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STRUCTURE INFORMATION 

Original Name: C.A. Thayer 

NPS Preferred Structure Name:    Schooner C.A. 
Thayer 

Current Name:  Schooner C.A. Thayer 

Location:  San Francisco 
Maritime National 
Historical Park, San 
Francisco, California 

Construction Date: 1895 

Shipbuilder: Hans Ditlev Bendixsen 

Historic Use: Lumber Schooner, 
Salt-Salmon Trade, 
Cod fishing Trade, 
Military Ammunition 
Transport 

Current Use: Education, 
Interpretation 

Designations: Designated as a 
National Historic 
Landmark on 
November 13, 1966 

 

PREVIOUS DOCUMENTATION AND STUDIES 

For the preparation of this HSR, ARG reviewed 
several existing studies (listed in the Bibliography), 
including the following key reports: 

 National Park Service, Western Division, 
“National Register of Historic Places Inventory 
Nomination Form, C. A. Thayer,” September 20, 
1979. 

 Eric Lloyd Clements, “Historic American 
Engineering Record, Addendum to Schooner C. 
A. Thayer, HAER No. CA-61,” September 1988. 

 Tri-Coastal Marine, Inc., “Schooner C. A. Thayer 
Historic Structure Report - Draft,” Prepared for 
the San Francisco Maritime National Historical 
Park, 1991. 

 United States Department of the Interior, 
National Park Service, “Draft General 
Management Plan/Environmental Impact 
Statement, San Francisco Maritime National 
Historical Park,” June 1996. 

 Michael R. Harrison, “NHL Schooner C. A. Thayer 
Historic Structure Report – Part III,” Prepared for 
San Francisco Maritime National Historical Park, 
February 2020. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The historical overview below is adapted from the 
National Register nomination for the C. A. Thayer, 
completed by historians of the National Park 
Service in 1979; the Historic American Engineering 
Record report for Schooner C. A. Thayer, 
completed by historian Eric Lloyd Clements in 
1988; a draft Historic Structure Report for 
Schooner C. A. Thayer completed by Tri-Coastal 
Marine, Inc. in 1991; and Part III of a Historic 
Structure Report completed by Michael R. 
Harrison in 2020. ARG has revised, condensed, and 
updated narrative components of these previous 
reports and completed additional archival research 
for the purposes of this document.  

THE PACIFIC COAST LUMBER TRADE 

From the early days of the Gold Rush in the 1850s 
through the Southern California building boom of 
the 1880s, California builders had an urgent and 
consistent need for lumber. In the earliest years, 
lumber was shipped from eastern markets to the 
West Coast around Cape Horn, but distance, cost, 
and occasional cargo losses motivated builders to 
establish a closer source. In the 1860s, lumber 
companies began to construct sawmills in the 
Pacific Northwest to process what seemed like the 
limitless Redwood and Douglas Fir trees therein. 
By 1866, close to 400 mills had been constructed 
along the coast of Northern California or very near 
inland, with many more established in the 
following decades in similar coastal locations in 
Oregon and Washington.1  

While the construction and operation of these 
mills was no small feat, the larger challenge for this 
new industry was getting the product to market. 

 

 

1 Eric Lloyd Clements, “Historic American Engineering 
Record, Addendum to Schooner C. A. Thayer, HAER No. 
CA-61,” September 1988, 6. 

The same dense forests that produced the 
bountiful harvest proved a formidable obstacle to 
constructing land transportation infrastructure in 
the form of roads or railroad tracks. The financial 
incentive to transport the lumber remained very 
powerful, as lumber that sold for $10 per 
thousand feet at the mills of the Columbia River in 
Oregon fetched as much as $500 per thousand 
feet at the commodities markets in San Francisco.2 

