a camping expeditio n . Venetia was 

a luxury yacht. There were hot- and cold-running showers 

spread between the six staterooms , elegant mea ls were 

se1vecl in the dining saloon, and passengers enjoyed ample 

reading materials in the smoking lounge aft. In the music 

lounge forward , piano music was supplied by the Weber 

Pianola or Mr. Sprecke ls himself. An abu ndance of servants 

saw to eve1yone 's comfort. Central steam heat throughout 

the yacht came in handy as she clipped below the fifty-fifth 

parallel. 

Being a mechanical engineer as well as a licensed 

deep-water sh ip 's master , Sprecke ls no doubt enjoyed 

frequent visits to the engine room , where he cou ld watch 

the flying cranks of the 1,000 horsepower triple-expansion 

engine as it propelled his 664-ton yach t toward San 

Fran cisco. 

Venetia soon had a new cap tain , drawn from Spreckels' 

flee t, to oversee her thirty-m ember crew. Alfred Geo rge 

Thomson had piloted man y of Spreckels ' commerc ial 

vessels ove r the years. Working his way up throu gh the 

ranks , Captain Thompson served aboard Venetia from 1911 

to 1920. 
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0 ne of the first modifications Sprecke ls made to Venetia in San Francisco 

was to convert her from burn ing coal to oil. The conversion was completed 

in Februa1y, 1912 by Union Iron Works, of San Francisco. ' This action may 

have been prompted by Sprecke ls' recollection that his commercial shipping fleet had 

once been held ransom in Sydney , Australia by a mutiny of firemen. ' Furthermore, 

West Coast oi l in Californ ia was cheaper than Pennsylvania soft coal. 

The new 1,200-barrel oil tanks great ly extended Venetia's cru ising radius. Dahl 

mechanical o il burners-s imple , efficient and particularly suited to the heav y 

California oils- were installed in the do ors of eac h boiler. Gone were the day s of 

the "black gang " shove ling heavy coal into Venetia's four gap ing furnaces. Though 

the oil burners were noisier than coal, amo ng the advantages of oil were fewer and 

cleaner refueling stops, without clouds of all-enve lop ing black dust. 

Once Venetia was converted, Sprecke ls was apparent ly anxious to try her out. 

Another cruise, naturally , was in order. After putting his California business affairs in 

order, the yachtsma n made a one-mont h voyage to Alaska in Jul y, 1912.6 By now , 

on ly two yea rs after his purchase , Sprecke ls had sailed nea rly the en tire length of the 

Americas. In those two years, Venetia probably logged more nautical miles than in 

her nine years und er previous owners. Spreckels was not one to sit at cock tail parties , 

waiting to be invited and admired. He went yachting. 

The man referred to as "The Suga r King" had enormous land holdings in Hawaii , 

the site of his sugar plantati ons and refining facilities. Oddly , he had seldom travelled 

to Hawaii , given his constant bu siness affairs in California, and had last visited the 

island s in 1876. 

"Skipper Spreckels was happy: he now 
had a yacht large e nough to go 
w herever he had a fancy to go , 
comfortable and luxurious e nough to 
ente1tain his chosen friends in his own 
big-hearted way," accord ing to Austin 
Adams , his fawning biographer. 
Adams' high opinion of Spreckels was 
not harm ed by his having been a guest 
o n Venetia himself. 

Venetia as a British yach t; courtesy of the 
author 
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"Ever since he bough t her he has sa iled 
from one desk to the other every two 
o r three weeks; and it has been th ose 
two days of joyous re laxa tio n at sea 
between the time of laying down o ne 
heavy burde n at San Diego and taking 
up the o th er at San Francisco , that has 
saved him from breaking down under 
the load. " 

Quote from Adam s' biography, below, oilman 
Edward Doheny 's Casiana with Venetia, MMSD 
P468 

0 n August 5, 1915, Venetia depa rted San Diego. Eight day s later , with his wife 

Lilly, his family, and gues ts, the sugar tycoon returned to Haw aii for the first 

time in almost forty yea rs, to mu ch fanfar e. Loca l news pap ers we re agog at 

the floati ng man sion of "the great capitalist, " anchored in Hilo harbor , where "she 

attracted much atte ntion on acco unt of her trim lines ."' Sprecke ls boasted that the 

entir e trip to Hawa ii was made using only one of Venetia's two boile rs. The party 

took motor trips aro und the island to sightsee and visit his ho ldings. Some nights 

we re spe nt in hotels, while others were spent aboa rd . The Sprecke ls party finally left 

the Hawaiian Island s on August 30, arriv ing back in San Diego at night on Sep tembe r 

6, 1915 

Spreckels did the balance of his prewar cru ising between San Francisco and San 

Diego. As Sprecke ls ' biographer noted, sailing refreshed him and offered "a way of 

escape from worries and a renewal of hope and co ura ge and vision. "8 This five­

hundred-mile, two-day passage undoubtedly gave Sprecke ls refreshment before he 

plun ged back into business affairs. 

Spreckels vo lunt arily turn ed Venetia over to the U.S. Navy in 1917. After eighteen 

months protecting merchant ships in the Mediterranean, logging almost 55,000 miles , 

weathering huge seas , dodging torpedoes and sinkin g two U-boats , U.S.S. Venetia 

was returned to her owner at the close of hostilities. Sprecke ls was awarded a check 

for $76,331.83 to restore his beloved yacht for peacet ime use .9 

Completely refurbished , with her lavish interio rs and possessions rep laced , 

Spreckels used her as his pleasure yac ht for the rest of his life. He was fortunate . Few 

p leasure steamers returned after the war. Ensign David V. Nico lini of the warship 

U.S.S. Venetia was now her master after her return to Sprecke ls ' service, and remained 

so up to the time of Spreckels ' death in 1926. 

In May 1924, Spreckels, his b iog raph er, the Reverend Austin Adams , and friends 

departed San Diego for a three-month cruise to New York and other Atlantic ports via 

the Panama Cana l. It was also aboard this cruise that word came to John D. that his 

close friend, ally, and brother, Adolph B. Sprec kels, had died. J. D. Spreckels 

disembarked Venetia in Miami and return ed to Californi a by train , leavi ng his guests 

to finish the cru ise back to Californi a w ithou t him. 
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The cost of keeping and opera ting suc h a yacht was astronomica l. Every year 

Spreckels used Venetia, the recorded annua l costs for fuel , insurance , repairs , wages, 

uniforms , fresh water , food, and liquor tota led close to the $24,000 mark. 10 The last 

recorded cruise Sprecke ls took aboard Venetia was a voyage to San Pedro on 

Februa1y 27, 1926. A few months later, Captai n Nicolini recorded in the yacht 's log 

that "John D. Spreckels , owner of this steam yacht died in Coronad o June 9th , 1926." 

Venetia was put up for sale and was never again owned by an American. 

Spreckels' ow nership of the Venetia represented only one chapter in the caree r of 

a long-lived luxu1y stea m yacht. Few big steam yachts lasted so far into the 

twentieth century. But his ownership was exemplary Sprecke ls lived his yachting life 

to the fullest. In April of 1928, his former yacht once again departed Californ ia, this 

time forever. As she turned ano ther page in her log book , Venetia began thirty more 

years of steam ing as a pleasure yacht , now far from the California coast. 

After nearly sixty years afloa t, including serv ice in the Royal Canadian Navy , 

cru ising the Great Lakes and event ually sitting idle for a numb er of yea rs, 

Venetia's time came. In Nove mber , 1963, she was towed to a sma ll, family­

ow ned sh ipyard in Port Maitland , Ontario , set ab laze , and cut up for scrap. A few 

art ifacts were saved. Today , her ten-fo ot-d iamet er polished bronze propeller and steel 

rudder lie in the shipyard's rock garden, far from San Diego Bay, whose waters they 

had once plied. 

San Diegans proudly pointed out 
Sprecke ls ' yac ht to ot hers-even if her 
ow ner frequently had to endure his 
name being misspelled. 

PC2858 MMSD Postcard Coll. 
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Tying up near the foot of Broadway , 
the elegant yacht draws a crowd. 

MMSDP466 
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Living "High on the Hog " at $35 Per Month: 

A Deckhand's Memories of 

from the transcript of Bert Shankland 's interview 
by Bob Wright, November 24, 1972, 

San Diego Historical Society Research Archives 

I n 1913 ... I was wandering around and I went over to Coronado. I saw a beautiful 
little steam yacht lying over there. I didn 't know who it belonged to . It turned out 
that it was the Venetia and it belonged to Spreckels . I was looking down at it while 

she was laying right near the pier at the ferry landing. She was beautifully maintain ed 
and a fellow came out and asked, "You looking for the skipper? " "No, " I said, "I was 
just looking it over." And he said, "You looking for a job? I think the mate wants to get 
a deck hand. " ... so I went right aboard and the mate talked to me for a while and 
then took me to the first mate , and he hired me on the spot. I stayed aboard three 
months. We made a couple of trips to San Francisco and went out to San Pedro. 

One episode that occurred on the Venetia: we took Uosephus] Dani els to San 
Pedro-----he was Secretary of the Navy-he was an interesting kind of a guy, just like a 
farmer. Spreckels and Daniels were very good friends; Spreckels was acquainted with 
all of the Navy personnel ; like Bill Kettner, for example, and liked to have them aboard. 
He 'd like to have them go out fishing and they were always playing jokes on each other; 
real good friend s. 

[Spreckels] talked to the crew. He was very friendly. So was Bill Kettner, the 
congressman. But when a party was aboard there, the deck hands were not allowed 
back on the fantail. We stayed fo1ward. We had our quarters in the foc 'sle and we stayed 
ther e. We got on with the steward, John ... [who] always provided us with the gossip 
and also the drinks, because the liquor flowed freely up there and if they didn 't kill a 
whole bottl e of wine, why he'd bring it up to the foc'sle and give it to us. We lived 
pretty "high on the hog " during the times that a party was on board. 

He had a French chef aboard there, a wonderful cook, and when Spreckels had 
guests aboard he really put on a spread. This fellow could carve. For example , one time 
he carved a big eag le out of a cake of ice . Another thing that he did was make a basket 
of potatoes-like a woven basket-fill that with potato ch ips and clip the whole thing 
in grease-and when he set it on the tab le the basket was eighteen inch es long , made 
entirely of potatoes. It was a beautiful thing. . we used to get meals from him , too. 
Johnny would always provide the foc'sle with good meals. 

[We] used to call San Diego a "one- man town ," as you know , and he was a 
wonderful man, this John D. Spreckels. I thought he was; I admired him very much. 
Certainly, his diplomacy as far as the Navy was concerned-any time a Navy official 
came to town he was entertained on board the Venetia: take him out for a fishing trip-­
have good dinner s out there-th eir wives were entertained royally. His favorite spot 
was to go out around the Coronado Islands for a fishing trip. 

As I say , he liked to play jokes. One clay after they had had a meal-and Johnny 
told us this-he came up and Kettner was sitting in one of the big wicker chairs on the 
fantail and nodding, and was just about half asleep. He had a fishing rod in his hands 
as he had been fishing out there , and he just dozed off. Spreckels called one of the 
crewmen who was a good swimmer and he said, "I want you to get a can of sardines 
and some way or other hook it onto Mr. Kettner 's line. " So he did and Mr. Spreckels 
went out there and said, "Hey , Bill-I think you've got a fish!" He woke up , he reeled 
it in- and he looked at that can of sardines with astonishment-and he was half asleep, 
anyway. Then he began to laugh, and they had a big laugh over this thing. . . (Now, 
I did not see this, but Johnny told us a few minutes after it happened , so we thought it 
was quite a joke , too.) 

Navy Secretary Josephus Daniels , 
Mayor Louis Wilde , and Congressman 
Bill Kettner all knew Spreckels ' 
hospitality-and sense of humor. 

Courtesy National Archives ; San Diego 
Historical Society Photo Coll., top 
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Medea's "Wild" Years: 

My Father, 
Job Longson Wild 

Dr. Bidi M. Wild Evans 

Editor's Note: 
In these charming remm1scences and family photos , the yacht Medea appears in a "supp orting role " as 
part of the history of the auth or's Eng lish fami ly, the Wilds. Bidi Evans , who spent girlho od 
holidays aboard Medea , has provided us with someth ing specia l: rather than a typ ical "boat biography ," here we ge t to 
see this yacht in her real context, as a part of a wea lthy fam ily's life. Medea's history in the 1930s also gives us a glimpse 
of larger changes happening to the socia l fab ric of Britain at the same time. Before the First World War, British steam 
yachts were playthings of the titled aristocracy. (Medea, for examp le, was built to take a Scottish lord hunting.) The 
author's father, however , was a new kind of yachtsman: a "self-made" businessman for whom a yacht helped symb olize 
his rise in the world. Happily , his daughter's memoir makes clear that Medea soon became someth ing more specia l than 
a mere status symbol for him. 

