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Chapter XIII  
THE DEVELOPMENT OF STEAM YACHTING 
The romantic story of the steam-engine 
is well known, from the time of Watts's 
kettle to Stephenson's locomotive, and 
the struggles and triumphs have been 
handed down as among the most 
important factors influencing 
civilization. But, as in all ages, these 
pioneers had to contend with the 
scepticism and conservatism of human 
nature - opposition which was only 
crushed by dogged perseverance and 
heroic faith. The victory of steam for 
utilitarian purposes has been complete, 
and therefore we no longer see a single 
sail (nor even the spars to set one) in all the navies of the world, and very few in the 
mercantile marine. But the case has been widely different in yachting. Despite the 
enormous improvements that have been made in the marine steam-engine, we still have a 
splendid fleet of sailing yachts, to which additions are made every year. Smoke, coal-dust, 
and waste of space have been the three factors that have fought against steam in the 
minds of yachting men. These have already been largely overcome, but even yet steam 
cannot claim a complete victory. 

It was shortly after the invention of the steam-engine that the attention of 
shipbuilders was drawn to the possibilities of this motive force for the propulsion of 
marine vessels, and all the earlier attempts at marine engineering are associated with the 
Clyde. It is mainly owing to this early enterprise that the great marine centre owes its 
strong position to-day. Those who were responsible for it saw far ahead, and staked their 
reputations and fortunes, not on any chance scheme, but one that, in capable hands, was 
a certain success. 

When Mr. Henry Bell, a Glasgow house-builder, conceived the idea of building the 
Comet, he entrusted the construction of the boiler and castings to David Napier, the son 
of a blacksmith. Himself a blacksmith and inventor, Napier at once saw the possibilities 
of steam propulsion for ships, and, after instituting a rough form of tank experiments 
with a view to finding the form of least resistance, he handed his model to the 
shipbuilder who built the Rob Roy. This vessel he engined, and she was a success, and 
plied regularly between Greenock and Belfast. She was subsequently purchased by the 
French Government. In the Blue Books of the British Government it is put on record 
that Napier's steamers were the first to demonstrate the practicability of navigating the 
open sea by steamer. Napier also invented the surface condenser, the feathering paddle, 
and twin screws; but, owing to a disastrous explosion on one of his steamers, he removed 
from Glasgow to London, and after a few years retired. His yard was taken by Mr. Scott 
Russell for the building of that wonderful enterprise, the Great Eastern. It is also worthy of 
note that this ancestor of the internal combustion engine builder of the present day 
invented and ran a steam car for his on use and for hire. 
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In 1821 Robert Napier, who was also a blacksmith, took over his cousin's works in 
Glasgow, and, with David as his manager, he founded a business which was destined to 
influence this country and the world. Opposition, failure, and disaster met this wonderful 
man, but, by dogged perseverance, he bore down each obstacle, and every reverse found 
him more convinced of ultimate success. In 1823 he received his first order, and the 
engines of the Leven were the result. In these historical engines he introduced the air-
pump and slide-valve, and, after outlasting three hulls, they were erected in Dumbarton 
Castle as a monument to his genius and scrupulous workmanship. The success of the 
Leven brought Napier fame, and his reputation for sound work assured him of the orders 
on which to display his skill. In 1827 he had a few rivals, among them the famous firm of 
Maudslay, of London, which passed out of existence some years ago. 

The influence of the two cousins Napier on the shipbuilding and engineering 
industry may be gathered from the list of great firms and men associated with them. 
Prominent among these may be mentioned Messrs. Denny, Messrs. James and George 
Thomson (now Messrs. John Brown and Co.), Messrs. John Elder and Co. (now the 
Fairfield Shipbuilding Co.), Messrs. William Beardmore and Co., Messrs. Smith and 
Rodgers (now the London and Glasgow Shipbuilding Co.), Messrs. Tod and M'Gregor 
(now Messrs. D. and W. Henderson and Co.), Messrs. Aitken and Mansel, Messrs. 
Napier, Shanks, and Bell, Messrs. Napier and Miller, Messrs. Scott and Sons, Messrs. 
Dunsmuir and Jackson, Messrs. Napier Bros., Messrs. G. L. Watson and Co., and others. 

