British Yachts and Yachtsmen –Visit of the America

Chapter V
THE VISIT OF THE ‘AMERICA’
1851
To the initiative of the Earl of Wilton as Commodore of the Squadron was due the first
international yacht race, in which the historic America captured the trophy offered by the
Royal Yacht Squadron in 1851. As this event, and the subsequent history of the cup, have
been the subject of innumerable essays, it may be dealt with briefly in these pages.
Nevertheless, this first international race had a marked effect upon British yachting from
that time onward.
The New York Yacht Club was formed in 1844, and its first Commodore was Mr.
John C. Stevens. With commendable enterprise, this young American club decided to
build a schooner to compete against the British pleasure fleet, and Lord Wilton at once
issued an invitation in the following terms:
‘7, GROSVENOR. SQUARE, LONDON,
‘February 22, 1851.
‘Sir,
‘Understanding from Sir H. Bulwer that a few of the members of the New York
Yacht Club are building a schooner which it is their intention to bring over to
England this summer, I have taken the liberty of writing to you in your capacity of
Commodore to request you to convey to those members, and any friends that may
accompany them on board the yacht, an invitation on the part of myself and the
members of the Royal Yacht Squadron to become visitors of the clubhouse at
Cowes during their stay in England.
For myself, may I be permitted to say that I shall have great pleasure in extending
to your countrymen any civility that lies in my power, and shall be very glad to avail
myself of any improvements in shipbuilding that the industry and skill of your
nation have enabled you to elaborate?
‘I remain, sir,
‘Your obedient servant,
‘WILTON,
‘Commodore, Royal Yacht Squadron.'
Commodore Stevens replied on March 26, 1851, as follows:
‘NEW YORK.
‘MY LORD,
‘I regret that an accident prevented the reception of your letter until after the
packet of the 12th had sailed. I take the earliest opportunity offered to convey to
the gentlemen of the Royal Yacht Squadron and to yourself the expression of our
warmest thanks for your invitation to visit the clubhouse at Cowes. Some four or
five friends and myself have a yacht on the stocks which we hope to launch in the
course of a few weeks. Should she answer the sanguine expectations of her builder
and fulfil the stipulations he has made, we propose to avail ourselves of your
friendly bidding, and take with a good grace the sound thrashing we are likely to get
by venturing our longshore craft on your rough waters. I fear the energy and
experience of your persevering yachtsmen will prove an overmatch for the industry
and skill of their aspiring competitors. Should the schooner fail to meet the
expectations of her builder, not the least of our regrets will be to have lost the
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opportunity of personally thanking the gentlemen of the Royal Yacht Squadron and
yourself for your considerate kindness.
‘With the hope that we may have the pleasure of reciprocating a favour so frankly
bestowed,
‘I remain,
‘Your lordship's most obedient servant,
‘JOHN C. STEVENS,
‘Commodore, New York Yacht Club,’
The designer of the America was George Steers, a son of a Devonshire shipwright, who
learned his trade in our own Royal Dockyard at Devonport, and went to America in
1819; and the builder was Mr. William H. Brown, who had undertaken to build a
schooner that should outsail any other vessel at home or abroad, and to make the
purchase of her contingent upon her success.
Thus, briefly, we have the chain of events leading up to the historic race of 1851.
The America was sailed in trial races in American waters against Commodore Stevens'
yacht Maria, but she failed to beat that vessel, and Mr. George Schuyler made an offer to
purchase her for $20,000, which was accepted.
She sailed from New York on June 21, 1851, for Havre, where she was fitted out,
and arrived in the Solent on July 31, her advent creating no small amount of excitement.
The America's measurements were given as 95 feet from stem to stern, 8o feet on
the keel, and 23 feet beam, with a tonnage of 170 50/94, and in sailing trim she drew 11
feet of water. She was freely criticized by British sportsmen, who flocked to the Solent to
view her during those weeks of August prior to the historic race. ‘She has a low, black
hull,’ wrote a critic in Bell's Life,1 ‘two noble sticks of extreme rake, without an extra rope,
and is altogether the beau-ideal of what one is accustomed to read about in Cooper's
novels. When close to her you see that her bow is as sharp as a knife-blade, scooped
away, as it were, outwards till it swells towards the stern, the sides gradually springing
outwards as round as an apple till a little forward of the mainmast, where she has her
greatest beam, being there 22 feet and some inches across. Her stern is remarkably broad,
wide, and full, affording great accommodation on deck as well as below. She has no
bulwarks - at least, they are not above 9 or 10 inches high.’ The first challenge was issued
by Commodore Stevens on August 2, for the America to sail against British schooners.
The challenge was in the following terms:
‘The New York Yacht Club, in order to test the relative merits of the schooners of
the Old and the New World, propose, through Commodore Stevens, to the Royal Yacht
Squadron, to run the yacht America against any number of schooners belonging to any of
the yacht squadrons of the Kingdom, to be selected by the Commodore of the Royal
Yacht Squadron, the course to be over some part of the English Channel outside the Isle
of Wight, with at least a 6-knot breeze, this trial of speed to be made at an early day to be
selected by the Commodore of the Royal Yacht Squadron. And if on that day there shall
not be at least a 6-knot breeze, then, on the first day thereafter that such a breeze shall
blow.’
From the fact that this challenge was not accepted it appears that America's
peculiarly fast appearance had frightened British yachtsmen, and on August 9
Commodore Stevens issued a challenge to sail the America against any cutter, schooner,
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or vessel of any other rig of the Royal Yacht Squadron’; and intimated his willingness to
‘stake upon the issue any sum not to exceed ten thousand guineas.’ This challenge was not
accepted, and the America was entered for the Royal Yacht Squadron Regatta of August
22.
The first individual match was arranged between the America and the Titania, 100
tons, owned by Mr. Robert Stephenson, for £100, over a course 20 miles from the Nab
Light and back. This match was sailed on August 28, after the Squadron race, and the
Titania was beaten by 47 minutes. The tonnage of Titania was 100; the America was
registered as 170, and there was no allowance of time. Another challenge to sail against
the America was issued by Mr. Woodhouse, owner of the Gondola, from Cowes round the
Eddystone Lighthouse and back to Cowes, but was not accepted.
The race for the Royal Yacht Squadron Cup, value £100, was sailed on August 23,
1851. The match was open to the yachts of all nations, to be sailed for under the sailing
regulations of the Royal Yacht Squadron, round the Isle of Wight. The yachts entered
were as follows:
Name
Beatrice...
Volante...
Arrow ...
Wyvern...
Ione ...
Constance ...
Titania*.,.
Gipsy Queen ...
Alarm ...
Mona ...
America ...
Brilliant ...
Bacchante ...
Freak ...
Stella* ...
Eclipse ...
Fernande ...
Aurora ...