J ob Longson Wild, my father , owned the yacht Medea 

longer than any other private individual. He was born on 

the day after Christmas, 1884, in Stalybridge , a town east of 

Manchester in the industrial northwest of England. His father Elias 

had been adopted by his elder sister and her husband, a former 

agricultural laborer named Job Longson. Elias's adoptive father had 

gone into bus iness supplying farms with lime , used as a dressing 

for the acidic fields . Elias grew up to be a ve1y good businessman 

and expanded the firm to become a builders' merchant. His 

company , Elias Wild & Sons , still exists , with one of Elias ' great­

grandsons in charge. 

Elias fell in love with a neighbor , Sarah Harriet Taylor, a cotton 

spinner. The couple married just five months before Job was born. 

The family was scandalized, in part because Sarah, who worked in 
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the mill, was thought to be his social inferior. Elias' 

adoptive father Job Longson , however , suppo rted the 

coup le, and when the baby was born , Elias called him 

Job Longson Wild. 

Three sisters and a brother followed Job into the 

world. The family was not rich, but Elias was able to 

afford a comfo1table home and a good education for his 

children. He continued to prosper throughout his life, 

ending up as a magistrate. Elias moved the family from 

Stalybridge to a large house at Saddleworth in the 

Pennine hills. 

Both Elias and Job were strong-willed , and so found 

themselves at loggerheads from the start. The problem was fueled initially by 

Job 's conspicuous lack of academic ability , which left his teachers in some 

doubt as to his intelligence. In his later years he certainly showed no lack of 

intelligence, but had difficulty in writing letters or spe lling quite simple 

words. It seems likely that he was dyslexic , a condition that has dogged 

several of his descendants . As a result of this , whilst his younger brother 

George was sent to a prestigious grammar schoo l, Job went into the business 

to learn how to be a builders ' merchant like his father , leaving school at the 

minimum age of thirteen. George later joined the company, and when both 

sons were established in the firm, Elias retired. 

"Good things come in small packages " was a favorite saying of my 

determined , dynamic father , who grew to be only five feet four inches tall. 

He was always ambitious and liked to be the first to have new technological 

advances, owning, for example, the first motor car in Stalybridge. This delight 

in the new remained with him all his life; he was never satisfied with what 

everyone else had , but had to be different. Another characteristic remark of 

It would be much easier to see through 
those binoculars if daughter Bidi didn 't 
get in the way! At left, a more relaxed 
businessman contemplates the 
newspap er in his wicker chair on 
Medea's bridge. 

MMSD ?12514 and P13435 ; courtesy of the 
author 
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Bidi Evans lives in Surrey in the pretty village 
of Limpsfield, south of London. She trained as 
a doctor in Cambridge shortly after the war, 
and finished her studies in London. She 
married Geoffrey Evans, an architect, and has 
four children. A specialist in clinical 
neurophysiology, she ran a department in a 
major London hospital by the time she retired 
at age 70. Today, a large garden ("our chief 
amusement nowadays") and a brood of 
grandchildren keep her and Geoffrey busy. 
Until August, 2004, the grown-up girl in these 
photos had not stepped aboard Medea for 
almost half a century. 
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this driven businessman was , "You need to be a 

rebel to get on in the world. " Likewise , Job was 

fond of saying that he was a "bastard ," although 

this was not actually true. 

Job 's youngest sister was training as a 

schoo lteacher, as was Hilda Edwards, the younger 

daughter of the proprietor of a brass foundry in 

nearby Duckinfield. As a result the families met 

and Job married the elder Edwards daughter , 

Lydia. The coup le soon had two ch ildren , 

Marjorie and Roger. Job was becoming 

increasingly discontented with his life and 

prospects , however, and found his brother no 

eas ier to get on with than his father had been . He 

managed to persuade Elias to supp ort him in 

set ting up a London office for the company. 

Father and son found it eas ier to get along when 

they were apart, and Job wou ld ofte n consu lt 

Elias on busi ness matters. 

Father arrived in London shortl y before the 

outbrea k of the First World War in 1914 and set 

up an office , which soon moved to sub stantial 

premises at 180 Piccadilly. He stayed there until 

after the Second World War, running a growing gro up of comp anies from this 

centra l site. The outbr eak of war provided great possibilities in the 

const ruction indu stry for an eage r young man "on the make." Roads, army 

camps , harbour improvements and drainage schemes were urgently nee ded. 

Job, who for the rest of his business life was always kn own as JLW, 

immed iately seized this op portunity and founded his own construction 

comp any , J. L. Wild & Co. It was not long before he could afford to mov e 

his family to what was then countrysid e, south of London. He rent ed a house 

called Maryhill , which still stands, in the small town of Kenle y in Surrey , at 

the foot of the line of pretty chalk hills called the North Downs. 

Not long after they mov ed , tragedy struck. On holiday in Wales with their 

children , Lydia suddenly became very ill and died . She was only in her ea rly 

thirties , and it seems probabl e that she had a brain tumor , although at the 
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time her death was a mystery. Left with two young 

children, Job at once thought of his sister-in -law 

Hilda Edwa rds, a handsome and clever woman who 

was working as a schoolteacher in Duckinfield. She 

moved down to help with the children, and they 

married sho1tly afterwards. Job and Hilda 's marriage 

was looked on askance by the relatives in 

Stalybridge. The law had only just been changed to 

make marriage to a deceased wife 's sister legal and it 

still seemed barely respectable. Hilda and Job would 

hav e three children: Sonia, Michae l, and me. I was 

very much an "afterthought," being born eight years 

after Michael. 

A fter the First World War, my father 

expa nded his businesses rapidly. 

Building on his wartime experience, he 

specialized in drainage work , although he was 

prepared to take on anything; he even bought a 

sma ll chimney sweep's business in Whyteleafe, a 

town a mile or two from Kenley. Here he also 

estab lished a builder 's supply yard with a sma ll loca l 

office. Amongst other staff he engaged a secretary, 

Mary Elliott, at this time a tall , rather plain girl of 

about ninete en. She was to play a significant role in the life of the Wild 

family. 

In 1920 the family moved into a large Victorian mansion called 

Cumberlands , on forty acres of land in Kenley, with a marvelous view over 

the North Downs and beautiful gardens and woods. Ther e was a water 

garden, an Italian garden and a tennis cou11 with a summer house . A large 

kitchen garden supplied the house with vegetables. There were also grapes 

from a greenhouse, where a large tortoise called Geordy lived under the 

greenery. There was a stab le block for horses and two pigsties. Six indoor 

servants , three gardeners and a groom for the horses looked after this sma ll 

es tate-not too bad for the acade mically backward boy from Stalybridge. In 

fact , however , the money on ly just stretched to this magnificence , and 

Mother was often in terrible anxiety about Father 's extravagance. He believed 

The author, at left, stands in Medea's 
bows alongside the yacht 's origina l 
varnished wood en bulwarks. Above, 
Michael Wild found the bridge suitable 
for shuffleboard-played with a cricket 
bat. 

MMSD ?12519 and P13436 courtesy of the 
author 
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A swan among swans , Medea lies in 
repose in her new home port of 
Brightlingsea. 

MMSD P12510; courtesy of the author 

in keeping up a show, sending us to the best schools , and giving endless 

parties presided over by my mother , who was forced to overcome her 

natural shyness. All this was at a time when the country was, together with 

the rest of the world, enduring the Great Depression. Hunger marches 

protested the low wages and unemployment caused by closure of work 

places. There were strikes, including the General Strike of 1936, which were 

ruthlessly broken. It was a charmed life for the rich , but no time to be poor. 

Many relatives felt the pinch. 

M y father suffered only one significant business reversal: an 

unsuccessful effort to complete harbour work in British Guiana 

(now Guyana) in South America. Job was eventually bought 

out of his contract and returned home only slightly chastened. As a result of 

this abortive enterprise he changed the name of his firm to J. B. Edwards and 

Co., after James Buckley Edwards, one of Hilda 's brothers who worked for 

Job at that period. This company, always known thereafter as JBE, became 

his main source of wealth and was still active at his death in 1959. 
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In the early 1930s, my father purchased the eighty-foot -long steam yacht 

Sheila, which had been launched at Cowes in 1904. A steam yacht was a 

very fash ionab le possession, and probably Job thought only of the business 

and entertaining possibilities when he made the purchase. He soon found , 

however , that he great ly enjoyed the sea and all the things associated with 

sailing. The family too loved Sheila, bringing their friends for holidays in the 

summer. Each year the yacht was commissioned at Hamble River near 

Southampton, where she was berthed in the winter. In the summer the first 

visit was to Cowes for the Royal Regatta and Naval Review. Then , during the 

summer, Sheila sailed down the south coast, stopping at all the suitable 

harbours. Job could not spend as much time on the yacht as his family did , 

since he had to attend to business and could come down only for weekends. J ob 's enjoyment of the sea grew so great that that he sold Sheila 

and bought a bigger steam yacht, Medea , also launched in 1904. 

She had been built for the Scottish nobleman William Macalister Hall , 

and had since been purchased back by her builder , Alexander Stephen & 

With Job's personal flag at the 
masthead, Medea cuts a sharp figure 
for a professional yacht photographer's 
camera off the Isle of Wight. "A lot of 
rich people's yachting ," recalls the 
author 's sister Sonia, "meant having a 
steam or motor yacht with a crew 
which took them from place to place . 
You had to belong to a yacht club , and 
there was a pecking order with 
descending order of prestige." 

MMSD P12511 ; cou11esy of the author 
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"We would trawl for about an hour , 
and then haul up our catch on deck , 
and open the foot of the net. It was 
like finding treasure-every sort of 
bottom fish was there ," remembers the 
author. Guests , deckhands , and 
Steward John Woolvett watch as the 
net comes up , about 1936. 

MMSD P1343 8; courtesy of the auth or 
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Sons. In 1934 the Stephen 

family decided to sell her again. 

When Medea was advertised for 

sale that summer , Job , 

accompanied by my half-brother 

Roger , went up by train to 

Scotland . A bargain was struck 

and arrangements were made 

to bring her south . Job , Roger , 

Sonia and Michael went up to 

Glasgow to accompany our 

family's new yacht on the 

first part of her trip , in August , 

1934. 

ot only did Job 's newfound love of the sea lead him to buy 

Medea , but he bought himself a shipyard to match. The yard , a 

long-established firm called Aldous Ltd., was at Brightlingsea in 

Essex on the estuary of the River Colne , north of the mouth of the Thames. 

Job re-christened it Aldous Successors Ltd., in order to take advantage of a 

familiar and respected name. 

The landscape around Brightlingsea is completely flat, with sluggish 

creeks wandering between mud banks. Many flat, reedy islands lie in the 

estuary. In the 1930s fishing and oystering were the major occupations until 

summer , when Brightlingsea was transformed by the arrival of the sailing 

community. There was a yacht club that ran regattas and races. Most of the 

small sailing boats were of the same design-stout , wooden , rather heavy , 

clinker-built vessels , a million miles distant from today's racers . The family 

yard soon built two of these boats for us, which were christened Mik e and 

Bidi. One great attraction that Aldous Successors held for my father was that , 

although itself rather run down , the yard provided very good "mud berths " 

for yachts in the winter , which suited Medea and helped defray her costs. 

Berthing a vessel in mud , a common practice , entai led running it up onto a 

mudbank at extreme high tide , then propping it in place. 

The shipyard was building quite substantial boats at this time , but the 

market for boatbuilding was declining fast and most of the machinery was 

very old. The fitter 's shop was still driven by steam , and I remember huge 
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belts running eve 1ywhere to 

the various machines. Along 

with a carpentry shop and the 

adjacent joiner 's shop , ther e 

was also a marvelous 

chand ler's shop, which I 

remember looking like 

Aladdin's cave, full of sails and 

ropes and wooden tackle and 

smelling of resin and tar. T he period that 

followed was one 

of the happiest for 

our family. At this time Job 

was a devoted husband and kind father. He was fun to be with , always 

devising entertainm ents and te lling stories. He did hav e an unce rtain temp er, 

but at this time it was under control. He indulged his love of new things by 

buying a succession of cars, usually the latest from Rolls Royce and Bentl ey . 

