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Harsh Ways

Edward W. Heath and the Shipbuilding Trade

PAUL SPITZER

he strength and unsurpassed

quality of his wooden vessels

earned Edward Heath renown as
a Northwest shipbuilder around the
turn of the century. Unfortunately, ad-
miration could not keep him afloat in
the receding waters of the wood trade.
Even before his career began, the best
market for wood vessels had already
passed. Steel ships dominated the wa-
terways, which struggled to compete do-
mestically with railways and publicly
financed roadways. Meanwhile, the
scale of American enterprise became
unconducive to a cottage industry such
as wood shipbuilding.! And finally, al-
though the marriage of wood hulls and
steam engines had been a long one, the
unien was never strong. The steam
engine’s preferred parfner was a hull
impervious to vibration. Such condi-
tions forced Heath to head west where
the scarcity of good rail connections
and roads meant that shipbuilding was
not yet suffering the same decline as
elsewhere.?

On Puget Sound the mosquito fleet, a
flotilla of wooden steamers like those
that Heath built, raced between the tide-
water communities. Wood tugs pulled
rafts of logs to mills; the plentiful lum-
ber schooners carrying timber to mar-
ket were themselves fashioned of wood.
Swarms of fishing boats were needed
everywhere locally and in Alaska. Fu-
eled by the large demand, shipbuilding
was a growth industry.” During the dec-
ade 1891-1900, the value of Washing-
ton State’s maritime manufactures had
increased almost tenfold. In Seattle,

~ only one yard, Moran Brothers, sent

metal vessels down its ways. Here amid
the Northwest’s abundant tall timber, if

The three-masted schooner Great Bear was a Heath design with relatively little sail and
a diesel engine. Although she has the sturdy appearance of an Arctic trader with
outboard lifeboats for whaling, the adornments reveal her other purpose as a yacht.
(A. Curtis 34973, Washington State Historical Society, Tacoma)

anywhere, wood should have been able
to stand its ground against metal. In-
deed, the Northwest was becoming the
“principal home of the wood shipbuild-
ing industry,”* thanks in large part to the
development of schooners built of
Douglas fir. Cheap in their heyday, they
carried bulk, low-cost cargoes along the
American coasts.’

There was competition enough in the
wood trade among Washingtons 36
yards, 12 of them in Seattle alone.’
Moreover, Heath and other wood build-
ers were chasing fewer dollars by 1900.”
World War I renewed hopes, but wood
production was quickly swamped be-
neath a huge wave of wartime steel ton-

nage. Metal yards took the big orders
and big ships. The state’s one steel yard
grew to nine by 1919.% In the average
local wood yard there were 78 employ-
ees; the average metal yard had more
than 3,000.° It was impossible not to be
aware of disparities this large. Heath
knew that he was sailing against the
wind.

There was nothing to impede wood’s
downward course. Wood builders
could not stave off the cruel economics
of a declining industry. Competition
became hungrier, materials more
costly, profits smaller, suppliers impa-
tient of payment, workers less loyal,
internal organization less efficient, fi-
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nancial backers less dependable, and
customers more demanding. Because
they were distrustful of each other,
builders would not join together for
their common good.”® It was an old-
fashioned industry kept alive by a sur-
plus of shipbuilders, nostalgia, and loy-
alty to tradition. “Progress in the art of
shipbuilding,” it was said, © .. has at all
times been retarded by an undue re-
spect for established practice”!! Heath
was a master of established practice. He
turned down opportunities to work on
metal ships and on airplanes, too, be-
cause they clashed with his sense of
craftsmanship. Nor was he interested
in producing cheap schooners. As wa-
terfront conditions deteriorated, he re-
peatedly overbuilt and overspent, His
business was never as good as his
reputation.

dward Heath came from a ship-

building family originally from
New Bedford, Massachusetts,'? South-
western Michigan became the family
home, and Edward was born there in
Berrien County, June 11, 1863."* He
lived in a prosperous household with
five other children and attended school
until at least age 17. Starting in 1886, at
23, he became a shipwright, possibly
learning the basics from a relative on
the Great Lakes.'* Soon after, he opened
a shipyard under his own name in his
hometown of Benton Harbor,

The yard “carried on quite an extensive
business” and earned Heath a reputa-
tion “as an expert craftsman.”'® His first
vessel, a tug, was launched in 1889; and
his last before leaving Michigan was
another tug in 1899. In between he
built two to four vessels per year that
varied in size from 3 to 337 tons.!® In
illustrated advertisements he described
himself as a “General Ship Builder” spe-
cializing in tug hulls and welcomed in-
quiries for yachts, steam barges, and
“Upper Cabin Steamers.” He boasted of
a “permanent set of [launch] Ways” to
imply that he was not transitory or ill
equipped. And like any shipbuilder he
promised prompt estimates.!” Unfortu-
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nately, these would repeatedly fall be-
low his costs.

His Benton Harbor yard was the kind of
small firm that commonly employed
between 20 and 30 men. Its assets con-
sisted of waterfront real estate, several
small buildings, a bandsaw or two, a
lumber kiln, and an inventory of tools
and materials. But its real value, as was
the case at most yards, resided in the
skill of the crew head'®—FEdward Heath
himself. The rest, including much of
the manpower, could be easily replaced.

In 1899, his business failing, he
weighed anchor for the Northwest. He
apparently had not been able to sell the
shipyard; there were already too many
competitors, most of them also failing
as shipping on the Great Lakes con-
verted to steel. Without its chief asset,
Heath himself, the yard would not have
been a good buy, and the bank took pos-
session.’” His move west would be the
first of several forced relocations.