In the introduction of the steam yacht Robert Napier played a most prominent part, 
and we cannot do better than quote a passage dealing with it from the life of Robert 
Napier, written by James Napier in 1894: 

‘The Royal Northern Yacht Club, in their regatta in August, 1827, offered a cup 
valued at 20 guineas for the swiftest steamboat. The course was from Rothesay Bay 
round boats moored at the north end of the Great Cumbrae, and back to Rothesay. 
Several steamers entered the race. The contest was an exciting one, occupying nearly 
three hours; but in the end victory lay with Robert Napier's steamers, the Clarence winning 
the cup, and the Helensburg coming in a good second. This apparently trivial incident was 
one of the most important events in his life, and had a material bearing on his subsequent 
career. 

‘The steamboat race at the northern regatta was a novelty, and it attracted the 
attention of a very noted yachtsman, Mr. T. Assheton Smith, of Tedworth. He was then 
about fifty years of age, and had been for a long time a prominent member of the Royal 
Yacht Squadron, during which no fewer than five sailing yachts had been built for him. 
The idea of having a steam yacht suggested itself, and he made a suggestion to admit such 
vessels into the Club. His views were not favourably received, and some of the members 
went so far as to insinuate that he intended building a steamer for business purposes. Mr. 
Smith was naturally indignant, and resented the matter so much that he withdrew his 
name from the club. Being a man of great influence and wealth, and of inflexible 
purpose, he determined to brave the opinion of the Royal Yacht Squadron by ordering a 
steam yacht for himself. Knowing Robert Napier by reputation, he wrote him a letter 
stating his requirements, and requesting him to come to his house near Andover. Mr. 
Smith was quite a stranger to Napier, but he resolved to go and see him. On his journey 
he went first to Dublin, crossed back to Holyhead, drove down by Cheltenham to 
Bristol, and then proceeded to Andover. At this meeting Mr. Smith plunged at once in 
medias res, giving full details of his quarrel with the Yacht Club and explaining his 
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proposed method of procedure, winding up with the not very reassuring remark that Mrs. 
Smith (whom he had recently married) was very much against his building a steamer, and 
that Napier must overcome the objection. As he had never seen Mrs. Smith, Napier 
demurred, but Mr. Smith would take no refusal. At this juncture dinner was announced, 
and he was introduced to the lady of the house. Napier had no want of tact, and made 
such a favourable impression on the lady that he was asked to come next morning to 
breakfast. At the second meeting Mr. Smith gave him an order for a steam yacht costing 
over £20,000, and sent him on his way rejoicing. In addition to the order, he also took 
with him something much more valuable - the lifelong goodwill and unbounded 
confidence of this powerful English gentleman. Such trust did Mr. Smith place in his new 
acquaintance, that he never went to see the yacht during construction, but left everything 
to the builder till she was delivered at Bristol. The Menai, as she was called, was over 120 
feet long and 20 feet beam, with double side lever engines, and a model of her is still to 
be seen in the Glasgow Art Galleries. Her owner was so pleased with her that he 
continued to order new yachts from Napier till he was nearly eighty years of age, the 
following being the names of some of the yachts thus supplied: 

1830. Menai    … Paddle.  
1838. Glow Worm … Paddle  
1839. Fire King  … Paddle 
1843. Water Cure … Experimental yacht. 
1844. No. 1 Fire Queen ... Paddle.  
1845. No. 2 Fire Queen ... Paddle 
1846. No. 3 Fire Queen … Screw. 
1849. Jenny Lind … Paddle. 
1851. Sea Serpent … Paddle 

‘Mr. Smith was a strong advocate of hollow water-lines, and though Napier dissuaded 
him from them in the case of his first yacht, he insisted on them in the Fire King. She 
proved to be a very fast boat; but, before her trial, Mr. Smith was so confident of her 
success that he made a public challenge in Bell's Life to the effect that the vessel would 
run against any vessel then afloat from Dover Pier round Eddystone Lighthouse and 
back for 5,000 guineas, or a still higher sum if required. Regarding the hollow lines there 
was a somewhat heated controversy between Mr. Smith and Mr. Scott Russell, who 
claimed to be the discoverer of the "wave principle," for which he received a gold medal 
from the Royal Society of Edinburgh in 1838. Mr. Smith, on the other hand, while not 
professing scientific knowledge, contended that he was the introducer of these lines, as 
he had adopted them in one of his sailing-yachts built more than ten years previously, 
and he had constantly pressed their adoption on the builders of all his steam yachts. 