At one time he owned eight bulldogs. In the late 1930s he bought a 

te levision set, and I must hav e bee n one of the earliest "telly addicts." Job 

also bought an airplan e, a 

Tiger Moth , which he used 

primarily for flying to 

Brightlings ea. Roger had left 

schoo l and was working at 

JBE. He obta ined a pilot 's 

license and often flew the 

plane , wh ich was christened 

Sarah. Every year a motor 

coac h was hired to take all 

the staff of JBE to the Derby 

at Epsom , abo ut ten miles 

from our hom e . 

Medea provid ed the most 

exc iting holid ays. She was 

commissioned from the 

As waves smack against Medea's hull, 
girls prone to seas ickness were liable 
to be dressed in oilskins by their 
mothers. Beneath the author 's feet , the 
name MEDEA is woven into the mat. 

MMSD P1343 2 and P13434; courtesy of the 
author 
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At right , a sleepy Bidi stands by the aft 
saloon, toy bun ny tucked und er her 
arm. "The rabbit was called Harry. I 
went nowhere without him at that time 
... He was originally the rabbit from 
the Christop her Robin books , but had 
been so much mended and restuffed 
that he was no longe r recognizable." 

MMSD P13433, courtesy of the auth or 
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Brightlingsea mud each spring and took a 

short trip to Pin Mill, a pretty little fishing 

village to the north , usuall y at Easter time . In 

the summer the crew sailed her to the 

Hamble River ne ar Southampton, where the 

family typically joined her. Each yea r we 

then crossed the Solent to Cowes on the Isle 

of Wight to attend the Royal Rega tta and 

Naval Review . A great pleas ure of visiting 

Cowes was the sight of the magnifi cent 

sailing yachts. One of the most beautiful, 

although not the largest, was Tam esis. There 

was also Heartsease, an enormou s ]-class 

yacht , which had originally been called 

Adela; both would later become part of my 

father 's life. After Cowes Week there was 

usually a cruise in Medea down the lovely 

south coast of England, stoppi ng at all the 

ports with sufficient draft to allow us in . With 

my father 's personal flag flying overhead-a 

green flag bearing his lucky numb er "5" in 

white on a black diamond-we began by 

sailing down the Solent , with 

the dramatic white cha lk 

Need les and their red and white 

lighth ouse at the west end of 

the Isle of Wight. The first stop 

was Poole with its hu ge natural 

harbour. Nex t day a shor t sail 

took us to Swanage where 

anot her chalk stack , "Old 

Harry ," guards the approach. 

Next was Weymouth , quite a 

smart resort where the sands 

were so fine that we could 

mak e espec ially elaborat e sand 

sculptur es. 
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The next journey was one I dreaded , 

because it took us arou nd Portland Bill, a 

headland on the Isle of Purbeck. There the 

sea is almost always rough due to the racing 

tidal currents, wh ich usually made me very 

seasick. Mother used to dress me up in 

oilskin and sou 'wester, and keep me up on 

deck to prevent acc idents. Father did not 

believe in seasickness, so it was as well to 

stay out of his way. Anyone with the 

slightest tendency to seasickness dreaded the 

passage of Portland Bill, but we did not dare 

to own up to our misery ; my father prided 

himself on never being seasick and had little 

time for anyone who was less fortunate. 

There was then a long sail to the fishing 

port of Brixham , with local trawlers tied up at 

the keyside and a daily fish market selling the 

catch. A short hop brought us to the home of 

the Royal Naval College at Dartmouth , on a 

long narrow estuary where we could catch 

wonderful lobsters in a ring net. The final 

stop was Falmouth in Cornwa ll. In Cornwa ll 

the fishing was particularly good and we enjoyed fishing for mackerel with a 

metal spinner. Later on Medea was equipped with a trawl net to fish the sea 

bottom , which was hauled up full of an extraordinary variety of fish. There 

we re always sea urchins, starfish and she lls, which made unusual ornaments 

when we dried and varnished them. 

0 n other occasions we undertook long er trips. In the early days 

visits were made to Deauville and Trouville on the French 

coast. Here my father could enjoy gamb ling , which was illegal 

in England at that time . The English Channe l can be very rough, and on one 

of these trips I reca ll eve n Father feeling seasick. Medea was not the best 

boat for such weather, because she is rather lon g and thin, and as a result, 

tends to pitch and toss in eve n quite moderate seas. The next year , 1936, we 

took a trip through the Caledonian Canal, which runs across Scotland. The 

family joined Medea and her crew at Invern ess on the east coast, and we 

"Our most memorable holiday on the 
S. Y. Medea ," the author 's sister Sonia 
recalled of the ir 1936 trip, "was going 
through the Caledonian Canal and 
amongst the Western Isles of Scotland 
in a wonderful summer just before the 
war. " 

MMSD P13 428 and P13433; courtesy of the 
author 
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Job gave his daughter Sonia a thoughtful present in 1938 
before she left for college in America: the use of the yacht 
and crew for herself and friends. Sonia Wild stands in white 
hat on the bridge , while on deck , the tall First Mate George 
Block stands next to Patrick , the chef. The Royal Motor 
Yacht Club 's burgee flies from the masthead. 

Prior to this delightful outing , Sonia recalled being 
embarrassed "when father decided to steam up and down 
in front of Roedean where I was at school, for one whole 
half-term holiday, with me trying to pretend that I had 
nothing to do with that yacht steaming to and fro be low the 
cliffs in front of the school playing fields." 

MMSD P550; photo by Cowes yacht photographer Roger M. Smith 



First Mate George Block was a great 
family friend. 

MMSD P1251 3; cou rtesy of the author 
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sailed down through Loch Ness (wher e we watched 

fruitlessly for the appearance ot the monst er), to Loch 

Linnhe and the Western Isles. We then continu ed down the 

Irish Sea to Cornwall and round the Lizard point to 

Falmouth. 

In 1937 we too k a memorabl e trip to the Chann el 

Island s, where Medea was nearly shipwrecked in a fog on 

the little island of Herm , off Jersey. Mists thick ened as we 

ap proa ched the harbour of St. Peter Port , cautiously 

blowing our whistle, when the fog sudde nly lifted to revea l 

Herm on ly yards from the bow. All along the quay stood a 

line of people who had see n our masts through the top of 

the fog, and thought we were going to be wrecked. We just 

managed to ge t away. The on lookers were , I think , quite 

disappointed abo ut it. 

When Sonia left schoo l in 1938, my father arra nged for 

her to have Medea and all the crew for a week and take a 

cruise down the sout h coast with a party of her friends . We 

also took trips to Cherbourg and Brittany and a final 

voyage , on the brink of war , to Rotterdam, in Holland. 

Although Job loved the sea and liked to say he had salt water in his 

veins , he did not indulg e in any "hands on " sailing. He believed in leav ing 

pra ctical matters to the experts. The crew cons isted of a captain , a first mate , 

two deckhands , a chef, an engineer and a steward. These people came back 

year after year and beca me family friends . Most of the crew wore navy blue 

knitted sweaters with MEDEA embroidered on them in yellow , with blue 

trousers and peaked caps. 

0 n looking back , however , I rea lize that those smartly-dressed 

crewmen endured considerable discomfort to ensure that our 

holidays were happy. Their living quarters were in the narrow 

fo 'c's'le, where First Mate George Block and Steward John Woolvett occupied 

tiny cabins. 

George was a great friend , and he taught me to tie many sailor's knots. 

John was the real mainstay of the whole establishment. He was a fisherman, 

as indeed were most of the crew, and he knew exactly where we were most 
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likely to catch fish and what to catch them with. 

Patri ck was the chef, a small man from Ireland with a 

great sense of humor. The two deckhands scrubbed 

the decks every morning with brushes and seawater 

to make them white . (I found this very hard work 

when I tried to do it.) The captain had a small cabin 

loca ted downstairs from the dining saloon . He took 

his job very serio usly. He was kind to the children 

overru nning "his" boat , and allowed us to stee r the 

ship, when he was quite sure we could do no harm . 

In 1936, my sister Marjorie married, and the 

coup le moved into a house belonging to Job at the 

bottom of the garden. The add ition of a pair of 

grandsons shou ld have made life complete for my 

parents, but two black clouds increasingly marred 

everyone's happiness. The first of these was the 

international situati on. The rise of Hitler 's Germany 

made war increasing ly likely and my parents, with 

two sons of military age , were naturally anxious. The 

seco nd cloud hovered over Cumberla nd s itself. Job 

and Hilda 's relationship was under great strain as a 

result of my father's increasing reliance on Mary Elliott, by now his personal 

secretary. He felt that she was indispensable to him in business, and indeed 

this tall, gaunt woman with the uncompromising mann er was virtually a 

Captain Carter was cons umn ate ly 
skillful, while Steward John Woolvett 
was "the mainstay " of the Wild 
household until Job's death. Note the 
silver from Job's grow ing collection . 

MMSD P12516 and P12517 ; courtesy of the 
auth or 
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Michael and Bidi feed swans from 
Medea's land ing stage. Inside the 
yacht , the smoking-cabi n walls had a 
ve1y trim appearance in the 1930s, with 
no paintings to break loose in heavy 
seas. 

MMSD P1343 1 and P13441; courtesy of the 
author 
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human calcu lator. Job put her in charge of household expenses, 

wh ich my moth er understandably resented. 

It might have been different if Hilda and Job had 

been able to stay living together , but the war finally erupted in 

1939 leaving them w ith a dilemma. Should 

they evacuate me, their youngest child, then nin e years old , to 

Canada as my school suggested, or should the family remain 

together' As a compromise, my mother and 

I went north to live on the family property in the Peak District , 

whilst Job remained at Cumberlands. The danger 

of a ir raids was much less in the north , especia lly as 

Cumberlands was very close to an airfie ld , which wou ld shortly 

become a target. Several bombs would fall in the Cumberlands 

garden. (O ne of these , my sister Sonia recalled , did not 

exp lode: it contained a message from Czech workers wishing 

Eng land well.) It was not long before Job announced that he 

wanted to divorce Hilda and marry Mary Elliott. 

his declaration caused an explos ion from which the family never 

really recovered . Marjorie and Roger were furious at the callous 

treatment of Hilda , whom they thought of as their mother , saying 

that Mary was only interested in the money and that she wou ld lose no time 

in dividing Job from his children. In the end they walked out, saying they 

wanted nothing further to 

do with their father. Job 

was as angry as the y were 

and told them never to 

come back. This meant 

that Marjorie had to leave 

her home nea r 

Cumberlands and Roger 

his job at JBE. Marjorie 

and her children came 

north to join my mother 

and me, and Roger joined 

the Royal Air Force. 
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The outbreak of war catapulted Job and his new 

wife into a period of very hard work. JBE ( whose 

headquarters had been evacuated from London to 

Kenley) had contracts with all the water companies in 

the south of London and also many local authorities. 

When the Blitz began , pipes of all sorts were blown 

up and the firm ran an emergency service that 

operated day and night to repair them as soon as 

possible. Airfields were bombed and had to be 

repaired and rebuilt. 

Medea was called up right at the beginning of the 

war. She was requisitioned and later compulsorily 

purchased, serving both with the Royal Navy and the 

Royal Norwegian Navy. 

The shipyard, too, changed. Instead of pleasure 

craft and commercial ships , it built several armed 

motor launches and a motor torpedo boat, and 

pontoons for constructing artificial harbours used in 

the D-Day landings. Job was asked to provide mud 

berths for some of the famous sailing yachts he had 

admired at Cowes , which were of course useless once 

the war started. Two of these were Heartsease and 

Tamesis. Heartsease was most luxuriously equipped and had large paneled 

cabins below decks , so she became Job and Mary's living quarters when they 

visited the shipyard. 

An unfortunate result of the strain of the war and the unhappy 

relationships in the family was that Job, always inclined to indulge, began to 

drink heavily. This did not affect his working life much , but it made his 

temper increasingly unreliable at home so that most people were afraid of 

him. Roger and Marjorie were correct in thinking that Mary Wild would do 

nothing to improve the relationships within the family. Job , however, both 

then and later was capable of acts of generosity , which came as a pleasant 

surprise when they occurred. Heavy drinking remained with him for the rest 

of his life, although he mellowed considerab ly in his later years . It caused 

several episodes of ill health that did , in the end , serve as a warning for him 

to cut down. 

Bidi clowns with their guest and family 
friend Canon Gordon Rawlings. On the 
table, note the "souvenirs " netted in 
the deep. 