The best solution was to move lumber by sea, 
although this also presented great obstacles. All of 
the harbors between the San Francisco Bay and 
Puget Sound in Washington were either out 
harbors, with little or no protection from the open 
ocean, or bar harbors, with dangerous sandbars at 
their thresholds. Rather than attempting to 
construct centralized shipping facilities at any of 
these suboptimal harbors, a network of about 100 
smaller facilities was constructed to handle lumber 
shipping along the Pacific Northwest coastline. 
Most firms shipping lumber at these smaller 
facilities produced the lumber at their mills and 
shipped it south to San Francisco on vessels that 
they either owned or chartered. Once in San 
Francisco, the lumber was offloaded to yards and 
sold to builders either directly or through 
commission merchants.3  

Nearly all of the smaller lumber shipping facilities 
were located at out ports referred to disparagingly 
as “dogholes.” The character of these ports can be 
further discerned by their names, including “Nip 
and Tuck,” “Hard Scratch,” and “Rough and 
Ready,” among others.4 Navigators were plagued 
in their approach to these ports by strong winds, 
powerful currents, and rocky shorelines.  

2 Clements, 6. 
3 Clements, 7. 
4 Clements, 6. 
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It was simply not possible to construct wharfage at 
most of these ports, and alternative loading 
methods had to be developed. Ships had to 
maneuver very close to shore and anchor in 
precise locations, where they were then held into 
loading position by mooring buoys and chains 
(Figure 1). Loading was done by lighters (transport 
barges), or, more commonly, chutes or cables. 
Chutes were long wooden troughs that were 
suspended from towers built into rock 
outcroppings along the shore and swung into 
place to enable lumber to slide into the hold or on 
to the deck of a moored ship. Wire cable loading 
systems, which gradually replaced chute loading 
systems by the turn of the twentieth century, 
relied on a long length of steel cable that was run 
from fixed towers to the rigging of a ship, along 
which moved a lumber-loaded platform called a 
trapeze.  

 
Figure 1. Two lumber schooners at Mendocino Harbor, c. 1895. 
Source: California State Library Digital Collection. 

These unique and demanding conditions of the 
commercial lumber trade on the Pacific Coast gave 
rise to the need for a fleet of specialized vessels, 

 

 

5 No author, “Schooner,” Encyclopaedia Britannica, 
published at 

small sailing schooners capable of carrying large 
loads while also maneuvering in difficult locations.  

THE PACIFIC COAST LUMBER SCHOONER 

A schooner is a sailing vessel with two or more 
masts where the sails are aligned along the line of 
the keel (“fore-and-aft”) rather than perpendicular 
to the keel. Although generally thought to have 
been first developed by the Dutch in the 1600s, 
schooners were more significantly developed and 
used along the coast of the British North American 
colonies in the 1700s.5 Schooners had advantages 
in coastal sailing because they were smaller, faster, 
and more maneuverable, and could be operated 
by a smaller crew than square-rigged, cross-ocean 
ships. By the end of the eighteenth century the 
schooner had become the most common ship-
type along the North American seaboard and was 
used almost exclusively for fishing and coastal 
trade routes. European shipwrights took note and 
began to produce schooners in larger numbers, at 
which point this versatile and adaptable ship-type 
became popular all over the world. 

The Pacific Coast lumber schooner developed in 
response to the need for a specialized fleet of 
sailing vessels that could meet the unique and 
demanding conditions of the commercial lumber 
trade. Size was the most important factor in 
determining whether a ship could safely operate 
along the coast of the Pacific Northwest. A typical 
Pacific Coast lumber schooner was two-masted, 
and weighed less than 200 tons, often closer to 
100 tons. They were made to sail without ballast, 
which reduced turnaround time on their generally 
short runs. Carrying capacity ranged from 75,000 
to 150,000 board feet of lumber. Lumber was held 
above deck in well-secured piles, and below deck 
in an undivided hold, where it was loaded through 
lumber ports that could be located in the bow, 
port, starboard, or transom. And, lumber 
schooners were designed with a very shallow shoal 

https://www.britannica.com/technology/schooner, 
accessed October 2, 2020. 

https://www.britannica.com/technology/schooner
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or draft, which allowed the vessel to navigate very 
close to shore and avoid the Pacific Coast’s 
characteristic submerged reefs and rockbeds.6 