‘His yacht following the Fire King he named the Fire Queen, out of loyalty to her late 
Majesty. One day, in reply to the Queen's query why he had adopted this name, he said: 
“May it please your Majesty, I had a yacht called the Fire King, which was superior to 
anything I had before. This is superior to that, and I call her the Fire Queen.” One of these 
vessels was the fastest afloat, being able to steam nearly sixteen miles an hour. She had 
steeple engines with malleable iron framing, constructed from the designs of John 
Napier, Mr. Napier's second son, and the Admiralty thought so much of her that they 
purchased her for a packet. Mr. John Napier had the modern ideas of light machinery 
with large boiler power, but these were not favourably considered by his father's 
manager, Mr. Elder. At that time John Napier rarely got an opportunity of showing what 
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could be done, but in 1846 he was prepared to build steamers to go twenty miles an hour 
if his plans were adopted, which they ultimately were in the case of the fast river steamer 
Neptune. On the introduction of the screw propeller, Mr. Smith tried it in the third Fire 
Queen, but he disliked it, and many letters he wrote to his friend Napier, saying that “ if he 
could not build him a paddle boat he must always stay on shore, as he would never go to 
sea again in a screw.” 

‘Mr. Smith was on intimate terms with the Duke of Wellington and other members 
of the aristocracy, and he was of much assistance to Napier in his subsequent dealings 
with the East India Company, the Admiralty, and foreign Governments, being always 
ready to give his name for him as security in the largest contracts. 

‘When the Duke of Wellington was staying at Tedworth, Mr. Smith communicated 
to him his ideas regarding small gunboats for coast defence. The conservative Duke was 
so impressed that he advised him to write his views to the First Lord of the Admiralty, 
which he did. Having had no acknowledgment, Mr. Smith, meeting him one day, inquired 
if he had received his note, to which question the official replied in the affirmative, but 
added that the First Lord could not pay attention to all the recommendations made to 
him. Upon this Mr. Smith took off his hat, and, making a stately bow, remarked, “What 
his grace the Duke of Wellington has considered worthy of attention, I think your 
lordship might at least have deigned to notice.” Within a few years his suggestion was 
adopted, and a formidable fleet of vixen craft, many of them engined by his old friend 
Napier, did good service in Chinese waters. 

‘Napier's relations with Mrs. Smith were always most cordial. He never forgot how 
much had depended on his first interview with her, and, in token of his appreciation of 
her kindness, he presented her with a water engine to blow the organ at Tedworth, 
similar to the one he had introduced at Shandon, a novelty with which she was greatly 
delighted.’ 

Mr. Smith died in 1858. 
While the evolution of the steam yacht practically coincides with that of marine 

engineering generally, the factor values differ considerably. In the mercantile marine two 
problems are preeminently important - a vessel must carry a maximum cargo with the 
minimum expenditure of fuel and labour, or else she must carry the greatest possible 
number of passengers at the highest speed. Neither of these considerations exist in the 
case of the steamer which is designed for pleasure. Comfort is the ideal, and the other 
considerations are of but secondary importance. The points to be studied in the designing 
of steam yachts are consequently somewhat at variance with those which enter into the 
calculations of those who confine their attention to the requirements of commerce. A 
good sea boat is of the greatest importance, and in combination with that must be found 
the maximum accommodation for the given size. Combined with these qualities 
economical fuel consumption is generally aimed at. Some yacht-owners aim at speed, but, 
as a general rule, fast passages are not required, and it is but natural that when one goes 
to sea for pleasure a speedy return is seldom required. 