Having “constructed wooden, iron and
steel vessels on the Great Lakes,” a news-
paper erroneously reported later, “he
was brought out from the East to take
charge of the Moran shipyards in Se-
attle.”” Moran did work with materials
besides steel, and the firm paid its new
superintendent well enough for him to
live at a good downtown hotel. Heath
ignored the riveting and welding going
on through most of the yard while he
oversaw the construction of the Seward,
a well-known 210-foot military trans-
port.*! His stay was short before “he de-
cided to go into business for himself.”%

After leaving Moran he built the 169-
foot passenger steamer Majestic in
Everett, for use on Puget Sound. Dur-
ing the last days of merchant sail, he
built the long-lived barkentine Au-
rora.”> Working at the Everett Ship-
building Company he was the “vice
pres. and mngr”**—a valued employee
but not an owner or partner.

Ownership came in 1903 when he

opened the first yard on the West Coast
that would carry the Heath name. For
the next seven years he worked for him-

self, backed by Tacoma investors. Heath

strategically chose to locate on the
Puyallup River next to a lumber mill
that supplied the long clear timbers he
wanted. The postal address was apt: Tide
Flats, Tacoma. These were halcyon days,
days of “big bottoms.”

ere he built a 160-foot ferry, the

West Seattle, acclaimed as one of
the largest and best on the coast.”® He
also built steamers, several yachts, and
small commercial vessels. As it did in
other yards, much of the work involved
repairs. Repairs were continually
needed by the wood fleet, though new
construction lagged because of a world-
wide glut of tonnage. Relatively better
opportunities existed at steel yards,
where woodworkers built molds, fram-
ing, scaffolding, or ship interiors. Heath
must have considered going over,
but framing and interiors were not
shipbuilding.

Among his Tacoma launchings, the two
best known were the passenger steam-
ers Jefferson and Clallam. The Jefferson’s
slide down the ways in April 1904 was a
hasty, but still grand, affair. With sum-
mer close at hand and much work still
to be done, the launch was none too
early. On board, carpenters worked fe-
verishly “putting on final touches? al-
most until the moment she hit the wa-
ter.” She had been started late, but
Heath hastened construction by adapt-
ing lines from another vessel. A local
newspaper praised the speed with which
she was built”” The compliment, in-
tended chiefly to promote Tacoma’s
business, was one that Heath rarely, if
ever, heard again.

A great gala announced the launching
of the steamer built to be “the best of her
class.”® Alaska Steamship Company,
her owners, invited 4,000 guests from
around Puget Sound to the christening.
The cityheld a parade to mark the event.
But while a few people from the water-
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The foundering of the Clallam in a storm in 1904 was Puget Sound’s worst maritime
disaster. All the passengers who abandoned ship in the lifeboats lost their lives, but
most who remained aboard were saved. {Museum of History and Industry, Seattle)

front gathered around Heath, he was a
largely forgotten figure at the scene. Al-
though the newspaper reported that
“there never was a stronger or more per-
fect specimen of the shipbuilder’s art . . .
on the Pacific coast,” the builder went
unnamed. And the comment that this
steamer “will do more to add fame to
Tacoma as a shipbuilding center than
any craft ever turned out here” only
showed how easily his achievements
could be purloined by others. The
Jefferson became Tacoma’s creation.?

Soon after the attention subsided, the
empty vessel went aground on the mud
flats and cost several thousand dollars
to be pulled off. But she proved a suc-
cess all the same. Halfway through her
career, she had already carried more
than a billion pounds of freight and
600,000 passengers.”® During nearly
two decades of service she completed
555 round trips through the Inside Pas-
sage to Alaska. Her extra-sturdy con-
struction delayed or minimized the ef-
fects of age, several scrapes, and even
collisions.>* She made good revenues
for her owners and was probably

Heath’s most successful vessel. Follow-
ing the sinking of the Titanic in 1912,
the Jefferson got more lifeboats, but she
would never need them. However, an-
other Heath-built steamer suffered a
terrible disaster on Puget Sound.

n January 8, 1904, while Heath

was still working on the Jefferson,
his recently completed Clallam, pride
of the local steamer fleet, set off on her
usual run to Victoria, British Colum-
bia. She sank in a storm while crossing
the strait. Immediately following the
first-published news came the recrimi-
nations. An editorial charged that the
Clallam was not seaworthy. It claimed
that she suffered chronicleaks and that
her construction was flimsy and known
to be unsafe. The natural implication
was that Heath and her owners, Puget
Sound Navigation, bore the responsi-
bility for more than 50 deaths.*

On January 14, the Tacoma Daily News
ran an interview with Heath, who de-
clared that he welcomed a thorough in-
quiry. Investigators, he said, should be-
gin with a close examination of his

uncompleted hull for the Jefferson so
that they could get a good idea of the
quality of his work. It would convince
them that there was “never a stauncher
or more seaworthy vessel on the Sound
than the Clallam” Although such an in-
spection would involve a different ves-
sel, he saw the issue as a matter of char-
acter; the inspectors would conclude
that two vessels from the same infallible
hand would be equally safe. Further-
more, Heath expressed confidence that
“Captain Roberts did all in his power to
save the vessel.” The captain was an ex-
perienced sailor and one of the line’s
owners.

Meanwhile the gruesome daily reports
of bodies found washed up on shores
continued.” Tales were soon remem-
bered and retold of bad omens marring
the steamer’s very brief career. The
champagne bottle had not broken at her
launching, and the flag had been acci-
dentally raised upside down—as a dis-
tress signal. On the day of her fatal voy-
age, it was said, animals carried as cargo
had refused to board the steamer.**

No omens distracted the.two U.S. ma-
rine inspectors conducting the inquiry,
but the supervising inspector for the
Pacific Coast disconcertingly wrote that
“it appears that the Clallam disaster was
brought about by the giving way of a
deadlight,” a porthole backed inside by a
storm cover. His comments suggested
that fault lay with the ship: “none but
the staunchest steam vessels should be
employed,” he said, implying poor con-
struction.” Yet the same day that it re-
ported his comment, the Tacoma Daily
News printed a statement by the re-
gional inspector for the marine under-
writers’ association. “I certainly pro-
nounced the Clallam a seaworthy boat.
1f she was not I never saw one.”

