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HERRESHOFF MANUFAC�NG COMPANY: 
The Irresolute Years: 1915 - 1925 

The decline and fall of Herreshoff Manufacturing Company 
forms one of the strangest chapters in.yachting history. It 
is a story in two distinct parts (of which the following 
article conceriis the :first) that begins on the eve of one world 
war and ends at the-close of another . . It is, a story with few 
real heroes, no true.villains, and a -cast of hundreds. It is 
tbe story., ultimately, of an extraordinary.business enterprise 
that was· condemned to die before .·its •·me·, "then· condemned • to 
live after it. Whether Herreshoff Manufacturing Oom�any deserved. 
a longer life or a shorter one is impossible to judge. That 
the company set and maintained a uniquely high standard of 
excellence throughout its active years as a builder of yachts 
and small craft is a matter of eloquent record and triumphant 
:fact. 

i 
A fixed rule of the original company from the start 
was that no yacht would be built from an outside 
design; every Herreshoff vessel was a distinctive 
product of Bristol, R.I. 

·. -W.P. Stephens, Traditions and Memories of
• American Yaohting (Camden, 1981, p. 231)

On December 15,1916, Herreshoff Manufacturing Company 
ontracted of Wilmington, Delaware, to build 
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hull number 306 (in the company's "Steam and Power Yachts" 
construction log), aB uaffll91ed 109 foot lwl. twin-screw 
coastal patrol boat. Alfred DuPont was a capitalist and 
sportsman of the type that had been the mainstay of the 
American yachting establishment--and Herreshoff Manufacturing 
0ompany--for decades. Hull number 306 was one of a fast­
growing fleet of paramilitary patrol qraft being underwritten 
by private citizens in anticip_ation of America's eventual 
entry into thi world war. There is nothing iri the Herreshoff 
log to distinguish her from a long and il.lustrious line of 
steam launches that had been built·under the Herreshoff 
aegis in years past. 

Hull.number 306 may have been unremarkable in form and 
. - -.. -- - .. . . .tunction.· In character,_however, she was little short of 

revol�tionary. She was the first substantial Herreshoff-built 
vessel in the history of the company not to have bee_n designed 
entirely or in large part by a member of the Herreshoff family. 
While the Herreshoff genius showed in the method and quality 
of her construction, and although she was powered by steam 
engines of Herreshoff design and manufacture, the lines, profile, 
and principal arrangements for hull number 306 were the work
of A. Loring Swasey, aged 38, then head of the Boston design 
firm of Swasey, Raymond, and Page. 

The advent of Loring ·swasey at Bristol was one element in 
an elaborate financial and administrative reorganization; of 
Herreshof; M�ufacturing Company tha:---..::t'i�in the waning 
weeks of 1916. This was to be the first of two such reorgani­
zations that the 
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firm would undergo before it closed its doors forever in 1946.

ii 
The consensus of yachting historians is that the 

company's troubles began with the sudden death of J.B.Herreshoff 
l'AUl'-

in July, 1915.. Because the financial records of the company 
seem not to have survived, there is no way to prove or disprove 
the point. Indeed, the_·Herresha:f:f rcons.truction lo.g offers 
some tantalizi�g evidence that·--.:f;he "business may actually have 

r . 

peaked a decade earlier, in the ·y-e�s;: +902 .to. 1904. 
No matter. In a- success:fui�·_par:�n��s.hip,- as in a successful 

' . . .. ·- . . � 
. marriage, the value of the whole· e'xceeds-.:�the }sum. of ;ts parts. 

. � � � ,\' ; 
. . .\ • �-·· • . '. . 

When a partnership is permanently. dissolved;� .::th.ere:· � :be,· .. short 
.:. , .. 

and even .long-term gains for the- .survi;_ving ·-p�;r. "'.But··what 
is .1ost can never be reclai�ed. 