MMSD P 1343 7; courtesy of the author 
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Steward John Woolvett, in whit e , 
stands beside the dining saloon as 
Medea enters a lock in the Caledonian 
Canal in 1936. Note the men at upper 
right opening the lock gates by hand . 
On the facing page , two kneeling 
crewmen scrub her decks. 

MMSD P13429 and P13439, cou rtesy of the 
author 
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A t the war 's end the country was 

on its knees. Every scrap of 

money had been spent in beating 

the enemy and huge debts accumul ated. The 

winter after the war was one of the coldest 

ever; even the sea froze and the roads were 

impassabl e for months. It was fortunate that , 

in thes e circumstances , wartime rationing 

continued, for it remained possible for 

everyone to obtain some food and fuel. Just 

befor e the war finished a gen eral election 

dismissed Winston Churchill from power. The 

people were grateful to Churchill for what he 

had done , but they felt that it was a time for 

social change , almost a democratic revo lution 

in fact. The new government, kee n to build 

up the industrial strength of the country , 

initiated an ex tensive building program , 

much of which was centered on the chemical 

indust1y. JBE won man y contracts , of which 

the largest involved building an enormous 

factory for the Imp erial Chemical Industry 

(ICI) at Wilton , in the far north of England . 

Another large factory was built for ICI in Cheshire. 

Aldous Successors shipyard was now mainly working for overseas clients, 

but still remained viable. Job was offered the opportunity to buy Medea back 

again after the war , which he took , and turned her into his accommodation 

at Brightlingsea in place of Heartsease , now sold. Medea was impossibl e to 

run as a yacht at this time . There was no coal, and the harbours and beaches 

were mined and covered with barbed wire and concrete tank traps. The 

whole spirit of the time was against luxury and it would have been 

impossible to find a crew. Job therefo re consigned Medea to the mud and 

made her a comfortable houseboat. He enlarged the stern cabin slightly into 

a proper sitting room, and improved the sleeping quarters and dining cabin. 

She was fitted out in the style of the times, most of the joinery being made in 

the sh ipya rd. She also co ntinued to be used for ho lidays for Michae l and me , 
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who were both living with our father. Job 

did not enjoy being without a yacht in 

which he could go to sea. He therefore 

bought a converted Brixham trawler called 

Georgiana. At about the time he purchased 

Georgiana , Job signed the contract for 

Wilton , and he hit on the idea of taking 

Georgiana to Whitby on the north Yorkshire 

coast as a place for him to stay when 

working up north. This did not prove a 

satisfactory solution , so he bought a house 

called Clockwood House in Yarm on Tees , a 

beautiful spot in County Durham near the 

Cleveland Hills. 

It was not long before Job discovered 

that , before the war, the north Yorkshire 

coast had been famous for the large tunny , 

or bluefin tuna, that could be caught in the 

North Sea. He decided to try his luck. On 

Georgiana's second tunny fishing trip , I was 

the youngest member of the crew, at the 

age of eighteen . George Block , who had 

been first mate on Medea before the war, 

captained the boat. To catch these huge fish, 

the fisherman boarded a dinghy and strapped himself into a special seat in 

the bows to which the rod was also bolted. The boatman with his oars took 

his place on the stern seat; one of his jobs was to help by rowing the boat 

against the fish. A large hook, baited with a whole herring, was dangled a 

few feet from the surface. When the tunny struck, it was like hooking an 

express train-the line shot out at about fifty miles an hour and everyone 

hoped it would not run out and break. On one day we caught four fish 

weighing between four hundred and six hundred pounds each . On the final 

day , there was nobody keen to fish so I was allowed to have a try, and I had 

the thrill of catching a 714-pound fish, the biggest the expedition landed. 

Needless to say I was triumphant, and everyone else furious. 
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The Wild's yacht continues to provide 
a glimp se into a gracious , now 
vanished , early 20th century world of 
wealth and elegance . 

MMSD PJ343 0; court esy of the auth or 
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A s things began to return to normal 

after the grayness of the war , it was 

possible once again to take 

holidays ove rseas. Mary prefe rred more 

luxuri ous trips than yac hting . Job and Mary 

went on severa l cru ises , on one of which their 

ship sank in the Indian Ocean off Madagascar, 

and all those on board had to take to the 

lifeboa ts. Luckily there we re no casualties . Job 

"dined out " on this eve nt for many years. 

A new interest in my father's life, which 

began during the war, was collecting . He had 

qu ite catholic tastes, his major interests being 

silver and eighteen th century furniture. He 

turned Cumberlands virtua lly into a museum 

with a valuab le silver collection and antique 

furnishings for all the principal room s. 

Christmas now became a great show with all 

the cand lesticks and silver plat e on tables and 

sideboards and glittering chandeli ers to light 

the rooms. There were som e mixed feelings 

about all this grandeur , and some members of 

the family remembered the o ld homely Cumberlands with affection . 

At about this time my brother Michae l married and Job asked him to take 

charge of Aldous Successors. This was not an easy task since shipbu ilding 

was in cont inuous decline and work was hard to come by. I had left home 

to start medical schoo l at Cambr idge . Job at this time felt that some other 

members of the family had had rather a poor deal. He therefore offered to 

finance Roger in his amb ition to become a clergyman. This action healed the 

long-standing breach between father and elder son. Sonia was helped to 

obtain a doctorate at Oxford to enabl e her to rise in the academic world. He 

beca me reconciled to his family , although nothing co uld restore the old 

happiness , and Mary ensured that relations remained strained. 
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Not long after my wedding in 

1957 my father 's health began to fail. 

He developed heart trouble and a 

blood disease. In spit e of his illness 

he continued to control his business 

interests until almost the end , but he 

was no longer ab le so easily to 

undertake the long journeys to the 

north and had to rely more on his 

managers . He died at Cumberlands 

in December 1959 after a short final 

illness , a few days before his 

seventy-fifth birthday ; he always 

prophesied that he would not make 

seventy-five. My father was not 

loved by everyone, including some 

members of his family , but his 

determination and strength as well 

as his sudden kindnesses redeemed 

many of his fau lts. 
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A barefoot Job , nearly hidden from 
view, smiles down on Bidi and Harry 
in a wicker chair. In the foreground, 
the children have chalked a game on 
Medea's deck. Two of the yacht's 
wicker chairs now gather dust in the 
author's garage, a reminder of holidays 
long ago. 

MMSD P13442; courtesy of the author, who 
also donated the original 1934 logbook to the 
MacMullen Library, Maritime Museum of San 
Diego 
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MEDEA and the Spies of Peterhead: 

A Top Secret 
Wartitne History 
0 laf T. Engvig 

Olaf Engvig grew up in Rissa, Norway. In 
addition to his graduate degree in maritime 
history from the University of Oslo, he holds a 
deck officer's license. His writings include a 
Mains'/ Haul article on stamp marks in the Star 
of India's iron. He and his wife Mona spend 
part of their year in Burbank, California, and 
Olaf has been known to take his Norwegian 
faering, an oar-propelled descendant of Viking 
longboats, on trips in the Sacramento Delta with 
members of San Francis o's maritime museum 
and our own small boat rator, Jeff Saar. 



Editor's Note: 
At first glance , Medea's role in World War II looks less exciting than her glamorous prewar years of yachting along 
England's southern coast: she spent most of the war moored to the Scottish pier below. But while tied up in Peterhead , 
Medea functioned as part of a top-secret intelligence-gathering operation. The Norwegian seamen standing aboard her 
led exciting and dangerous lives on clandestine missions , and some who climbed out of Medea's bunks in the morning 
did not come back. Their story , and the tale of the classified operations of the Peterhead base itself , has remained largely 
untold until now. The last known survivor of the men who lived aboard Medea, however, has now shared his story with 
Norwegian-American researcher Olaf Engvig. 

Surrounded by fishing boats on May 17, 1944, Medea looks 
"like a mother duck with all her ducklings ," in the words of 
Karl Solevaagseide , the tallest man on her bridge . While the 
boats look ordinary , note that the registration numbers near 
the bow of each are blacked out. From left are the Drott, 
Kvalsund, Viola, and Borghild , while behind Medea rise the 
masts of Statthav Further down the pier is Havorn

MMSD PIO 8; courtesy Norwegian Navy Museum/Frank Abe/sen 



On Constitution Day 1944, when the 
photo on the previous page was taken, 
Medea's Norwegian residents pose in 
the ir best uniforms atop their home­
which is bare ly recognizab le due to the 
wheelhouse added before her arrival at 
Peterhead. All are quartermasters 
unless indicated: From left are Ottar 
Sandvik , Lt. Stendal, Jens Nipen , H. 
Salvesen , Karl Solevaagseide , sailor A. 
Kristoffersen , A. Hansen , and Olav 
Kvalbein. Quartermaster Guldbrandsen 
is partly hidden behind sailor T. S0rvig, 
with sailor Asmund Fxr0y standing 
highest ; Ole Myrseth, Jakob Sylt0y and 
Gunnar Gundersen are at right. 

Courtesy Norwegian Navy Museum / 
Frank Abe/sen 
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D uring the Second World War, the yacht Medea functio ned as a 
"mother ship" ho using membe rs of a sma ll secret Royal Norwegian 
Navy unit at Peterhead, Scotland . These men braved the North Sea 

and German patrols to sa il fishing boats loaded with contraband human 
cargo to the coast of Nazi-occup ied Norway, under the noses of the watching 
Germans . The fishing boats of Peterhead carried specially-selected, highly­
trained agents of the Secret Intelligence Service , or SIS-better known to 
students of espionage (and aficionados of the fictional agent 007 , James 
Bond 1) as the British inte lligence agency MI6. On Medea's decks walked MI6 
spies , high-ranking officers, Norwegian royalty , and daring naval officers 
trained as commandos, as the yacht played her role as a staging area for 
these extreme ly dangerous missions. 

After Norway was overrun by the Germans in April, 1940, the British 
desperately needed to monitor German military movements there. 
Strateg ica lly, Norway's long and rugged coast line offered the Germans 
countless hiding places partly out of reach of Allied bombers, in fjords and 
be hind islands. Norway was increas ingly of crucia l importance to the German 
Navy, and proba bly the only p lace w here they could fee l relative ly safe from 
Allied attack during the first yea rs of the war . The Germa n Navy rep rese nted 
a seve re thr ea t to Allied shipp ing, and keep ing German ships bo ttled up in 
Norway tied up a major pa rt of the British Home Fleet. British Intellige nce 
was in grea t nee d of ge tting information ou t of Norway on the status of the 
major German w arship s sheltering there, espec ially the mighty ba ttles hip 
Tirpitz, sister ship to the renow ned Bismarck. Whil e the British to a grea t 
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degree trusted intelligence reports gathered by native Norweg ians, SIS also 
needed immediate and reliabl e information from its own trusted sp ies, 
reporting directly back to headquarters. For this purpose a tiny but important 
secret operational unit of the Norwegian Navy was set up at Peterhead in the 
summer of 1941 to transport SIS agents to Norway using motor-kutter~ 
diesel-powered fishing boats . A motor cutter from Peterhead deliver ed the 
agent who first pinpointed the Tirpitzs hiding place, a few months before 
Medea arrived on the scene. 2 

A handful of regionally-distinctive fishing vessels that could blend in 
with similar craft plying the Norwegian coas t were chosen for 
special missions and commissioned into the Norwegian Navy. They 

were kept on stand-by at Peterhead , the closest point to Norway on the 
island of Great Britain , to be sent to designated parts of Norway whenever 
London requir ed it. A small group of Norwegian men were selected after 
thorough testing and train ed to secretly land and pick up agents and their 
eq uipment. They had to be professional and experienc ed fishermen and 
sailors with good knowl edge of the Norweg ian coastline. They also had to 
have the right dialect for the district they were going to , since the ability for 
a boat and its crew to blend in was crucial. Norwegian Nazis and the 
Germans were everyw her e and on the loo kout for susp icious activities. Each 
boat 's true purpose was disguised by nets and fish , whi le an innocent­
look ing fuel-oil drum secured on deck was actually a cleverly camouflaged 

r• 

When this photo of Kvalsund was 
taken just after the war, she had 
returned to fishing. 

Courtesy Jon Storl0kken, Kva/sund 's pr esent 
owner. To learn about her preservation, visit 
ht1p:ll tih/de.orgl~perstolkvalsund/baatidx .htmlv 
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Cousins Arne and Karl Solevaagseide 
escaped Norway aboard the stolen 
boat Harald II. 