Coastal schooners were worked by a small crew 
which generally included sometimes as few as four 
able-bodied seamen (a naval classification 
meaning a sailor who is experienced and qualified 
to do all necessary tasks to operate a ship), a 
carpenter or donkey man (responsible for the 
donkey steam engine), and the cook, along with an 
afterguard of two mates and the captain, 
sometimes joined by his wife and children.7 The 
work was considered dangerous, as it included 
approaching, mooring, loading and exiting rough 
doghole ports and shipping facilities, sometimes 
on a daily basis. But, the work was also notably 
well-paid, with wages as high as $35 per month, 
more than double what was generally paid aboard 
deep-water trade ships.8 These ships also had a 
reputation as “good feeders,” meaning the food 
was good and plentiful.  

Lodging aboard lumber schooners typically saw 
the crew in a fore cabin with the captain and 
mates bunked in the aft cabin; however, the 
premium on deck space for cargo resulted in 
accommodations of similar sizes for all persons 
onboard. Divisions in rank were also generally less 
formal on lumber schooners than on larger ships, 
and out of necessity the captain and mates often 
loaded and unloaded lumber alongside sailors.9 
Lumber schooners were most commonly 
captained and crewed by sailors of Scandinavian 
origin, who were generally experienced operating 
in rocky fjords and against strong currents.10 
Because each doghole port had its own 

 

 

6 Clements, 7. 
7 Clements, 10. 
8 Clements, 9. 
9 Clements, 9. 
10 Clements, 7. 
11 Tri-Coastal Marine, Inc. “Schooner C. A. Thayer 
Historic Structure Report 1991 Draft,” Prepared for San 
Francisco Maritime National Historical Park, National 

complicated topography and demands, many 
lumber schooners returned to one or a handful of 
ports that they knew well, making quick 
turnaround trips between these ports and San 
Francisco, sometimes on voyages lasting a little as 
two days.  

Schooners did yeoman service in the redwood 
lumber trade, linking the forests of the northwest 
with the developing urban areas of San Francisco 
and, later, Los Angeles. More than 500 wooden 
sailing vessels of over 100 tons were built on the 
Pacific Coast region between 1860 and 1905, with 
at least 122 known to have been dedicated 
exclusively to the commercial lumber trade.11 They 
were gradually replaced after the turn of the 
twentieth century by wooden steam schooners, 
which had significant advantages in 
maneuverability and speed. By 1910, schooners 
under sail power were largely outmoded relics of 
an earlier age. 

H. D. BENDIXSEN AND CONSTRUCTION OF 
SCHOONER C. A. THAYER 

The lumber schooner C. A. Thayer was built by 
prolific master shipbuilder Hans Ditlev Bendixsen. 
Bendixsen was born in Thisted, Jutland, Denmark 
in 1842.12 He learned shipbuilding as an apprentice 
in Denmark before moving to California in 1863. 
He worked in San Francisco and Eureka shipyards 
for several years before establishing his own yard 
in Eureka the late 1860s. Bendixsen built nineteen 
ships between 1869 and 1874, and in 1875 
relocated his yard across Humboldt Bay to the 

Park Service, 1991, 9; National Park Service, Western 
Division, “National Register of Historic Places Inventory 
Nomination Form, C. A. Thayer,” September 20, 1979 
(entered), 3. 
12 Leigh H. Irvine, History of Humboldt County, 
California, Los Angeles: Historic Record Company, 1915, 
809. 
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North Spit of Fairhaven, where he constructed 10 
ships in 1875 alone.13  