Before the inquiry began, the hearing
inspectors did examine  the uncom-
pleted Jefferson. Without her planking
installed, the all-important skeleton of
ribs and keel stood visible. “She is one
of the strongest built vessels I ever saw,”
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said one of the marine inspectors. “It is
impossible for me,” he said, shifting the
focus of blame, “to understand how a
vessel built as the Clallam was, could
have sprung a leak. It’s a mystery how
she took water in so short a time.”*® As
a result of the Jefferson inspection,
Heath ceased being an object of suspi-
cion and became instead an impartial
witness. Attention turned to Captain
Roberts and the chief engineer, Scott A.
Delauney. .

he chief engineer placed the blame

on the captain and the vessel. He
insisted the water had come in through
a broken deadlight. It had so troubled
him that he had asked the captain to
turn back at Port Townsend. However,
the marine inspectors-did not believe
that a vessel of several hundred tons
could sink just from the water sloshing
through a deadlight, which everyone
else claimed could, even during the
worst storms, have been plugged.”’

One after another, crew members testi-
fied and contradicted each other. The
hearing inspectors quickly concluded
that the threats posed by the storm had
been less dangerous than the confusion
and actions of the crew. The Clallam had
been drowning herself. Seawater was
being pumped into the vessel! Sea-
cocks, the valves to the outside, had
been turned and then turned again by
other crew members. DeLauney did not
appear to know what the crewmen were
doing. Finally the rising water in the
engine room had doused the fire and
then stopped the pumps. Only later did
someone realize that the water inside
had stopped rising.*®

Heath testified on the second day of the
inquiry. He sat with the marine inspec-
tors at a table in the middle of a crowded
hearing room. Witnesses appeared
without counsel yet were generally free
to give their versions. The inspectors’
questioning was not always friendly
and even became derisive. However,
Heath was treated well, and he, as al-
ways, was deferential.
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Although conventional in appearance, William Boeing’s powerful yacht Taconite was
actually built for luxurious offshore cruising. Heath gave up title to the shipyard to
Boeing just one month after he began her construction. {Pacific Motor Boat, May 1910)

He offered for evidence the volumi-
nous ship specifications, but the docu-
ment was far too long and the inspec-
tors declined to look. Noting that the
Clallam was his 50th vessel in a career
that went back nearly a quarter century,
he “went into a detailed verbal de-
scription” of the ship, one newspaper
reported, “which, while interesting
enough from a builder’s standpoint,
proved twice as lengthy as the specifica-
tions.””® To men for whom character was
evident in craft, scarf joints had great
meaning, and they listened as he went
over construction details for nearly an
hour. Materials, for instance, involved
choices that revealed the builder’s in-

tention and skill. The examiners un-

derstood Heath’s implications.

One inspector asked if the Clallamn was
well built. The answer was not just a
simple yes. Heath again made intention
the subject of his answer: “I aimed,” he
said, “to build an honest boat” Con-
tinuing, he declared, “she represented
the best workmanship skilled labor
could produce.”*® The builder’s words
conveyed the notion that hull strength
was present in this vessel not as an acci-
dent of the material, as in a steel ship,
but deliberately put there by hand.
Ships were far more than just materials;

“while others might talk of physical

properties, Heath was concerned with
values, reasoning, and intent. The pur-
pose of a shipwright was discernible in
his craftsmanship. It was why the in-
spection of the Jefferson, though a differ-
ent vessel, had been relevant. Some-
thing philosophical on the nature of
ships had slipped into the hearing room
discussion, but it was as out of place as
speculations on the meaning of life at a
coroner’s inquest. Therefore Heath’s
“teleology” went no further, and the in-
quiry continued on, never deviating far
from practical discourse.

Displaying a drawing of the crucial
engine-room section, the builder
gave a verbal tour of the hull. Tt helped
answer the inspecters’ question about
the condition of the seams. There had
been suggestions that the bottom could
have opened up. Like any wood vessel,
the Clallarn had plenty of seams, but he
assured them that he had taken particu-
lar care with the caulking. They pressed
him on the possibility of faulty work.
“Never,” he insisted.*!

He gladly gave them the names of ma-
rine surveyors who had inspected the
ship. The hearing called an indepen-
dent surveyor, who asserted that the



Spars for the schooner Polar Bear were made outside on the wharf by manual labor. The boat’s owner, Captain Louis Lane, at far
left, directed their installation. (Boeing Company Archives, HS3103)

Clallam’s workmanship was “first-class
in every respect.”* He further testified,
“I never saw better work than that on
the Clallam and Jefferson”* Even Cap-
tain Roberts, who might naturally have
wanted to shift responsibility to Heath,
said the Clallam was tight and had
shown no signs of weakness by either
groaning or racking.**

Heath had yet more supporters. The en-
gine maker and installer of the pumps
contradicted crew testimony that gaps
in the walls and floors of the engine
room might have allowed flotsam to
clog the pumps. Nor were the deadlights
installed any way but solidly. The in-
spector of hulls in Victoria declared the
Clallam seaworthy. No leak could have
overwhelmed the pumps.** Thus ended
the supposition that seams had opened

up or planks had sprung.

The integrity of the ship was established
to the examiners’ satisfaction. Conse-
quently, when the chief engineer later
charged that her pumps differed from
those specified on the plans and that the
rudder was weak, his assertions went
nowhere.* The marine inspectors’ final
report on the Clallam specifically ad-
dressed all the alleged failings. Each ac-
cusation against Heath was rebutted.
He was completely vindicated.*

If anyone seemed to be a winner in the
affair, it was Heath. Within a few years
he was “regarded as one of the foremost
builders in the entire country.”*® The
dedicated craftsman had prevailed over
materialists who cared only about
physical properties. Wood crafted by

skilled hands had limits that were hu-
man and not physical. Heath had made
the Clallam’s wood hull as strong as his
own iron will. Her strength had come
from his strength.