Older than Nathanael Greene Herreshqff·by some six years, 
J.B. (John Brown Herreshoff, not to be ,c�n:fused with a second 
and equally f'amous brother John Brown . .Ji'rancis Herreshof'f, a chemist 
and mining entrepreneur, or with 'a thi:rd�brother James Brown 
H�rreshoff, a noted inventor) had �een;b1ind since �he age of 
15, but ,had early demonstrated uncommon ·ability as a mechanic, 
boat sailor, and businessman. It was he· who .st·arted the 
Herresho:ff' works (briefly known as Herreshoff ·and Stone) ·in the 
early 1860 1 s and who, recognizing the omnifarious designing 
and engineering talents Df the younger Nat' had 'i_ured. Na� away 
from the Oo:i-liss Steam Engine OompanyL of P..rovidence and back to . . .. 
Bristol and a partnership in Herreshoff' Manufacturing Company in 

January, 18?8. 
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According to Captain Nat's son and biographer, L. Francis 
Herreshoff, J.B. was the senior partner in fact as well as in 
age, owning the controlling interest in the firm and making the 
ultimate business decisions. However, J.B. and N.G. drew 
the same salary--at least as of J.899, when a payroll kept 
in Captain Nat's hand awards each brother .a weekly wage of 
$125. This clearly suggests that in ·the day-to-day affairs 
of the company the two men operated as ·-·equals: J.B. in charge 
of the front �tfice, Captain N� in charge of .the design 
and -engineering ·:departments.. .It was. a· di vision of 1-abor ·and 
.responsibility lhat. ad.mirablyKsuited ·them both. 

Herreshoff -Mkn.u.racturing ·.-oompanyi.Jwas never a �"big" 
--, \� - . ' . � 

business, and it� apparently �contracted,'.:�as·: well, :as. ezj)anded, 
at various points under the ·.m�agement i.of J .:13;·Herreshoff.. 
'But considering,the notorious·vulnerability,of the ship-

the 
building industry to down-turns in/national and international 
economy, the strong performance of the· company in its first 

four decades was a great tribute to �-B�'s financial acumen. 

Herreshoff Manufacturing Company, as history celebrates-it would 

nat- ,have existed but f.or the· genius of Captain Nat. -The "" 
company would not have existed at all but • f o.r the r·�sig"Q.ted 

direction of the blind J.B. 
Yet J.B. was not without bis failings. Among t.hese, as 

Francis Herreshoff writes, _were his formidable temper, bis

love_- of deal-making, .and his passion for machinery, for any

- and all forms o-f technology -that whirred and spun �and might argu-
� .. . . 

abl"8, take the place of human labor. Many of the contrivances

J.B. installed at Bristol--------------------------------------



were ingenious. Some proved genuinely innovative. However, 
all added to an operating overhead that was already extremely 
high by industry standards. During the company's peak years, 
a strong backlog of orders and the rising labor costs that 
go hand in hand with national prosperity may briefly have 
justified J.13.'s extravagant investment in plant. In less 
p·rosperous times Herreshoff' s mechaiical advantage was anything 
but. According to Francis Herreshoff, Captain Nat, inventive 
genius and me�hzmical wizard though he was, had little patience 
with J.B.'s dreams of automation and would have preferred a 
return to simpler manufacturing methods. 

A more significant .,failing of J.B. was his inability 
to solve the problem of corporate succession before death 
solved it for him. Wisely and otherwise, Captain Nat had done 
his part by training up his oldest son, A. Sidney DeWolf 
Herreshoff, to follow him as Herreshoff's chief designer 
and engineer. Who was being groomed to take J.B's place? 

There had been no lack of portents. Although Captain 
Nat had oelebrated his 66th year of life by designing and 
overseeing the building of R.D. Tod's 162 ·foot loa. steel 
schooner KATOURA (entered in the construction .log for 1912 
as costing $162-,4-00--and the biggest yacht ever: ·built by 
the company), the Morgan syndicate. Cup sloop RESOLUTE ($123, 
000) and those darlings of.Aeolus, the Newport 29 footers
MISCHIEF and DOLPHIN ($3;900 each and still winning races in
1984), his health and general disposition deteriorated alarmingly
towM'd. the latter part of 1913 and early 1914. Perhaps J.B.



discounted Captain Nat's ills or considered them to be 
transitory. And, indeed, Captain Nat did eventually regain 
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a fair measure of vigor. But the years had taken their toll. 
8y 1915 his chief work lay behind him. 

In the spring of 1915 Captain Nat was in Bermuda for an 
extended convalescence and vacation. He had left Sidney in 
charge of the drafting room at Bristol. With war raging in 
Europe and the U.S. still firmly neutral, Herreshoff Manu-

.,,, facturing Company could anticipate no significant new yacht 
business. The work in progress at the yard did not demand 
Captain Nat's direct supervision. 