Rig
Schooner
Cutter
Cutter
Schooner
Schooner
Schooner
Schooner
Schooner
Cutter
Cutter
Schooner
Schooner
Cutter
Cutter
Cutter
Cutter
Schooner
Cutter

Tons
161
48
84
205
75
218
100
160
193
82
170
392
80
60
65
50
127
47

Owner
Sir W. P. Carew
Mr. J. L. Cragie
Mr. T. Chamberlayne
The Duke of Marlborough
Mr. Almond Hill
The Marquis of Conyngham
Mr. R. Stephenson
Sir H. B. Hoghton
Mr. J. Weld
Lord A. Paget
Mr. J. C. Stevens
Mr. G. Ackers
Mr. B.H. Jones
Mr. W. Curling
Mr. R. Frankland
Mr. H. S. Fearon
Major Martyn
Mr. T. Le Merchant

* This vessel, though entered, did not start.
The Brilliant was a 3-masted schooner.
There was no time allowance for difference in tonnage. The yachts were moored in a
double line for the start, and at 9.55 the first gun was fired, when they proceeded to set
their canvas. The start was made at 10 a.m., the America, curiously enough, being the last
to make a move. They sailed to the eastward with a flood-tide and a light following
breeze. Gipsy Queen went off with the lead, followed by Volante, Constance, Arrow, and the
rest, whilst the America, with all lower sail, a jib-headed topsail and flying jib, reached
along the shore in a weather berth. At Noman Buoy Volante led Freak by 1 minute 20
seconds, Aurora by 1 minute 30 seconds, Gipsy Queen by 1 minute 45 seconds, America by
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2 minutes, Beatrice by 2 minutes 15 seconds, Alarm by 2 minutes 20 seconds, Arrow by 3
minutes, and Bacchante by 3 minutes 15 seconds. All the yachts, with the exception of the
America, went round the Nab, for the instructions were conflicting. She had the lead
when, in a freshening breeze, she carried away her jib-boom off Sandown Bay. This,
however, was a decided advantage on the wind, but the rest soon after began to come up
on her. Off Ventnor America was about a mile ahead of Volante, which led the British
fleet, and here Arrow got ashore, and Alarm stayed by her to render assistance. Volante
also retired with a sprung bowsprit. With the race well in hand, America rounded St.
Catherine's and arrived an easy winner at 8.37 p.m., with Aurora next at 8,58, Bacchante
9.30, Eclipse 9.45, and Brilliant 1.30 (a.m. Sunday).
Such was the beginning of the long history attaching to the America Cup. It should
be noted that the mistake has been persistently made that this cup was presented by the
Queen. It was one of the ordinary prizes of the Royal Yacht Squadron. In the light of
modern experience, one can find but little merit in a vessel of 170 tons beating another of
only 47 tons by 21 minutes over a course of 53 knots, but yachtsmen are not so much
concerned with the manner in which the historical trophy was won as with the extreme
difficulty of winning it back. Even if one could succeed in the thankless task of showing
that America was totally unworthy to win the prize, one cannot by any means disguise the
fact that it has been defended with exemplary skill. Much has been said of the superiority
of America's model, but whilst admitting her to have been a well-designed sea-going vessel
for her period, most of her great speed must be attributed to the excellent set of her sails.
These were of cotton, and were cut to sit flat, whereas our yachts had heavy flax canvas
of most pronounced bagginess.
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