Heath’s vessels seemed to prove the
point. During a 60-year career, his tug
Vigilant endured the kind of hard use
that vessels rarely received.* His 65-
foot Olympic, built for a fish-packing
company, served as a yacht, a World
War I requisition boat, a quarantine
vessel, again a yacht, and again a requi-
sition boat in World War II, and after
finally returning to civilian service, it
carried on for further decades.®® But
Heath’s vindication in the Clallam di-
saster would be only a pyrrhic victory
for wood. Tellingly one inspector had
observed, “I have examined the Clal-
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lam. She was as strongly built as any
wooden vessel could be™! It was true
and yet still not good enough, Heath
never built another passenger steamer.
The Clallam’s replacement had a riveted
hull.??

To its votaries, wood made for a warmer,
quieter, and definitely more attractive
vessel than steel. It continued in use in
yachts for decades to come and re-
mained especially suited to smaller
boats. Yet after wood’s advantages were
all acknowledged, it was clear that
strength, vessel speed, safety, and cost
favored steel. Steel would take an ever
bigger slice of the market.

ive years after the Clallam sank,

Heath left Tacoma, giving up his
yard in 1909 to follow narrowing op-
portunities. The failed yard was too big
for the vessels wanted now. His next
enterprise was the first business on
Seattle’s undeveloped Duwamish River,
just upstream from the river mouth.
Although nothing more than a pungent
expanse of mud, the delta had been
strongly boosted by railroad and real
estate interests. “The attitude of the rail-
roads toward the project makes the for-
mation of the [industrial] district a cer-
tainty,” confidently declared the Seattle
Post-Intelligencer. Its comments were
printed below a photograph of Heath’s
unfinished shed at the top-center of
page one.”

But strong political opposition to all
industrial schemes curbed Duwamish
development.* The shipyard remained
isolated on an indolent stream in the
midst of a mud wilderness. Heath’s five
lots, each approximately 60 by 260 feet,
comprised far more land than he ever
needed. Since he expected the property
to appreciate with the railroad-spon-
sored development of the valley, he
wanted plenty of it. He had had a con-
tractor sink some 200 pilings to sup-
port his shed and wharf. Afterward, he
wrote to the U.S. Army Corps of Engi-
neers informing the corps of his intru-
sion into a river under its jurisdiction.
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Heath’s famous 82-foot trading schooner Polar Bear was the second boat launched at
the Duwamish yard. Her hull took shape inside the shed, where working conditions
were primitive, even unsafe, and which provided little more than protection from the
weather. Like most vessels, she came down the ways as a bare hull and was completed
wharfside in order to allow Heath to work on another hull inside. (Boeing Company

Archives, HS3104, HS3101)

Though he had submitted neither an
application nor a site plan, he wanted
the corps to authorize retroactively the
plant he had constructed in a navigable
waterway. If the corps refused, he agreed
to “remove any portion which you may
recommend.”*® Deferential as his letter
was, his method of proceeding was
clearly reckless, especially considering
the political controversy surrounding

the Duwamish. Fortunately, the corps
was in the habit of saying yes and
quickly gave its permission.

The shipyard was as basic as it could be.
The most refined space, the only area
even heated, was the front office. Its fur-
nishings were a stove, a “roll top sani-
tary desk,” and five chairs worth a total
of $128.87.°° The assembly hall was a




R

vast, primitive shelter 140 feet long, 60
feet wide, and two stories high, erected
over the launchways. It had no interior
walls, no heating, no insulation, no
sewers, and no lighting. Tt was also far
from being as well equipped as it
should have been, and it was too small,
Heath knew, to build any more passen-
ger steamers. The yard also had a sizable
workshop, a lumber shed, and a tool
house, but no loft room for laying out
plans. A 104-foot wharf provided more
than enough space for finishing boats
moored alongside. The layout was typi-
cal of small yards with a couple of dozen
employees. Heath hired several fine
Scandinavian carpenters to do finish
work. Other workers were unskilled
seamen chosen from among those who
crewed the vessels or local boys finding
their first job.” It seemed that he knew
at least one way of controlling costs.

n fact, he would go bust on the first

boat. The Taconite was a fast motor
yacht for William Boeing, who was then
still a lumberman. Boeing, of course,
knew of the Clallam sinking, but if
he had any doubts regarding Heath, it
‘was not apparent. The two men shared
a view of craftsmanship. Both were
uncompromising perfectionists. Like
Heath, the future airplane manufac-
turer would force employees to redo in-
ferior work. To Heath, building the
Taconite was desirable work, but he
never sought a niche for himself in
luxury yachts. Working for Boeing was
satisfying because Boeing appreciated
excellence.

‘When the 96-foot Taconite slid down
the launchways, she was the second-
largest yacht on the Pacific Coast. Her
furnishings were artistic and costly.”® A
marine journal observed, “She repre-
sents about all that’s worthwhile in a
comfortable, roomy, seaworthy, ocean-
going motor yacht.” There was talk of
cruising the Pacific Rim, even past Si-
beria and to the Orient.”

Soon after beginning work on the Taco-
nite, Heath became insolvent. He had

William Boeing, who the previous month
even interrupted the first flight of his first
airplane to help with the Great Bear,
uncharacteristically took center stage to
raise a toast at the vessel’s June 1916
launching. (Author’s collection)

paid creditors only half of the
$17,974.62 he owed.*® The property and
the buildings he now gave up under
terms that were remarkable and a bit
mysterious. He turned the yard over to
Boeing in March of 1910 for “ten dol-
lars and other valuable consider-
ations.”® Details of the deal must have
involved Boeing paying off the
shipyard’s mounting debts. There has
never been any hint of unfair enrich-
ment from Heath’s misfortune.