Meanwhi1e, J.B., unretired and unretiring, with expensive 
tastes and expansive ambitions, was discussing contract 
possibilities with foreign admiralties, a line of business 
that had been lucrative to Herreshoff Manufacturing Company 
in days gone by and that might prove lucrative again. Having 
�oflov.-_ i1retld an o'Jtder from the Russian government for a number of 
gas screw torpedo boats, he cabled Captain Nat in Bermuda 
to return to Bristol at once. Captain ·Nat returned. J.B. 
presented him with the spe_cifications and particulars. 
Captain Nat told J.B. he was not interested in p�suing the 
matter .further. Period. A very few days or weeks later, 
on 20 July 1915, J.B. Herreshoff died unexpectedly at his 
home on Burnside Street. He was ?4. According to Herreshoff 
biographer Samuel Carter III the cause of death was "acute 
dilation o-?-th'e heart." J.B. left his second wife, Eugenia, 
his•only child, a daughter, Katharine, and• majority interest 
in Herreshoff Manufacturing Company among other assets. >



What are we to make of this unhappy termination of 
the long and fruitful partnership between J.B. and Captain 

rl\.M'¼� 
Nat? Samuel Carter III sees it in largely --� terms, with ,. 
Captain Nat having to live on in the knowledge that he had 
6n a manner of speaking) caused the death of his brother 
and hastened the sale of a crippled Herreshoff Manufacturing 
Company to uncaring outsiders. Carter shows us a man bewildered 
by the times, unable to take control, unwilling to face reality, 
apathetic, adrift, at sea. / - -hi,. L. Francis HerreshoffJ� sees a direct relationship
between Captain Nat's refusal to build the Russian ·torpedo 
boats and J.B.' s sudden death, between J.B.' s death'. and the 
unravelling affairs of-the company. •. • But Francis Herresho.tf 

us 
- also\ shows/a man still in poor health and weary of conflict,--

reluctant to commit the old firm to ·the sort of plant expansion
and .recapital�zation that an aggressive wartime building program
would demand. He reminds us that Captain Nat and J.B. had
long since decided to drop out of ·the torpedo boat business
for good ( this aft·er a seriea .of costly disputes with. the
Navy Deparaent during the Spanish-American war). ·I�-����ord.,- �r;.-�� . 
.lie suggests that Captain Nat -had· reasons to act as he .. .:d.?-d,.
even if those reasons seem obscure to us -�ow.

But how obscure, really, were Captain\Nat's motives? 
We can indeed accept and underst-and just what a void J.B.'s 
death created in the affairs of the company he had founded so 
many years.p�1ore. But does .it then follow that Captain Nat 

. .· �-
should - bear the blame for £ail�ng to preserve or extend the 
company's prosperity during the war years, or for allowing 
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the company to pass from family control? Does it follow that
the company would have emerged from the First World War 
in healthier shape, if J.B. had lived and had had his way? 

More than half-time from 1890 onward, and virtually 
time-and-a-half after 1897, the business of Herreshoff 
Manufacturing Company was the design, construction, and 
outfitting of yachts. This was a business congenial to 
J.B. Herreshoff. It proved to be a craft and calling 

�� . uniquely--and_&?&&ptreeett�--fulfilling to Captain Nat 
Herreshoff, the Wizard of Bristol. For a man of such 
gi£ts, to have given so wholeheartedly of his talents to 
so specialized a pursuit over so many years Constituted 
a commitment from which there could be no turning back. 

When a world war threatened Captain Nat's practice 
of the art that was the center of his life's work, is it 
any wonder that he balked at the compulsion to design torpedo 
boats for the Imperial Russian Navy? At the very least, 
J.B. Herreshoff, beloved of the men who worked for him, 
understanding of their hopes and frustrations and needs, should 
have sensed how repellant the prospect would have been for a 
still convalescent Captain Nat. That he apparently did not, 

and that Captain Nat repaid his callousness in kind, was a 

tragedy. But it was J.B., not Captain Nat, who drew first 

blood. It was Captain Nat, not J.B., who had to bear the 
consequences of a sundered partnership. 

ii1 
Illness, death, and war notwithstanding, the output of 

Herreshoff Manufacturing Company between the spring of 1915 












