The building of auxiliary steamers, capable of steaming or sailing as required, or as 
the weather may allow of, has somewhat been out of fashion of late, but there are still 
some notable examples of this type in use, and probably for ocean and foreign cruising it 
is the most to be recommended. In America auxiliary yachts are built in considerable 
numbers, and the advent of the internal combustion engine has removed many of the 
drawbacks which yachts using coal are subject to. There is a common belief among sea-
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faring men that the auxiliary is neither one thing nor the other; and, while this is true to 
some extent, the type of yacht is most serviceable for long voyages. With the invention of 
the Bevis propeller - the invention of Mr. Bevis, of the famous Birkenhead shipbuilding 
firm of Laird Bros. - a considerable impetus was given to the building of auxiliary steam 
yachts in this country. Sunbeam, built in 1874, was one of the first to be fitted with one of 
these, and she was, and still is, a marked success. Her fame is world-wide, and the long 
voyages which she made were most economically carried out, owing to the fact that her 
steam power was only requisitioned when the wind did not serve. In this way an auxiliary 
allows of the comfortable and easy conditions of a sailing - vessel without being 
inconvenienced by calms or close waters. 

It is true that an auxiliary yacht is not so efficient in steaming as a full-powered 
boat, nor yet such a satisfactory sailer as the one designed for that method of propulsion 
alone. For these reasons the type is popular only for long-distance cruising ; but its 
future, in conjunction with the internal combustion, is decidedly promising. Besides the 
Sunbeam, there has been a large number of big yachts built with auxiliary steam power. 
Conspicuous among these are: Valhalla (1,490 tons), built by Ramage and Ferguson from 
W. C. Storey's designs, in 1892, for Colonel Laycock. This yacht is fully rigged, after the 
old naval model, and, as originally fitted out, carried a complement of about 100 hands. 
She is now the property of the Earl of Crawford, who has had extensive alterations made 
upon her, and who uses her for long-distance cruising. Valhalla took part in the Ocean 
Cup race of 1905, from Sandy Hook to the Lizard. Gitana (471 tons) was built by the 
same firm in 1882, from St. Clare Byrne's designs, and was used for a great number of 
years by Mr. Henry Jameson. She is now the property of Comte L. Szapary. Zoraida (549 
tons), now known by the name of Fiorentina II, was built from Mr. Byrne's designs in 
1894. She is now owned by Comte Vitali. Many more of those large auxiliary yachts were 
turned out by Mr. Byrne - e.g., Arcturus (4.74 tons), built, in 1895, for Mr. Rutherford 
Stuyvesant; the Miranda (582 tons), built in 1882, now the property of Lord Leith; and the 
Norseman (521 tons), built, in 1898, for Mr. S. R. Platt. In 1894 Mr. Watson designed La 
Belle Sauvage (743 tons) for Lord Gordon-Lennox. She is now owned by Mr. J. B. 
Robinson. The Semiramis (703 tons), now owned by Mr. Henry Walters, of Baltimore, and 
known as Narada, was designed by Mr. A. H. Brown in 1889 for Mr. Lysacht, and the 
same designer turned out the Enterprise, née Star of the Sea (383 tons), in 1882. 

These are but a few examples of a type of vessel which obtained considerable 
popularity among yacht-owners prior to the beginning of the present century. That the 
type is still the most suitable one for extended cruising, where speed is not a 
consideration and economy is, is proved by the good work done by these vessels. The 
distances covered by the Sunbeam have been enormous, and are a striking example of the 
efficiency of the auxiliary yacht for ocean cruising. 

The progress made in the design and construction of the steam yacht is bound up 
with the more utilitarian steamship. Indeed, it is difficult in many instances to decide 
where the steam yacht ends and the steamship begins. The lines and proportions of the 
latest Cunard liners are in every way as graceful as those of the most celebrated steam 
yachts afloat, and the luxurious accommodation of these steamers eclipses the luxury of 
the ordinary steam yacht. 