Boeing had already been bankrolling
the business, according to some work-
ers.®? With the Taconite still under con-
struction, he needed to insulate the
yacht from the actions of Heath’s other
creditors. In buying the yard, Boeing
gave the builder what would turn out to
be a six-year reprieve from his debts. He
became Heath’s patron, in effect sup-
porting him and making him the real
beneficiary of the $10 contract. Heath
not only remained in the plant but, in

fact, paid no rent. Meanwhile, its tim-

ber-baron owner was content to specu-

late on whether the treeless marsh
would ever have any value. It was not

until mid-1916 as an airplane manu-

facturer that Boeing wanted the scruffy

plot of delta land for himself.

Heath’s second Duwamish launch-
ing was the rugged little 82-foot
whaler Polar Bear. She was a “trading
schooner” intended for bartering, hunt-
ing, and adventure in uncharted har-
bors. It was a “romantic” existence dur-
ing which she became one of the
best-known vessels throughout the
North Pacific and Arctic.”’ She was, of
course, unusually strong. Heath had
designed and built her specifically to
resist polar ice. By 1910 Arctic whaling
was itself all but dead, another good
market lost to wood builders; she was
the last of her kind built.** Although she
carried canvas, she was usually motor-
driven, the sails just a vestige from the
past.

Her buyer was one of Heath’s best cus-
tomers, Captain Louis L. Lane, a north-
ern trader and adventurer. He was a big-
ger-than-life waterfront character for
whom whaling still meant standing on
the prow of an oared boat with a har-
poon in his hand. A man of the past,
Lane fully appreciated the old saw
about how once there had been wooden
ships and iron men, but now they had
been replaced by iron ships and wooden
men. Just the year before, he had lost the
schooner Helen Johnston, another Heath
boat, in a battle with shore ice. Lane and
Heath understood each other and ulti-
mately collaborated on three ships.

One particularly bad winter the Polar
Bear survived lying next to shore
unscarred while ice sank other ships
nearby. She was featured in boating
magazines and advertisements that de-
scribed her as “one of the finest vessels
that ever went into the Arctic”® In 1915
Lane sold her to the famous explorer
Vilhjalmur Stefansson, who desper-
ately needed a supply boat, extorting
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from him far more than she was worth.5
With the substantial proceeds, Lane
paid another visit to Heath, Boeing,
meanwhile, had a millionaire friend
from Yale, John Borden, a founder of
Yellow Cab and a would-be explorer,
who wanted a boat for the Arctic.
Borden was planning a polar safari, in-
cluding a whale hunt. Together he and
Lane had Heath design a much larger
power schooner along the lines of the
Polar Bear, but this one was luxurious
and even stronger.

The Great Bear was the rarest of ships.
Her immensely sturdy construction
enabled her to do what only few vessels
before had done, survive Arctic winters
caught in the ice. The 14-inch ribs of
her herculean hull were set only an
inch apart. On top of the ribs went sev-
eral inches of planking. And on top of
the planking went strips of ironwood
and plates of steel that would be worn
down scraping through the ice pack.
The wood hull appealed for both tradi-
tional and romantic reasons; Heath
also believed that steel was too brittle
for banging through ice.”

ewspapers declared the new ark
Nthe strongest vessel ever buiit,
stronger even than the explorer Fridtjof
Nansen’s Fram. Years earlier, that vessel,
her immensely thick hull locked in ice,
had drifted farther north than any ship
before. But whereas Nansen was in
search of the pole, Borden and Lane
were probably seeking the fictional re-
gion known as Crockerland—a prize
also sought by Stefansson and others.
Although the Fram had sacrificed space
and comfort, the Great Bear’s interiors
were magnificent. Her white salons and
staterooms were as elegant as those on
Boeing’s yacht. Nothing like the schoo-
ner Great Bear had been built before, or
would be again.®

Because she was too large for the ship-
yard on the Duwamish, Heath built her
on Puget Sound. At 137 feet, she was the
size of a small steamer. Most of her
other features went undocumented: de-
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The Great Bear was built on an exposed beach in Port Blakely because of her size. The
site was inconvenient: during her construction, Heath was overseeing two more crews
building longboats and airplane parts in Seattle. (Author’s collection)

tails and drawings were never pub-
lished. That case was not unusual when
the designer was also the shipwright,
and nota naval architect. Heath built in
the traditional manner using a wood
half-hull model and some of his own

rough sketches. He then transferred ’

proportions from the model and relied
on his strong carpentry skills to make
everything fit. Generally he started with
proven designs, modifying them as he
wished. Because the Great Bear’s under-
water surfaces would be unusuel in or-
der to resist the pressure of the ice,
Heath designed her largely from
scratch, and the vessel itself was the only
real set of plans.

The lack of plans had repercussions.
Maritime magazines, always on the
lookout for interesting vessels, had no
drawings to publish. The connection
between plans and publication was a
problem that Heath never corrected,
Without the attention that feature ar-
ticles provided, the spread of his reputa-
tion had to come from owners and
those who inspected his vessels. More-
over, word-of-mouth leaves few relics
and passes with living memory.

Nonetheless, interest in the remarkable
schooner ran high. Newspapers around
the country carried the story of the
launching. On a fine day in the middle
of June 1916, a large, prosperous crowd
gathered on the beach at Port Blakely.
The ritual breaking of a bottle of cham-
pagne over the bow was an imperative
that not even Prohibition could pre-
vent. Such flouting of a state law was it-
self worth mentioning in the press. The
forbidden act was performed by Cap-
tain Lane’s four-year-old daughter; as
champagne sprayed down, Heath or-
dered the lashings cut, and all watched
the vessel slip perfectly down the ways.®
“My ninety-fourth ship,” the exultant
builder declared to the reporters.
Proudly he added that she had been “not
a whit more trouble . .. [than] any of
themn.”” But in fact, the Great Bear was
seriously behind schedule.