Courtesy Karl and Helen Solevaagseide 

platform for the twin -barr e led machine gun stored inside it, loaded and ready 
aga inst attacking German aircraft. Every mission entailed a game of life and 

death if a boat was spotted at the wrong place at the wrong time ; in October 
1942 a direc tive from Hitler ordered anyone captured on board one of these 
boats to be shot. After November 1943, missions to Norway using motor 
cutters became a thing of the past , for losses were staggering and too high 
for the traffic to continue. 

At the time, their efforts were highly classified. A woman who spent her 
girlhood in Peterhead rememembered recently that "I first became aware of 
the importance of the operation when high security fences were built round 
the edge of the inner harbour. " 

Through them it was still possible to see the unusual boats with strange flags 
and pennants , and it was only gradually that we began to realize that they 
came from Norway. We were used to seeing the local fishermen setting out 
most evenings, but the movements of these strange craft did not follow a set 
pattern. They would disappear for a few days and sometimes when they came 
back the damage to their superstructure was clearly evident. Those broken 
masts and hanging spars had not only been damaged by mountainous seas, 
but had also seen enemy action. The respectful comments of the local 
bystanders on the quayside made us realize that we were in the presence of 
very brave men indeed.3 

0 ne of those brave men was Karl 
Solevaagseide , who became a veteran in 
the delivery of secret agents to Norway , 

and was decorated with three British and three 
Norwegian medals , including one for "outstanding 
performance of a military mission ," signed in 1943 
by the exiled King Haakon and his prime minister. 
Today , he is eighty-six years old and lives in 
Solevaag, Norway. He is almost certainly the only 
member of the Norwegian Navy that lived aboard 
Medea who is still alive . Thanks to him , we can 
now learn a good deal about the operations of the 
Peterhead base , and this formerly classified part of 
Medea's past. 4 

Karl was an es tablished fisherman and a 
ships ' engineer when the war started. On June 8, 
1941, the twenty-three-year-old fisherman and a 
cousin, Arne R. Solevaagseide , stole the motor 
cutter Harald II and escaped with fifteen others , 
including a young female nurse who refused to 
work in a German-controlled unit at the local 
hospital. They had no skipper, and like most 
Norwegians who escaped by sea, they pointed 
their boat toward the Shetland Islands. After 
arriving safely at Lerwick , Shetla nd , on June 10, 
they were interrogated . Karl, who had wanted to 
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join the navy since before the war, was shipped to Aberdeen, Scotland, 

where he enlisted in the Royal Norwegian Navy and received initial military 

training. 5 His background as an engineer prompted him to volunteer for 

duty at the new base at Peterhead , and he was assigned to SIS and given 

specialized training. "During one course we learned how to blow up mines 

and the handling of different explosives, " he recalls. "I went to a course for 

commandos. We were educated in secret service work and how to be an 

aide for the spies. We were always reminded not to talk and to keep all 

information we received a secret." 

Karl arrived in Peterhead in the summer of 1941. "When I first came, we 

were not many , and were stationed ashore-not in barracks, but in houses in 

the town itself. " 

First I lived ashore right across from the police station, and stood watch at the 
gate with a loaded rifle. Medea arrived some time after I arrived, and I moved 
aboard the yacht. I picked a single cabin all the way aft on the starboard side. 
Workers were fitting her out with more cabins , but not in my area. I had that 
aft starboard cabin all the time I stayed at Peterhead, but I was not always 
there. My stay was on and off. I was away on training, then on missions to 
Norway and so on. When I was gone, someone else could use my bunk. Some 
people stayed aboard their motor cutters. The Norwegian officers stayed 
ashore. . We were petty officers, but some enlisted men also stayed on 
board the Medea. When I left the Medea after the war ended she was still 
moored at the same pier where she stayed during the war. The motor cutters 
were all moored outside and around her. She looked like a mother duck with 
all her ducklings . 

Medea's residents grin beneath 
the Norwegian Navy 's emb lem 
on her foremast in May, 1944. 
From le ft stand sai lor 
Kristoffersen , Quartermaster 
Gundersen , sailor F,er0y , and 
Quartermasters Solevaagseide, 
Guldbrandsen and Salvesen. 

Courtesy Norwegian Navy Museum/ 
Frank Abe/sen 
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By the time the Medea arrived at Peterh ea d in late 1942, the yacht had 
already been transformed from her peacetim e appearance . A wooden 
wh ee lhous e stood atop the bridge, and, Karl reca lled , her "hull and topsides 
wer e painted panzer-gr ey all over outside. The bowsprit was taken off her­

it would have taken up extra space along the pier. I think a figurehead was 
still there. " Little else , however , remained in her exterior appearance to 
suggest her prewar elegance. 

"Like a Mother Duck: " Wartime Life aboard Medea 

Medea's arrival at Peterhead had a notabl e effect on Karl and his fellow 
petty officers: their food suddenly got much better, for now it was no long er 
brought co ld from town but was prepared fresh in Medea's galley by a 
Norwegian cook. More importantly, the yacht became the accommodations 
for the unit's petty officers, an elite group of former fishermen and sailors 
trained as specialists by British Intelligence and given the rank of 
quartermaster. 

Medea was unofficially renamed Haakon , to hon or the Supreme 
Commander of the Royal Norwegian Forces, King Haakon VII, who had 
become the nation 's hum an symbol of freedom. 6 Karl asserts, how eve r, that 
he and his fellow quartermast ers kn ew her as neither Medea nor Haakon : to 
all that lived aboard at Peterhead she was simply their ya ten- "the yacht. " 7 T he yac ht was marked as Norweg ian by the ensign hoisted daily to a 

small gaff 8 on her mainmast , and also by a new item of heraldic 
decoration. On the fore mast, just above the ship 's bell, was a red 

Norwegian nation al emb lem painted on wood, with a go lden lion and royal 
crown on top, and two crossed Norweg ian flags behind. It was loca ted 
where everyo ne could eas ily spot it when arriving from the gate, to show 
that Haakon /Medea was the headquarters for a unit that , while operating 
under the umbr ella of British Intelligence, was fundamentally Norwegian. 
Today , Norway 's embassies and cons ulates around the wo rld bear the same 
shie ld, but without the crossed flags emb lematic of the Royal Norweg ian 
Navy. 

Medea was Karl's home from 1942 through the end of the war in Europe 
in May, 1945. Of the other men who lived aboard, he recalls, 

some stayed on the Medea permanent ly, like the steward and the mess boy , 
in addition to some sailors who maintained the yacht. I suppose we were 
about fifteen or so on the yacht , and we were all No1wegian Navy men. The 
capta in of the Medea and our commander was kapteinl0ytnant [Man in] 
Hellesund 9 ..• He had an office ashore and lived ashore . The ord inary crew 
on the motor cutters co uld stay on board the Medea if there was room. I 
always had the sing le cabin aft next to a fine staircase go ing up. Forward of 
the stai rs were more cab ins. Ther e was more space ther e . Some stayed in 
do uble or more occupancy cab ins. The enlisted sa ilors lived forward ­
messman Sorv ig and the watc h and maintenance crew. 

Our boss [Hellesund] was a fine man; he wou ld come down and have a cup 
of coffee with us quartermasters. We planned new missions on board the 
Medea . It was always vo lunt ary and never a problem deciding who shou ld go . 
We tried to pick the right ones depe ndin g where we were headed . To know 
the area and have friends and contacts was imp ortant. Sometimes the sk ipper 
would ask for someo ne he liked to wo rk with. Einar Kristiansen was the 
ski pp er on the Kvalsund and he asked me. We became good friends and did 
some long trips tog ether. 10 

Medea's inter ior was modified to serve us during the wa rtime situati on. 
Originally it was very fine, as we co uld clearly see .... It was still a luxury 
yacht , with a big staircase go ing up and fine wood inter ior. But cab ins were 
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add ed to acco mmodate more peo ple . 
It too k a while to have her fitted out 
to se rve the purp ose as our new 
home . The yac ht beca me o ur 
headqu arters durin g the war. 

Ord ers we re strict to kee p everythin g 
ship shape at all times. Cleaning the 
exterior and the interior of the ship 
was imp ortant. We we re requir ed to 
keep the cabin tidy, make the bed, 
stow away o ur spare clothes and 
uniform when not in use. Durin g duty 
we wo re fatigues that we re sent out 
for cleaning. Beddin g was sent ashore 
once a week; we go t new linen from 
the stores on the pier. The galley and 
mess roo m aboa rd we re used and the 
stewa rd and the coo k made us goo d 
food- nourishing ships' food that we 
we re used to---a nd as mu ch as we 
liked. 

Our stewa rd did an exce llent job. He 
operate d with a crew list so mewh at 
large r than [the numb er who we re] 
act ually prese nt. Some wo uld be 
away on missio ns, others on trainin g 
or on leave. He got their share as 
we ll. We always had food enough­
baco n and eggs and good coffee . 
On the Medea the ke ttle was in the 
galley at all times with good coffee , 
just like on the motor boa ts. The loca l 
peo ple only dra nk tea , so we had a 
lot of coffee to ourselves and to bring 
ove r to Norway [for gifts] when we 
we nt there. 

There we re two small mess roo ms, 
one aft and one fo1wa rd on the ship. 
As on the cutters we too k turn s on 
any job , eve n ea ting. On the Medea it 
was just the same, so the mess area 
was sufficient , eve n if crampe d . 

We had electricity from shore on the yacht and a do nkey-bo iler on boa rd for 
central hea ting by rad iato rs aro und the ship , and for hot water. It was wa rm 
inside eve n d uring winter ... The main engine bo iler was coa l-fired and it was 
started up every now and then, about once q uarterly. Medea had her ow n 
chief. His name was Ottar Sandvik. He came from the merchant fleet. 

Medea never left her place at the pier durin g the wa r. But she came alive wh en 
Enginee r Sand vik raised steam. Then the windlass was operated and the steam 
whi stle blow n. Every steam function was warmed up and tested out until it 
wo rked properly. Medea was well-kept when the yac ht arrived , and kept at 
the same goo d stand ard through a ll the yea rs at Peterhead. 11 

The atmosph ere was friendly betwe en all of us who staye d aboa rd. We 
wo rked well toge ther. The enlisted sa ilors did much of the maint enan ce, and 
we shared the jobs of cleaning and kee pin g thin gs in order. The sailors had 
inspec tion once a wee k. Then the wh ole ship had to be flawless . We all knew 
it was a fine yacht before the war, so we trea ted her with care, and were told 
not to damage anythin g. The main saloo n on dec k was not used mu ch. Some 
of us would sometimes sit there chattin g but it was usually vacant . It was used 
only when our comm and er wa nted to talk to us . 

"I wo rk e d toge th e r w ith Einar 
Kristianse n from th e so uth e rn part of 
No 1way, " reca lls Karl, wh o towe rs ove r 
his friend . "He was the sk ipper of 
Kva lsund o n seve ra l miss io ns. He 
pick ed me as hi s chief engineer. We 
beca m e goo d frie nd s ." Karl h as 
treas ured thi s ph oto, pro ba bly taken in 
Lond o n , for half a ce ntury. 

Courtesy Karl and Helen Solevaagseide 
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Medea's berth was near the center of 
this picture, probably taken after the 
war. 

Courtesy Karl and Helen Solevaagseide 

Medea's dining saloon "was used for detail ed planning of miss ions to 
Norway. We entered from both sides and could seat four around the tab le. 
Larger briefings were held ashore. " 

If it was some thing everyo ne should know , or so me ge neral information , we 
would all be ca lled on . Then we would ge t together and must er on the pier. 
But the planning was done on boa rd the Medea. If it was something specia l, 
we wou ld be called up to the comma nd er's office on land. 

"The yacht was our home ," remembers Karl, "and the best plac e to be. " 

A Small Scottish Town with a Top Secret Base 

K arl and the other Norwegians see m to have mixed well with 
Peterhead 's townspeople . "I got marri ed in Scotland tow ards the end 
of the war and had a daug hter," he recalls; "My wife was from 

Scotland. " One former Peterhead girl, however, recalls that her mother 
responded differently to the prospect of her daught er mixing with 
Scandanavian strangers: "Have nothing to do with these men! Don 't even 
look at them! " According to her , "the Norwegian sailors stood out in the 
town because of their striking stature and their bright clothi ng , their cheerfu l 
banter and their camarade rie. Perhap s it is just as well that we didn 't 
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understand a word they were saying, 

but, as ever, wolf whistles were a 

lingua franca 12 

"In the evenings or during 

weekends we co uld go ashore," Karl 

reca lls . "Only the man on duty 

would stay behind" aboard Medea. 
They had money to spend; Karl 

remembers being paid between ten 

and twenty pounds after a successful 

mission. 