As with the steam pleasure-yacht, so a remarkable change has been wrought in the 
evolution of the steamship. In this connection we may follow in the historic fleet of that 
remarkable line, the Cunard Steamship Company, the history of the shipping industry 
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generally, and the advance of science in relation to the marine steam-engine, from the old 
paddle-steamer Britannia, with an indicated horse-power of 740 and an average speed of 
8½ knots per hour, to the Lusitania and Mauretania, the latest leviathans of the Atlantic, 
fitted with turbine engines and steaming at an average sea speed of 24½ knots per hour. 

All this has been accomplished in a comparatively short period. It was in the year 
1840 that the British Government completed a contract with Samuel Cunard, George 
Burns, and David MacIver for the conveyance of the mails between Liverpool and 
Halifax and Boston, and on July 4. of that year the famous Britannia started on her 
maiden voyage. 

If the Clyde has done much for shipping, it has also done much for yachting. No 
more keenly enthusiastic yachting families than the Burns and the Maclvers are to be 
found in the history of Clyde yachting, and with both sail and steam they have progressed 
steadily along those lines which have proved so successful with the ships of the Cunard 
fleet. 

The Britannia measured 207 feet in length, 34 feet 4 inches in breadth, and 22 feet 6 
inches in depth. Four vessels were at first provided, but all that was most progressive and 
excellent in ship-building was pressed into service, and many of the old steamers, such as 
the Scotia, Persia, and the Russia, have become historic. 

The Cunarders Caronia and Carmania are among the latest developments of the 
transatlantic steamer, fitted with luxurious accommodation for large numbers of 
passengers. These 20,000-ton steamers, though sisters in size and speed, differ in the 
respect that while the Caronia is propelled by engines of the reciprocating type, driving 
twin screws, the propulsive power for the Carmania is derived from turbine engines 
whose power is distributed through three shafts, each of which drives one propeller. The 
speed of the Caronia and Carmania, while less than that of the vessels of the greyhound 
class, enabled them to make the voyage between Queenstown and New York in six and a 
half or seven days. 

In the latest Cunard express turbine steamers, Lusitania and Mauretania, British 
shipping has achieved a marvellous triumph. They represent all that is superlative in naval 
architecture and marine engineering. Progress, it is true, has been distributed over sixty-
five short years, and the evolutionary process has been so gradual that efficiency has not 
been sacrificed. Comparing these and the old Britannia, we see the uphill struggle in the 
march of time. Each of the 25-knot Cunarders are from twenty-five to thirty times the 
tonnage of the Britannia, and eighty-five to ninety times the power. And apart from their 
size, their graceful lines, and well-balanced proportions, their rotary or turbine engines 
have attracted the attention of the world. The new Cunarders make the voyage between 
Liverpool and New York in one-third of the time occupied by the old Britannia, and 
along one of their turbine-driven shafts there is transmitted six times the total horse-
power developed by the engines of the whole pioneer Cunard fleet of four vessels. 

The progress of the steam turbine has been remarkable. The Hon. Charles A. 
Parsons, C.B., first startled the world with the little 100-feet Turbinia, which appeared at 
Cowes in 1894, with turbine engines and 2,000 horse-power. Contrary to its usual 
practice of following the mercantile marine, which, in turn, always follows the lead of 
yachts in any great mechanical departure, the Admiralty grasped the possibilities of this 
system, and built several turbine destroyers, and the first passenger turbine vessel was 
the King Edward, built for Clyde service in 1901. The Emerald, 800 tons, built for Sir 
Christopher Furness in 1903, was the first noted turbine yacht. The complete success of 
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the system is well illustrated by the fact that, although great difficulties had to be 
surmounted, we find an advance in five years from the King Edward, of 560 tons and 
3,500 horse-power, to the Mauretania, of 33,000 tons and 70,000 horse-power. 

There can be little doubt that the turbine arrived at a critical time, for the progress 
of the internal combustion engine has not been slow, and in all probability the future will 
show the turbine in use in large yachts, and the internal combustion engine in those of 
rather small size. The turbine has, in fact, given steam a new lease of yachting life. 