April to June would have been the right
time to depart. When she finally left Se-
attle for the Arctic in late July, it was al-
most too Jate. The trip had now become
a dash. Rushing north across the Bering
Sea on her maiden voyage under both
power and sail, hurrying at midnight




through aluminum fog because of the
fast-approaching polar winter, and
pushing on without a confirmed fix on
her location for two whole days in un-
known local currents, the Great Bear
met her end. She smashed straight into
the 1,100-foot-high monolith Pinnacle
Rock. The great ship had encountered
something far stronger than herself,

1l the strengths Heath had built

into her were there to get the better
of ice, but the layers of protection and
the specially shaped hull never met
their intended adversary. Far below the
waterline, the hull had opened up and
the sea gushed in. Stanching the flow
proved impossible, and before long the
engines that ran the pumps were
drowned. Heath’s beautiful white life-
boats, the last vessels built in the Du-
wamish yard, were dropped from their
special davits into the darkness. As
dawn slowly spread a gray light through
the fog, a train of little boats made for
the safety of tiny, uninhabited St. Mat-
thew Island across several miles of sea.

In Seattle Edward Heath knew that his
- perfectionism-had contributed to the
disaster by causing the departure to be
so late. He never allowed faults to be
reworked—reworking would have per-
mitted the originel mistake to remain.
Instead, regardless of the time needed,
his workmen removed the offending
pieces and started over.”! His love of
perfection also meant that he avoided
buying off the chandlery shelf. His crew
made parts even down to the lifeboat
oars.”” And naturally, he ran repeated
trials to find the right propeller, pulling
the ship out of the water after each test.
The desire to get everything absolutely
right, in the end, had helped put back
the departure two months, so late into
the summer season that caution was
sacrificed for speed.

Still, he had never built a more perfect
craft. This time he had been allowed to
build almost without regard to cost, and
of course, every one of her lines had
been his. Of both her unusual strength

The proud shipwright, Edward W. Heath,
shown here at age 53 in 1916, during the
building of the magnificent Great Bear.
His attire clearly indicates that he was not
a captain of industry but the head of a
work crew. (Author’s collection)

and refinement he had been justly
proud. He was heartbroken at her loss.
Although he knew that everyone had
survived, his crew at the shipyard ob-
served him weeping when he learned
the news.”

While at work on the Great Bear, Heath
also worked for Bill Boeing, who now
wanted the Duwamish facility to build
airplanes. Although in 1916 the nation
was still trying to decide whether it
would enter the European war, Boeing
was certain that it would and that it
would need airplanes. He took posses-
sion of the little red shipyard, leaving
the E. W. Heath name still painted
acrossit.

Boeing knew that airplanes, even more
than ships, required fine craftsmen,
and he asked Heath to stay on. The
company’s draft operating plan pro-

~ posed that Heath manage the wood

shop. There he would be in charge of
making wing ribs, ailerons, fuselage
parts, and pontoons. But the plan speci-
fied that he needed to become more ef-
ficient. A supervisor should “attempt to
educate him in labor saving methods
and in [the] expedition of work”—
“Heath'’s two weak points.””* No one ac-
tually did “educate” him, and clearly
Heath would have been: offended by any
attempt. To a master shipwright, the al-
leged weak points would be better de-
scribed as the use of trusted methods
and the exercise of diligence.

He, nonetheless, gave airplane building
a try. Each week in perfect cursive, us-
ing an old-fashioned nibbed pen he in-
formed Boeing of how much each
member of his crew should be paid.”” As
always, their exchanges were exact and
stiffly correct. Heath and his men built
hundreds of wood aircraft parts, small
and large, during 1916. The largest were
several pontoons for float planes. They
“must have cost a fortune the way those
mechanics were building them,” the test
pilot said; Heath’s men “wouldn’t take

: »76
any suggestions.

Heath found himself, like other
shipwrights who tried airplanes,
uncomfortable with the construction
standards. Every part needed to be
strong, flexible, flawless, and, worst
of all, lighter than he thought possible.
In the words of shipbuilders the light-
weight work could only be called join-
ery and was even more finicky than
cabinetmaking.  Flylng  machines
seemed to be made from little more
than wood shavings. A breeze through a
shop door would blow the thin wood
scraps off the workbench. In fact, some
of the materials were merely veneer
strips. Most shipwrights, Heath among
them, chose to return to their declining
industry. Open-minded youngsters,
George and Richard Pocock, took
Heatl’s place. They gladly used veneer
strips glued together crisscross to form
lightweight, strong pontoons and fly-
ing-boat hulls.””
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Although the wonder of flight held

. Boeing in its thrall, the flimsy flying
machines meant nothing to Heath.
Three-quarters of a year working part-
time with shavings and scraps would be
his only connection to flying. Proud as
he was, he knew that a shipbuilder
would never be allowed to lead or hold
a position of authority in airplane
construction. He would be told what to
do every step, and he would have to
endure criticism, such as that from the
test pilot. He and Boeing parted on
good terms.

ince the Clallam in 1903, he had

built 44 boats by his own count.
That came to three a year. As he gathered
up his tools late in the summer of 1916,
he was pleased to read in a local news-
paper that he left behind a record “he
can be proud of”’® He knew already
what life held for him next, having ar-
ranged for a better position in Portland,
Oregon.

The war, which caused Boeing to try air-
plane production, had created bold op-
portunities for Heath, too. An oversup-
ply of ships that existed in 1914 had
quickly evaporated. In Europe the bel-
ligerent nations stopped building mer-
chant vessels in order to concentrate on
warships. Vessel internment and torpe-
does removed many commercial craft
from service. Shipping fees rose from
$30 per ton to $150.”” Anyone who
could find bottoms could make a for-
tune. Old steel coasters were quickly
thrown into ocean service, and older,
unseaworthy wood ships took their
place along the coast.

American shipyards received a flood of
war orders, first from Europe. Their or-
der books grew even larger when the
United States entered the conflict. Pro-
duction went up 169 percent in 1916
over 1914 and would crest at 1,023 per-
cent in 1919.%% With existing metal
yards booked long into the future, the
nation turned again to wood, though
many leaders considered the move
foolish.®! The issue became significant
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as the government embarked on a great
shipbuilding program that gave wood
its day.