We had to report where we were 
heading when we went off the base, 
but it was OK to go out when we 
were off duty. There was quite a bit 
of contact between the British and 
the Norwegians. We had a common 
'cantina ' ashore . We had ID cards 
stamped by the Norwegian Navy that 
we used at the cantina. There were 
places where the Scots served beer 
and wine. We often hung together 
with them. They were more friend ly 
and closer to us Norwegians than the 
English. There were language 
problems , but we managed well 
with the Scots. 

It was standing orders to be properly 
dressed if we went to the town. Nice 
and clean uniform , newly pressed-
often by putting the pants under the mattress to get them in shape - and newly 
polished shoes. The uniform was the Norwegian Navy's and had "Norway" on one 
shoulder , and a cap with an anchor. The uniform was our passport through the 
gate. We didn 't go out on the town of Peterhead all that often. We met friendly 
people that tried to understand even if most of us spoke little English . .. . But we 
never talked with the people about the base and our job there. 

I n town, seamen could visit the Norwegian Navy Society for 

reminders of home. Local people took Karl and others on wa lkin g 

tours and trips to the countryside. The Norwegians also received a 

few days of leave to see the sights of London. Occasionally they hosted 

distinguished vis itors: "There were many dignitaries and important persons 

visiting the base. Crown Prince Olav came and inspected the Medea, I was 

told. His Royal Highness spent a good amount of time aboard looking 

around ," on a day that Karl regretted missing. 

Despite these boosts to morale-and the occas ional dangerous visit home 

on a mission-Karl and his fellow ex iles longed for Norway: 

We missed our families the most during Christmas and other major holidays. 
We knew they had less than we had . All things were rationed. And no coffee­
that was the highest wish for many Norwegians, to get a cup of real coffee. 
We got together and tried to manage as best we could. We had a Christmas 
tree in the Medea. We decorated it, and we sang Christmas caro ls and had an 
especially good dinner made by the steward. We visited Scottish families over 
New Year; they seemed to celebrat e New Year the most. 

As a result of the operation's sec recy , Karl, and presumably others who 

regularly risked their lives in missions from Peterhead , also felt 

misunderstood by his Scottish hosts and cut off from relatives back home : 

Peterhead's men prepare to celebrate 
another No1wegian Constitution Day 
away from home , on May 17, 1944. 

Courtesy Norwegian Navy Museum/Frank 
Abelsen 
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The little unit at Pet erhead-plus 
crewmen from visiting torpedo boat 
MTB 619-pose on Const ituti o n 
Day, 1944. Fro nt row, from left: T. 
S0rvig, Ado lf Helleset , Tor Mong 
(visito r) , A. Kristoffers en , Ches ter 
Saltskaa r, A. Hansen , Ottar Sandv ik, 
and Olav Kvalbe in. From left stand 
thre e visitors: Lt. A. Olsen , Sverre 
Gjeldsten, and Bernt Tjersland. Next 
to him is Gunnar Gundersen , Ivar 
Johanse n (vis itor), A. Andersen with 
flag , J0rge n Blankenberg , Jens 
Nipen with A. Fxr0y behind , H. 
Salvesen, Jakob Sylt0y, Karl 
Solevaagse ide, Guldbr and se n , an 
unkn ow n quart e rm aster, Ole 
Myrseth, and Lt. Stend al. 

Courtesy Norwegian Navy Museum/Frank 
Abe/sen 
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We had to be careful and never talked to the locals in Scotland that we 
befriended when away from the duties at the base . The locals felt that we 
Norwegians mostly just hung aroun d waiting for something to happen, an 
invasion or something. We neve r wrote letters. Peop le at home did not know 
how we were doing. 

he base at Pe te rh ead was ex treme ly small. While th e exac t numb er 

of m en atta ched is still unkn own because of th e sec recy su rroundin g 

its operation , perhap s sixty Norwegians served th e re from 194 1 to 

1945. 13 Probably fewe r than half of th ese were gathered there at any 

p ar ticular tim e . In o ne of th e se ries of pictures taken at Pete rh ead on May 17, 

1944, twenty-five m en face the ca m era in th e ir bes t uniform s in ho nor of 

Norway's Constitution Da y. Their actual numb er was fewe r, howeve r: seve n 

of thos e posing are th e crew of a motor torpedo b oat from Shetland , ca lling 

at Peterhead for rep airs. 

The base was very secure and not known to the outside. It was guarded with 
a stee l fence and a sturdy iron gate away from the end of the pier on the north 
side . It was called Coasta l Forces Pier. A military guard at a guard booth was 
there at all times to stop visitors and check on us whe n going in or out. Only 
the ones that had permission could enter. We we re only about thirteen­
fourteen quartermasters in all and a few sailors. We were the highes t in rank 
that would stay on the base inside the gate. A few Norwegian officers and the 
British military men all lived ashore. Workers wou ld enter through the gate 
during daytime . They did repairs on the MTBs [motor torpedo boats] on the 
slipway. They also repaired our cutters if it was needed , or when they we re 
hauled out of the water to be cleaned . Scottish workers mount ed machine 
guns in oil drums on deck for our defense. All the boats were taken good care 
of. They wer e small, but good and seawort hy vesse ls. 
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Today Karl struggles to remember those vessels by name , and to recount 
details about their missions. He remembers Borghild , Drott , Harald 11, 
Hav0rn , Kvalsund , Statthav , and Viola. Some of the boats were used less 
often , and others more, the choice depending primarily on the match 
between the designated landing point and the boat with the design most 
appropriate to that region. 15 He also remembers two others, Streif and Fr0ya, 
which sailed from Peterh ead and never returned. The Streif suffered an 
engine breakdown in bad weather and drifted for a week before she 
stranded in Holland and was captured by the Germans in October , 1941. The 
Fr0ya, with a crew of seven Norwegians and two British agents, was sunk by 
a German bomber off the Norwegian coast in April, 1942.15 

When asked if he was ever afraid, Karl just answers: 
"Oh , yes-many times!" 

Secret Mis s ions to Nazi-occupied Norway 

K arl Solevaagseide skippered what may have been the first mission to 
return to Peterhead , arriving in the Harald II on Ju ly 6, 1941 after 
successfully landing a spy at Soleaag in Sula. 16 From Peterhead to 

the nearest point in Norway the distance is 250 nautical miles, or about two 
days in a cutter with an average speed of about six knots. Most voyages to 
Norway, with the boat bound for a landing p lace further up the coast, lasted 
longer. Boats wou ld usually return within a week, though bad weather and 
other obstacles could pro long a trip. The common motor cutters of that 
period were sturdy, though small, vessels between forty and sixty feet in 
length. Since their heavy and bulky one-cylinder engines often required 
counter-ballasting with iron and cement well forward, the vessels had one 
bad tendency , however - they rolled constantly in bad weather. They did not 
easily capsize , but even experienced fisherman had to hang on for dear life. 
Being outside the cabin or wheelhouse could be dangerous, and cooking 
impossible. According to Karl, more than one spy thought that "Germans are 
nothing compared to the torture in a fishing boat in bad weather! " 17 

From Karl's memories of many missions , we can reconstruct a typica l 
mission , this one aboard "a good new boat ," the forty-nine -foot Harald 11, on 
which he had escaped with his cousin in 1941.18 "I went on two spy 
missions to my home area by Aalesund aboard the Harald II. Then I got to 
see my own people and bring them some coffee, flour and tobacco ." 

Preparations for these missions began for Karl with briefings by 
kapteini0ytnant Hellesund at the table in Medea's saloon. Alongside or 
behind the yacht, Harald II was fitted out for her designat ed mission: 

Our boats had their fishing registration number painted over. We got new 
numb ers before each mission. Harald //was modified at Peterhead: the boat 's 
appearance was chang ed by adding a teak front to the wheelhouse. On 
another boat , we would repaint the wh ee lhouse in another color and change 
part of the deck gear or the rigging. We eve n manag ed to change the sound 
of the engine , because the boat would be going to the same part of the coast 
from which it came. The skipper also had fake papers to go along with the 
new number. 

At sea , Karl work ed primarily as the cutter 's engineer, ensuring that her 
one-cylinder Finn0y engine continued to churn out its designated 70 h.p. 
Engine failure could mean capture or death for the six or seven Peterhead 
men aboard , plus the spy. "I was in my dad 's fishing boats and learned to 
take care of the engine from when I was a kid ... On missions I was mostly 
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The motor cutter Harald II "was to be 
handed over to the Germans on a 
Monday. That was the orders, " says 
Karl Solevaagseide. "When friends in 
No1way learned that , they immediately 
planned an esca pe-and we left 
Norway the day before." 

Courtesy Karl and Helen Solevaagseide 

in the engine room keeping the engine running smoothly, when not needed 
for handling the weapon or other special jobs on deck. " Karl, who still 
stands over six feet, is remembered as "the big man " by the youngest 
survivor of the Peterhead operations, eighty-two-year-old Charles Remo. He 
recalled that Solevaagseide was in charge of the equipment and was "the 
man to talk to about maintenance of the boats. " 19 Karl continues: 

Upon approaching the coast of Norway I was needed in the wheelhouse to 
try to recognize the coas tline ahead. Further inshore I was the one to tell 
where to go when we went to my home area. On departure we took a 
different route , going further inland and around some other islands in case the 
Germans were waiting for us coming back. Old people said they could 
recognize the sound of the engine even if we had altered it-as well as 
[changed] the boat itself and the registration number. They knew it must have 
been Harald Jf Those men were not easily fooled, but they kept quiet about 
it until after the war, even if they knew that the boat was stolen. 

Being locals , we knew of man y places where a motor cutter could hid e in a 
small inlet behind rocks where no Germans could see us , moored up against 
a cliff and camouflaged , or we could escape through skerries 20 where no-one 
dared to follow. Germans knew that fishing boats co uld pick courses where 
they couldn't go. That was a way to escape. We always had to be alert and 
ready to fight back if they opened fire. Then it would be a fight of life and 
death. We knew that tortur e and interrogations would follow if we were 
caught. 

"Local people ," Karl recalls , "would help out and warn us of danger , or of 
spies for the Germans. Even so it was always a gamble with people , talking 
to the wrong person ," because the lone agent aboard the cutter would have 
been of great interest to the Gestapo. 21 
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Working with MI6 Spies 

When Harald II land ed at Aalesund, the crew assisted the agent in 
un loading his eq uipm ent and in making con necti ons with local sympathizers: 

My brother helped unload the boxes into the faering and took them to our 
boatshed and hid the spy. At night they wou ld ge t the boxes from the shed, using 
horse and wagon, and take them to our hayloft and hid e them in the hay. It was 
quite a lot of stuff. We wou ld try to arrive and leave going different routes and 
as discreetly as possible, appea ring just to be a fishing vessel making a port call. 

Harald II then returned to Peterhead. "What later happened to the spy we 
land ed, " Karl says, "I don 't know." 

Contact between the spies and their trusted Norwegian transporters was 
kept to a minimum. The crew ope rating the boat during the crossing to 
Norway knew very little about the people they were ferrying across . Even 
whether their passengers were British or Norweg ian was a mystery. "The British 
spies had such comma nd of the Norwegia n language tha t I cou ldn 't really tell. 
Some were Norwegia ns .... We didn 't ask them their nationa lity, and they 
didn 't tell." 

About the boxes he helped unload, Karl likewise knew not to ask , but 
specu lates today that they contained "probab ly radio, food and coffee and 
cigarettes and other items for barter, I think. We never looked inside. " 

F 

There was never much talk about Secret Intelligence Service and the work of 
naval intelligence , and we had no idea of what the agent wo uld be do ing after 
landing in Norway. We only did the jobs we were assigned to. We knew it was 
ve1y important and could be extremely dangerous. 

or the spies themselves , the ability of Karl and other Navy men to 
establish immediate connections with trusted locals was critical. So too 
was mobility, for a radio transmitter had to be frequently moved to a 

new location to escape detection. Transmissions wou ld sooner or later be 
intercepted by the Germans and their origins pinpointed. 23 For SIS agents, a 
mission from Peterhead was an assignment sure to include great danger and 
much suffe ring. Some lived in tents on mountainsides dur ing wet and cold 
winters, reporting daily to London about passing ship traffic . Even so , many 
reported that one of the worst aspects of the ir mission occurred even befo re 
they landed-the constant discomfort of days spent at sea , in a sma ll, rolling 
vessel like Harald II. 