“Wooden shipbuilding,” a marine jour-
nalist declared in 1917, “was a lost art
which the gods of war decreed must be
revived” For 30 months, it seemed that
there could not be too many wood
ship builders.® In reality, wood was still
losing market share. Wood vessels
amounted to only 14 percent of the to-
tal war tonnage.® Nonetheless, so long
as the gods were propitious, Heath
dredged the Willamette River in Port-
land and drove new pilings. He was
again readying a yard to bear his name.

But Heath was not the owner, and he
had to settle for being the hired superin-
tendent.* Burdened with three appar-
ent bankruptcies, he must have seemed
a poor risk to backers. He now had to
defer to a corporate president, a general
manager in charge of the day-to-day op-
erations, and a contracting engineer—
enough superiors to male sure that he
concentrated on the work that earned
him his reputation. It was that reputa-
tion that would bring in the business.
“Heath,” a Portland newspaper reported
effusively, “is considered to be the most
valuable man to be found anywhere in
the United States” in the shipbuilding
trade.®

It was flattering, too, that this was the
largest yard he had ever commanded.
The yard had four launchways to fulfill
the great expectations of its owners. In
the next months Portland counted 20
ships under construction, and 6 were
Heath’s, Soon he had a $1 million order
from Norway for six 270-foot five-
masted schooners. Not only was this his
largest contract, but also the six ships
would be the largest he ever built.
Nearly half of the 1,100 shipyard work-
ers in Portland were to report to him.*
If the ships had been completed, one of
them would have been his 100th vessel.
But the following year, despite the fa-
vorable wartime business climate, the
owners sold the yard and reorganized.”

Heath left Portland for a new position
on Puget Sound. After the head of the
United States Shipping Board had gone
around the country making promises
of huge imminent contracts, several
Tacoma businessmen incorporated a
large yard with $300,000.% The Tacoma
Shipbuilding Company was hastily
thrown up for the war effort and opened
under Heath but not under his name. It
was a far cry from the $25,000 busi-
nesses that he had started on his own in
former days.

Tacoma Shipbuilding chose Heath, it
said, because of his reputation. He ar-
rived to take charge of building four
launchways and designing and build-
ing the plant’s office, restaurant, store-
TO0m, compressor room, and loft space.
In these expansive times, even the loft
itself was large enough to lay out a small
ship full scale.® The first four vessels
were 268-foot, 3,500-ton standard-
design wood freighters. It was tonnage
on a scale unimaginable two years
before.

hip construction, like much emer-

gency war work, tended to become a
boondoggle. The government. denied
Tacoma Shipbuilding one of its major
advantages: the company had located
next to a lumber mill that could supply
long, heavy timber, but bowing to po-
litical forces, the government allotted
the timber to competitors in the eastern
and gulf states. And according to the
company’s president, the government
inspector insisted on examining “every
piece of timber and every detail of
workmanship.” The interruptions of
production were extremely costly.
Though the freighters were standard
government-designed vessels, Heath as
the company’s expert was to spot defi-
ciencies and was responsible for many
of the 500 changes that the firm made.
Although contractors could claim
compensation for changes, the claims
process was difficult and, worse vet,
slow. Tacoma Shipbuilding made the
changes and faced “a staggering amount
of bookkeeping.”




After delivering the initial four ships,
the firm won another contract for four
more. Completion of any vessels was a
significant achievement; nationally,
most were not ready on time and, in
fact, not delivered until after the war
ended. But payment was delayed until
the Shipping Board could audit the fi-
nancial ledgers. Because the board ex-
perienced a rapid turnover of officers
and each new commissioner wanted to
start over from the beginning, the pro-
cess never seemed to end. The company
fulfilled the second contract—com-
pleting a total of eight ships—and had
two larger vessels half-finished on a pair
of ways it had optimistically added for
5,000-ton vessels. By the time the gov-
ernment paid, two years later, Tacoma
Shipbuilding had liquidated the prop-
erty, buildings, and site.

No one, not even the government,
reaped any rewards. One reason
for the debacle was mismanagement of
the federal program, but another was
that Heath, as he always would, aimed
too high. Building superior freighters
was a poor decision. Because of the
lengthy delay in payment, there was

considerable real loss due to inflation,

and the firm showed a paper profit over
four years of only 1 percent.

Ship construction went far better than
billing at Tacoma Shipbuilding. The
freighters Beloit, Coloma, Fort Wright,
and Fasseit had been launched in 1918,
though it is unlikely that any reached
the war zone. Long after the end of hos-
tilities, the Dione, Fort Harrison, Fort
Jackson, and Fort Union were converted
to barges. The contract for the Dedona
and Dolon was canceled and the unfin-
ished vessels were torched.”® The com-
pany’s 80 percent completion rate was
nearly double the average for contract-
ing yards of the period.*

Turning the forest into a fleet proved a
failure. Timber took many months to
cut, transport, saw, and, most of all, sea-
son. As a result, much of the war emer-
gency fleet was built with green lumber.

Jokes circulated about the vessels
sprouting. House carpenters swarmed
in to get a piece of the business, and in-
experience and haste threatened to col-
lapse the whole program.” One Grays
Harbor yard built a freighter in 18
days.”® In the frantic, careless war

months, a painstaking builder like

Heath labored at a big disadvantage.
The war turned out to be less of an op-
portunity than it first appeared.

Heath was gone from Tacoma before
war’s end and off to still another job.
The company’s plan to build in steel
would have reduced his influence or
even eliminated his position. In August
1918 he assumed a post in Olympia
with “greater responsibility” Limita-
tions on the authority granted him were
nota new issue, of course, and as super-
intendent at the Sloan Shipyards Cor-
poration he was not in charge. But once
more he was lauded; he was “one of the
best wood ship builders on the Pacific
Coast* For a while the contracts with
the U.S. and Australian governments
held great promise for Sloan. However,
it too overbuilt; it had 14 launchways.

Following the Armistice in November,

“rotten rows” of unwanted vessels
rafted together waited in harbors for
someone to find a use for them, but the
shipping surplus stretched into the
early twenties. There were wood ship-
yard closings, and experienced hands
faced new competition from the house
carpenters pulled in by the war. Worse
still, steel shipyards, now many times
their prewar number, built the larger,
faster peacetime ships that customers
wanted and insurers demanded.”® De-
serted by the gods of war, wood became
just a small fractional adjustment
tacked on to the metal tonnage.

t was hardly worthwhile for water-

front journals to write about the
market for wood boats. Maritime pages
now focused on larger-scale industrial
activities. The aging Heath, back in Se-
attle, built a number of small vessels,
but no longer were these featured or
even mentioned in the press. The si-
lence was an unmistakable sign that
wood, except for yachts, was of negli-
gible interest.

A call then came from California, and
Heath headed south to take charge of
“the boats and other marine activities of

Among the 50 transports on the “Wilson Wood Row” in postwar Seattle were several
built by Heath. Despite the original cost and the enormous amount of lumber in them,
and regardless of whether they were well built or shoddy, almost none were used as
freighters. (Monal, Williamson Collection, 4642-12)
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the Don Lee broadcasting enterprise.”
Don Lee, who owned Cadillac agencies
and a string of Mutual Network radio
stations, was a household name in the
West., About 1927 he bought one of
John Borden’s former yachts, the mas-
sive Invader. But whatever work he
hired Heath to do soon came to an end.
The shipbuilder returned to Seattle to
reenter the Northwest shipbuilding
business.”®

His course had stretched from Benton
Harbor to Seattle, then to Everett, and
on to Tacoma, to Seattle, to Portland, to
Tacoma, to Olympia, to Seattle, to Cali-
fornia, and finally back to Seattle again.
Dragging anchor, as contempaorary
mariners would have characterized his
frequent relocations, testified to a life of
hardships. He had, even as owner, lived
in the shipyards. During the years at the
Duwamish yard, which lacked almost
everything, including lighting and toi-
lets, his workmen lived better than he
did. His periods as someone else’s em-
ployee, humbling though they were,
were surely Heath’s most prosperous.

Late in life, at age 56, he had married for
the first time. Harriet V. joined him in
Olympia in 1919 and 15 years later
placed his remains under a simple
ground-level stone. Sadly, but some-
how not surprisingly, it now lies com-
pletely submerged beneath a sea of
grass in Seattle’s Lakeview Cemetery.
He died March 17, 1934, of a coronary
thrombosis, a far poorer man than his
father. The last mention of one of the
waterfront’s “best known and respected
men” was his obituary notice.””

Heath'’s successes were small and typi-
cal of his declining trade. America al-
ready had other interests than the sea

1. A strong trend toward corporate
ownership replaced individuals even in
wood yards. Heath’s yards were small
compared to those owned by
corporations.

2. Roy Wilmarth Kelly and Frederick J.
Allen, The Shipbuilding Industry (Boston,
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and other heroes than mariners by the
time of the First World War. Ford, Bell,
and Edison were the sort of industrial
figures being venerated by the public in
the early 20th century. It was increas-
ingly a consumer society with an ascen-
dant majority of workers and profes-
sionals. They chose to bestow honors on
the efficient mass producers who satis-
fied middle-income desires. In large
measure, the industrial idols were pur-
veyors of everyday items. Falling out-
side popular interest, of course, were
the craftsmen and artisans serving the
wealthy and elite. Regardless of his
achievements, a shipbuilder would re-
ceive few laurels.

Heath’s splendid yachts helped set the
wealthy apart, and his commercial ves-
sels earned their owners even more in-
fluence and money. Unlike the middle-
income consumer, the wealthy still
supported rare, costly, beautiful, or id-
iosyncratic work. These buyers were
also some of the last private patrons.
William Boeing, for one, provided
Heath a subsidized opportunity to con-
tinue his work, an arrangement from
which Boeing received nothing more
than the aesthetic pleasure of watching
him build fine wood boats.

or Heath wood was emblematic of

hand craft, personal toughness,
dedication, aesthetics, and the very salt
of the sea. To favor wood put excellence
above efficiency. It was not by chance
that authors like Jack London wrote of
wood boats, nor was it accidental that
wood builders never tried to make
wood modern. Noble ideals overrode
ease, schedule, speed, size, and price.
For Heath a life’s output was a mere
100-plus vessels, all crafted for the
dwindling few seafarers who appreci-

1918),43-45.

3. Between 1890 and 1900, ship construction
increased 112 percent. U.S. Dept. of
Commerce, Twelfth Census of the United
States Taken in the Year 1900,
Manufactures, Vol. 7, Part 1 (Washington,
D.C., 1902), cliii-cliv.

ated how perfectly two planks could fit
together.

Unfortunately, in the 20th century, to
build wood ships and especially great
wood ships, brought meager rewards.
Shipwrights who built in steel led easier
lives, even though they too struggled.
Meanwhile builders of aircraft, from
Airbus back to Zeppelin, became leg-
ends, as did the renowned Boeing with
whom Heath passed up his chance. Not
because airplanes lacked wood did he
make that choice, but because they
lacked so many of the traditional ideals
of the wood craftsman.

His ideals were his undoing. He missed
reward in the 20th century because he
aimed for success in the 19th. Luckily
for Heath, boom times now and then
helped him out. However, even if good
times had prevailed in his declining in-
dustry, it is doubtful that he would have
enjoyed a prosperous, stable life. His fi-
nancial woes also sprang from a pen-
chant to build boats that were “too
good”® Even his employees knew it.
“Heath,” one said, “always put more
into a ship than he got out””” The conse-
quemnces were inevitable.

Wood lost its battle with steel; the sea
ceded half its territory to the sky; and
perfection laid down its arms before ef-
ficiency. The shipwright Edward Heath
was one of many ruined in the unceas-
ing assault of the new upon the old.
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history from Johns Hopkins University,
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