Danger from Sea and Sky 

"It was always dangerous ," recalls Karl, 

but we tried to approach the coast without being spotted by German planes or 
their patro l boats further inshore. They were faster than us, and noisy. If we were 
stopped we would just act natural, show papers, just chat about "bad fishing " and 
what not . We used navy fatigues on the way over ; our good uniforms were in 
the cab in to put on if needed . 

The only time Karl's "good uniform" was likely to have been needed , of 
course , was to hurriedly pull on before capture . Otherwise, he would not have 
been treated as a prisoner of war, but likely executed as a spy. 

Perhaps the most dangerous part of a mission , however, lay in sailing 
beyond the limited zone within which the Germans expected fishing boats 
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Medea, all but hidden except for her 
funnel and masts, lies surrounded by 
her "ducklings " in 1944. The cutters 
had fallen into disuse as the Germans ' 
ability to intercept them improved. 
Kvalsund waits at center, with no faux 
registration number yet painted in. 
Borghild is partly visible behind her at 
left. Drott lies at right, with Viola 
sandwiched between her and Medea. 

Courtesy Norwegian Navy Museum/ 
Frank Abe/sen 

to travel. The motor cutters were especially vulnerable to long-range patrols 

by aircraft. 

If we were spotted in that area , the plane would most likely attack. We saw 
[al plane coming right at us. It was a Heinkel-111 with two engines, and it 
came in low on our port side . . .. We were sure it would open fire and we 
were ready to man the guns and fire back. But when he passed and he didn 't 
fire , we didn 't fire. He must have had something else in mind. We had great 
luck that time. Others were not that lucky. We had secured oil drums on deck 
for spare fuel on the motor cuuers , but also extra fuel tanks under deck. Our 
drums on deck were camouflaged machine gun nests. We would use them in 
case of encounter with the Germans . They were Lewis or Hotchkiss , mounted 
on supports on deck inside the lid of the drum, and could quickly be elevated 
out of the oil barrel , mounted in a crib that could move freely. We could pull 
it up and it was ready for action with a full magazine. 

We saw German airplanes on several missions and I was trained to recognize 
their silhouettes. Sometimes they were far away. They probably didn't see us. 
Yes, I fired our machine gun at a twin engine Heinke! that came right at us 
just like it would attack. We were up in the North Sea. I could see the tracer 
trails from some of my bullets. I don't know if I hit it-the plane just 
continued . It didn 't turn around to fire back. 



Even once safely back in port, the men were still never completely 
free from fear: 

We were extremely afraid of agents or spies for the Germans. They could 
be everywhere. Not just behind enemy lines over in Norway but 
wherever we went during the war , even in Scotland. It was a dangerous 
time and we were all afraid of being captured and tonured , to break 
down and to tell anything ... We were always reminded not to talk , not 
even to visiting Navy men . 

Afte r the War 

"During the war we were taught to forget everything we knew as soon as 
possible after a mission was completed ," says Karl. "That 's why it is so hard 
to remember now. " He acknowledges that "it was a tough time with a lot of 
tension and stress ," even though 

we made friends easy. It was a time when we would stick together. The agent 
that went ashore , would we ever see him again? Very likely not. To us he was 
gone, and to him we were gone .... We were all in the same boat , so to spe ak, 
until the war ended . 

As with many veterans, even half a century later some of Karl's memories 
remain hard to discuss , with the added complication that he had been 
forbidden to discuss them for so long. 



At his home in Norway in March 2004, 
Karl holds a magnet used to attach a 
limpet mine to a ship. 

Photo by Olaf Engvig 
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After the war we did what we were taught-we tried to forget. We never 
talked about it for a very long time. My thoughts were always centered on the 
fact that I was one of the lucky ones that survived the war. So many I knew 
had lost their lives. I was privileged ... It was not an easy thing to survive 
like I did. My own brother lays buried in an unknown grave in Germany. 

I remember all my comrades. I miss them, and my own brother Ole. He could 
not come along when Cousin Arne and I fled Norway. I had to tell him "no." 
My father told me not to bring my brother along when we left. My brother later 
died in Germany. He was arrested by the Germans and sent to Germany. 

The circumstances of Ole 's arrest and death are unknown , but one 
possibility is that the Gestapo linked him to his activities in helping hide the 
spy and equipment Karl brought on the Harald II. His broth er's death is the 
hardest memory for Karl to talk about ; he sta1ts crying when talking about it. 

Not surprisingly , many of the Norwegian Navy men , along with those 
active within Norway in the resistance against the German occupation , 
de velop ed po st-traumatic stress syndrom e after the war. They struggled with 
guilt , had nightmares , or relived being hunted , torp edoed , interrogated or 
imprison ed . Doctors had little or no treatment to offer many of them . They 
often did not speak about it but suffer ed in silence. Many became heavy 
drinkers, others ended up in mental institutions , and some committed 
suicide. A patient and understanding spouse provided salvation for many. 
Karl is one of the lucky ones. 

The Spirit of the Medea and the MI6 Unit at Peterhead 

A long with a few worn veteran motor cutters still in Norway and the 
memories of Karl Solevaagseide , the yacht Medea is one of the last 
scattered reminders of the men who risked their lives sailing from 

Peterhead. While Peterhead 's operations are little known, even to avid 
historians of the war , the exploits of another secret Norwegian/British naval 
operation have become relatively well known from films, several books, and 
numerous articles - albeit primarily in Norway. 25 The "Shetland Bus, " a much 
larger operation based in the Shetland Islands , ferried agents , weapons, and 
other war materiel into Norway and carried refugees out. This "Shetland 
Gang " was under the umbrella of Special Operations Executive (SOE) , an 
organization disbanded after the war , whose documents have been 
declassified. Peterhead, on the other hand , ope rated under the SIS, today 's 
ultra-secret MI6. Few documents have been released , and many seem to have 
been destroyed. 26 In short, the "Shetland Gang " could talk about their war 
experiences and often did, but until very recently, the veterans of Peterhead 
have not. During the war , they were forb idd en to discuss their work even 
with their countrymen based in the Shetlands, and their own base 's ex istence 
was not even acknow ledged until the mid-1980s. 27 In the words of Royal 
Norwegian Navy Rear Admiral Baard Helle, "All members of the Norweg ian 
Navy 's motor boat division at Peterhead deserve credit and honor. The fact 
that their war efforts are almost forgotten-especially compared to that of the 
Shetland Gang-is due to the special demand for secrecy of SIS activities , 
which was adhered to long after the war. Well-deserved official recognition 
for their contribution has come very late. " 28 For nearly all of the Norweg ian 
men who lived aboard the Medea, who took chances with their lives in the 
intere sts of their occupied country 's freedom , recognition has come too late. 
It is never too late, however, to salute hero es. 
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NO TES 

1 Agent 007's creator, Ian Fleming , was himself an SIS agent in London during the war. 

He was apparently connected to Peterhead operations, at least tangentially; he once 

hosted Norwegian SIS agents upon their safe return at an exclusive dinner at the 

Savoy. Bj0rn R0rholt and Bjarne Thorsen , Usynlige so/dater: nordmenn i Secret Service 

forteller(Oslo: Aschehoug, 1990) , 59-64, 238-239. 

2 Richard S. Fuegner , Beneath the Tyrant 's Yoke, Norwegian Resistance to the German 

Occupation of Norway (Edina, MN: Beaver 's Pond Press , 2003), 125-135. 

3 Sheena Archdal e , quoted in "Memori es of Thos e Norwegian Secret Agents, " The 

Buchan (Scotland) Observer, 10 September 2002. 

4 Karl 0. Solevaagseide was born March 17, 1918 in Borgund , today Sula, not far from 

the town of Aalesund on the west coast of Norway, and was stationed at Peterhead 

during the base 's entire period of activity , from summer 1941 through May 1945. All 

undocumented quotations and other material in this article are my translations of 

extracts from a series of interviews in Norwegian with Mr. Solevaagseide. Each 

paragraph in block quote form is from a single interview , but the order of so me 

paragraphs has been rearranged for clarity. These interviews began with a series of 

telephone conversations starting in February, 2004, continued with an interview by 

my wife , Mona , in the subject's home in March , 2004, and concluded with my 

intervi ew there in Jun e, 2004. A long er version of this article, containing a more 

complete text of these intervi ews , is in the Medea Collection, MacMullen Library and 

Researc h Archives , Maritime Museum of San Diego (hereafter Medea Coll.). 
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Celebrating the war 's end, sailors and a 
Peterhead girl clown around on 
Havrorn's wheelhouse. 

Courtesy Karl and Helen Solevaagseide 
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His dangero us missions accomp lished, 
Karl Solevaagseide grins at the end of 
the war. 

Courtesy Karl and Helen Solevaagseide 
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5 Solevaagse ide attended severa l cou rses and schoo ls for specia l military training , 

graduat ing from gun nery schoo l at Dumbatton. Along with anti-aircraft att ille1y and 

machine gun s, he trained with vario us handgu ns, submac hine gun s, and grenades . 

From gunn ery schoo l he was sent to Glasgow to be engineer on Kvist, a large 

Norweg ian sea ler from Vestisen, the drifting ice off Newfo undl and , taking her to 

Aberdeen. There , he was asked to mak e a trip to Norway on Kvalsund , returning to 

Peterh ead . 

6 Born in Germany but raised in Denm ark and England , Haakon VII became king in 

1905. The King, his on ly son Crown Prince Olav, and the Royal family esca ped the 

Germans , thanks patticu larly to the de lay of severa l hours in the invasion of Os lo 

caused by the sinking of the new heavy cruiser Bliicher. Taken to England , they 

became crucial in bui lding up No1weg ian Forces as part of the Allied strugg le against 

the Nazis. To my knowl edge no other Norweg ian merchant or navy vesse l carr ied 

Haakon 's name during WWII. 

7 Karl reca lls no nam eboa rd bea ring the nam e Haakon, as has been repo 1ted 

elsewhere. Arno ld, MEDEA, 171. 

8 Prewar photos do not show this sma ll gaff, which Karl be lieves may have been added 

during wattime to ca rry the co lors. 

9 Hellesund , of the Roya l Norwegia n Navy (RNoN) succeeded the Roya l Navy 's 

Comma nder Newe ll (formerly head of the SIS Scandanavian section) as officer in 

charg e of Peterhead. A. Struan Robetts on to Mark Allen, 19 June 2004, Medea Col!. 

10 Kristiansen and Solevaagse ide are ment ioned in Arnfinn Haga , Natt pa norskekysten , 

1940-43 (Os lo: Cappe len Forlag , 1979); Kristiansen is discussed in Baard Helle , 

"Peterhead-basen , En lite kjent og paaktet marineinnsat s und er den ann en 

verdensk rig," Norsk Tidsskri.ft for Sjovensen(June , 1994). An English translation , "The 

Peterhead Base: A Little Known and Recognized No1wegian Nava l Contr ibution 

During WWII," is on the internet at 

http :/ / tihlde .org/-persto / kvalsund / pet erhead_ eng. html . 

11 Solevaagse ide cou ld not reca ll whether Medea was haul ed out at Peterhead , although 

there was a slipway next to her pier where cutter s, Norweg ian motor torpedo boats 

from Shetland , and British MTBs and other milita1y vesse ls were hauled out. 

12 Archda le , "Memo ries. " 

13 Helle , "Peterhead-ba sen. " 

14 Solevaagse ide states that Harald II and Kvalsund were among preferred vessels for 

voyages to Norway's wes t coas t and points further north Drott and Viola were of the 

South Norweg ian skoyte type , used for missions to the sout hw est region. Crews were 

likewise chosen to be blend into the chosen reg ion: "Viola and Drott we re sen t to 

districts south of my district ," he recalls . "The loca l dialect spoke n there is far from the 

one we use in the Aalesund district. Other quattermast ers than me wou ld be com ing 

along on voyages to that area." 

15 Solevaagse ide co nsulted a list I made of cutters that might have been at Peterhead , 

and was cenain of these, the presence of severa l of wh ich are borne out by 

photographic ev idence. Additionally , he believes that Gangar made one voyage to 

and from Peterhead , but does not remembe r that Bjorg or Dagny I eve r we re there . A 

significant numb er of the motor cutters used clandestinely by the Norweg ian Navy 

during the war were sta tioned at Peterhead , e ither on a permanent transfer , on spec ial 

ass ignment , or on loa n and under co mmand of the SIS there. Frank Abelsen , 

Norwegian Naval Ships 1939-1945 (Os lo: Sem & Stenerse n, 1986), 273. On Streif and 

Froya see espec ially R0rholt, Usynlige so/dat er. 

16 Robenso n to Allen , 19 Jun e 2004. 

17 Solevaagse ide, interv iew. The auth or has also hea rd this co mment , expresse d with 

similar vehemence, from other informant s. 
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18 Ha rald II had bee n bu ilt in 1935. Other missions Solevaagseid e recalls participating in 

includ e one to Hord land or North Rogaland , probab ly on Streif, and another mission 

to Sogn og Fjordane, and a long voyage on Kvalsund to Nord-Tronde lag. He also 

compl eted a third mission aboard Harald II. 

19 Charles Rem0, of Rem0y, Norway, wa s a civilian wh o lived in a Peterhead hotel 

durin g the base 's form ative period . He left beca use op erations were "not well 

orga nized " to attend radio schoo l and join the merchant marin e , afte r a mission on 

the Drott home to Rem0y in Dece mb er 1941, we ll before Medea's arrival. Rem0 

recalls that Drott, Hara ld 11, and Streif were station ed ther e at the time, all of wh ich 

had engine trouble whi ch requir ed Solevaagse ide's work. He also sailed on Kvalsund , 

which was attached to Peterhead after his departure. Rem0, telephone conv ersation 

with the aut hor, 20 Ju ly 2004. 

20 Skerries are rock pinn acles or ree fs that break the ocean surface . 

21 A .faering is a trad itional Norweg ian longboat usually prop elled by four oa rs. 

22 Solevaagse ide reca lls two exce ptions to the usual pra ctice of deliver ing a lone age nt , 

once wh en he helped transport two spies , and once when he land ed a spy and 

picked up another on the same voya ge. On another trip , he risked his life to make a 

run to Norway "empty " to pick up a spy . Failing to loca te him, they were forced to 

make the return trip empty as we ll. Unlike the Norwegian unit in the Shetlands, the 

SIS did not permit refugees to be carried aboa rd Peterhe ad 's boat s or onto the base . 

23 On e trick used by clandestine radio operators to avoid detection required perfec t 

timing . When a tracking airplane approa ched the site of a hidd en tran smitter, a 

watchm an signaled the operator to fade out his transmission , hopefully resulting in 

the p lane turni ng and sea rching in an other direction . Conversation betwee n the 

auth or and his father-in-law, radio operator Frederik V. N. Beichmann , alias "Osca r," 

of Compan y Linge, a Norweg ian spec ial forces unit und er SOE command . 

24 Kvalsun d survives today at Sum a, Norway. Viola exists in South ern Norway, while 

Harald 11 is said to survive at Bualand et. Hitra , an American-bu ilt sub-chase r that 

served at Shetland from late 1943, has bee n restored at the Norwegian Navy Museum , 

Horten. 

25 Joint Norweg ian/ British naval operations from Britain are know n co llectively as "the 

Shetland Traffic" or "England sfarten" (England trad e) . This catago 1y often includ es 

boa ts from other British ports than those at Shetland , such as Peterhead and 

Aberdee n, along with voyages to and from the Orkn eys , Faeroes and Iceland . Some 

sources note that different un its operated out of Shetland and Peterhead , though few 

note the distinct differences in organization be twee n the two. Ragnar Ulste in, 

Englandifart en , 2 vols . (Oslo: Samlage t, 1965/ 1967). The fishin g 

boa ts of the "Sk0yte farten" ("cutter trade") are know n from several 

boo ks, articles , and films, a lmost all in Norweg ian . The best-know n 

source in English is David Howa rth , The Shetland Bus (Lond on: 

Nelson & Sons, 1951). 

26 Little has bee n declass ified on the SIS unit at Peterhead , acco rding 

to an email to the author from resea rcher Rolf Dahl0. Clea rly, a 

grea t dea l of rese arch on the operations of this significant un it 

remains to be done. 

27 Rem0, te leph one co nversation , 2004. 

28 Helle , "Peterhead-b ase n." Translation by the auth or. 

Helping Win the Second 
Battle of the Atlantic: 

Naval Intelligence 
from Norway 

W hen Hitler's "Lightning War" 
(blitzkrieg) rolled over most of Europe 

before 1941, the Germans seemed in sight of 
winning the war. Only England, badly 
bloodied but not yet bowed, stood in the way. 

While the Luftwaffe did great harm from 
the air, Churchill and his cabinet knew that the 
real threat to the British Isles would come if 
the German Navy succeeded in cutting off 
their maritime supply lines. 

By occupying Norway, the Germans 
gained a safe haven for submarines and, 
especially, for their big surface warships. 
Scharnhorst, Prinz Eugen, Lutzow, Admiral 
Scheer, Hipper and the mighty battleship 
Tirpitz sheltered in the same fjord, waiting for 
the opportunity to break out and smash the 
British convoys. Tirpitz, especially, unnerved 
the Allies. Bismarck's sister ship was the 
strongest and most advanced warship ever 
built in Europe. The American Iowa-class 
battleships were designed specifically to 
challenge her. 

To find and keep watch on this fleet was 
critical, and this was the job of SIS spies from 
Peterhead. Tirpitz remained a threat until sunk 
by aircraft in November, 1944. 

- Olaf Engvig 
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Medea Comes to San Diego 
Joe Jesso p and Bob Sharp 

Over thlrty years ago , legendary San Diego yachtsman Joe Jessop and Maritime Museum President Bob Sharp 
were most responsible for bringing Medea to San Diego as an active historic ship. Their challenges came both 
from without-from strong-willed millionaire donor Paul Whittier-and within-from financially-worried 
fellow museum board members and the increasingly discontented Restoration Director , Ken Reynard. 
Joe Je ssop and Bob Sharp are gone now , but Medea , their legacy , still plies the waters of San Diego Bay. 

In 1991 they told their story to an interviewer , excerpts of which are published here for the first time: 

Joe Jessop 

At Goudge Island. 
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I had cruised with Paul Whittier up in the Pac ific Northwest , and on one 
cruise he said that he had become quite interested in maritime history , and 
that he had learned of a steam yacht in England that would be for sale , and 
he wanted to know if I thought the Maritime Museum would be interested , 
and of course I told him I thought we would. He described the terms: that it 
would be acquired and put into shape in good condition and turned over to 
the Maritime Museum . ... He showed me a picture of the Medea- we 'd had 
a cocktail or two that night - and he said , "You know , I'd like to buy this and 
give it to the Maritime Museum. " Well, I didn 't think too much about it until 
the next morning when we got up at five o 'clock to get through certain 
narrows up in that area , with the proper tide, and the first thing he said 
when he got out of bed, he said , "Now Joe , don 't forget. I really want to go 
through with this program. " So then I knew at five o 'clock in the morning 
he was for real. 

... The prob lem was , the owner at the time was an alcoholic , and every 
time Paul wou ld try to make a dea l with him , the fellow was "not in a 
posi tion to talk, " so this went on and on and on. He went to Europe to 
make the deal, and finally when he got it all consummated, then Gordie 
Frost [Trustee Gordon Frost] and I flew up and met with Paul Whittier and 
his attorneys in the airport at Los Ange les, had lunch together , and agreed 
that we wou ld be very happy to accept the gift, with no strings attached, 
with no guarantee on our part that we would keep the steam yacht , [but] 
when it was turned over to us it was "our baby. " 

He lived on Goudge Island [British Columb ia]- he owned the whole island . 
. . . He does things like , "Oh-if you broke the handle on that cup , well , 
we 'll get some glue and put it back. We won 't go buy a new cup , we 'll just 
put some glue on that. It'll be all right. " Rope-he 'd go to war surp lus and 
buy a whole coil of rope . . . whether it was the right size or not , but he got 
it for a bargain! 

I kind of ga ined the impression that Pau l was getting a little tired of the job. 
The ordeal he went through in Europe trying to get the boat , to make a dea l 
with this guy, the winter was co ld , and then the problem of getting the ship 
here, then the strike [which stranded Medea at the Port of Long Beach for 
ove r a month] -l ots of obstacles. He loves projects but this turned out to be 
quite a bit more than he bargained for, and I gained the impression he was 
ge tting a little tired of it: "Let's finish it off and put a coat of paint over it and 
se nd it down there .. .. " 
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... I don 't think anyone realized what poor condition she was in , and it was 
somewhat of a patch-up job: "Ok-here 's a plate that ought to be replaced. " 
Well, they replaced that plate. Then the deck: "Well, we 'll fix up the deck 
where it looks the worst. " No discredit to Paul , but what should have 
happened was put her on the ways in Long Beach or San Diego or 
someplace , and really put her in first-class shape. 

The original . . . signed agreement , was that we accepted the Medea with no 
strings attached. We could do anything we wanted with her ... there was 
some concern among our members and even among members of our Board 
as to whether the Medea was suitable : "Could we afford to have this 
luxurious yacht here and going?" And there were different schools of 
thought ... in fact Gordie Frost wrote a letter saying to the Board ... "We're 
not quite sure where the Medea fits into the overall picture of our museum 's 
long-range program. " So that was going on and Paul was without a boat, 
and , being of the nature he is, he wanted to take the steam engine out of the 
Medea and set it up as a museum piece, and take the Medea up to his area 
in the Pacific Northwest and put in diesel power ... it would revert back to 
the Maritime Museum ... 

. . . the Board voted to do this-they voted to go ahead and give it to him 
[but] The next meeting they reversed themselves. 

[Museum Restoration Dire ctor Ken Reynard] had two sides to him , two 
definite sides. One very genial , very amiable guy , and a real genius in many 
ways ... What was happening , unfortunately , was that we were doing one 
thing and the news was going to Paul , not from us , but from Ken Reynard , 
and the first thing we knew there were things going on that were not exactly 
what the Board wanted to do , and very unfortunately Paul blamed the 
Board , because Ken had a very charming side to him .. . and that 's the side 
that Paul was getting. 

Captain Kenneth Reynard. 
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July 14, 1973 

Bob Sharp, 

At San Diego Yacht Club on July 14, 
1973, Paul Whittier is at left, Bob Sharp 
at right. 

This article is extracted from a May 2, 
1991 interview by Craig Arnold , 
MacMullen Library and Research 
Archives. Transcribed by Joan Semler. 

. . . there must have been one hundred yachts out there behind us , all 
whistles blowing, and soon ... the Medea went alongside ... the front float 
of the yacht club, and I insisted that they have some kind of a tugboat-in 
case anything went wrong, why, the tugboat could ease them in. Oh, Ken 
didn 't want any part of that. I said , "Ken, you're making a mistake." Ken 
wanted to do it all himself. I said , "You know, there's always the chance of 
an accident: some little kid goes out in a little boat and gets in your way­
we've got to get him out of there. Ken, you're going to have a boat there , 
period." There was a little disturbance about that. ... 

Museum President , was on one of the boats welc oming Medea: 

... I hollered over to Ken and said , "You're early-you 've got lots of time to 
get to the club. Why don 't you slow down and let the people stay with 
you?" Well, he wouldn 't do it. He wanted to show off Medea. (Well, I don 't 
blame him for that.) ... They had free eats and drinks, and I cautioned 
somebody ... not to open that up until the event was over. I guess they 
got eager . . . so they opened the bar and the free food thing , and all these 
yacht club people, who didn't give a hoot about Medea, rushed over and 
started eating this food and talking, and they drowned out Mayor [Pete] 
Wilson. Nobody could hear him . There were a bunch of people who had 
gathered out on the float and they couldn 't hear a thing that was going on 
up on the front porch because of this rabble that was gobbling up the food. 

We were working on acquisition of the Berkeley at the same time , so we had 
our hands full with only one major ship in the museum for all these previous 
years, and all of a sudden two of them appearing on the horizon , and you 
can imagine there was a lot of discussion about it, but the Board finally said , 
"Yes Joe , go ahead and finish your negotiations with Paul. " 

Well, I think the first thing ... was to tie this somehow to San Diego history , 
and that was done through the Spreckels yacht [ Venetia]. She was a familiar 
piece on the waterfront when Joe was a young man , and we thought a 
steam yacht of this type was not out of place in San Diego .... 

I see her being used as a living example that we can readily move around 
the Bay and make our statement of presence in San Diego . . .. I think we 
should keep using her that way, and that 's why I'm happy she 's up to 
steaming capability now. 
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4169. Venetia Private Ocean going Steam Yacht 
of John D. Sprecklcs in Harbor. San Diego. Cal. 

After initial restoration at Goudge 
Island, Medea went to Victoria in 1972 
for hull restoratio n before he r stormy 
voyage to San Diego. 
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