Within a few years Bendixen’s Fairhaven yard 
encompassed a 14-acre facility with shops, 
sawmills, and cottages for 150 workers (Figure 2). 
Bendixen is known to have constructed 113 ships 
during his 35-year shipbuilding career on 
Humboldt Bay, including 39 two-masted 
schooners, 35 three-masted schooners, 11 four-
masted schooners, one five-masted schooner, one 
brig, five barkentines, and ten steamers.14 He was 
regarded as “far and away the most prolific builder 
of the many shipbuilders” on Humboldt Bay.15 At 
the turn of the twentieth century Bendixen’s 
health began to fail and in 1901 he sold his 
business for close to a quarter of a million 
dollars.16 Bendixen died in Eureka, California on 
February 12, 1902, and his body was returned to 
his home city in Denmark for burial.17 

 
Figure 2. Bendixsen’s shipyard, Fairhaven, California, c. 1885. 
Source: Mendocino Coast Model Railroad and Historical 
Society. 

 

 

13 Clements, 4. 
14 Irvine, 810; Clements, 4. 
15 Clements, 4. 
16 Irvine, 810. 
17 Irvine, 810. 

H. D. Bendixsen built the lumber schooner C. A. 
Thayer at his Fairhaven shipyard during the first six 
months of 1895. When launched on July 8, 1895, 
the occasion was festive, with a large crowd of 
observers both onboard the vessel and around it in 
smaller boats.18 Construction was commissioned 
by the E. K. Wood Lumber Company of San 
Francisco, and the ship was to be used for lumber 
transport between the company’s mill in Hoquiam, 
Washington, in Grays Harbor close to Aberdeen, 
and their yard in San Francisco. Because the ship 
was intended to be used for a longer journey than 
the typical “doghole” coastal lumber schooners, it 
was larger than many lumber schooners: the 
Thayer was a three-masted schooner, with a 
length of 156’, beam of 36’, 11’8” depth of hold, 
and gross tonnage of 452.19 The C. A. Thayer was 
designed to carry 575,000 board feet of lumber, 
with about half in the hold and half on deck, and 
was outfitted with “all the latest marine 
appliances,” including a steam powered “donkey” 
hoist supplied by Humboldt Iron Works.20  

Although the vessel was constructed for the 
coastal lumber trade, its maiden voyage was to the 
Fiji Islands with a near-capacity load of 560,000 
feet of pine lumber.21 Once this voyage was 
complete, the Thayer began her career at her 
intended purpose, carrying lumber for the E. K. 
Wood Lumber Company. 

SCHOONER C. A. THAYER 

E. K. Wood Lumber Company Era (1895-1912) 

The E. K. Wood Lumber Company was founded in 
San Francisco in 1895, and commissioned the 
construction of its first lumber schooner the C. A. 
Thayer that same year.22 The ship was named after 
Clarence A. Thayer, secretary of the company, 
although he owned no direct share in the ship. As 

18 Clements, 3. 
19 National Park Service (1979), 3. 
20 Clements, 3. 
21 Clements, 3. 
22 Clements, 5. 



Historical Background 
 
 

Architectural Resources Group | Schooner C. A. Thayer HSR               13 

was common practice of the era, ship ownership 
was split multiple ways – fourteen ways in the case 
of the Thayer – with the builder, the captain, the 
operator, and other interested parties and 
investors all sharing ownership and profits. H. D. 
Bendixsen owned a quarter share of the Thayer, 
much larger than typical for a builder, while the E. 
K. Wood Lumber Co. owned only a 1/16 interest, 
although they had commissioned its construction 
and served as managing owner, and as such were 
responsible for the regular operation of the vessel 
and the distribution of all profits to other 
shareholders.23  

 
Figure 3. C. A. Thayer docked at the E. K. Wood Lumber Co. 
yard at what is now Mission Creek Channel, c. 1900. Source: 
San Francisco Maritime Museum.  

The E. K. Wood Lumber Company was established 
by Edwin Kleiber Wood in 1895 as manufacturers 
and dealers of pine and spruce lumber.24 Wood 
was born in New York in 1840 to American-born 
parents of British ancestry.25 After working for 
some years in the lumber trade in Michigan, he 

 

 

23 Clements, 5. 
24 Clements, 5; Crocker-Langley San Francisco City 
Directory, 1896.  
25 1910 United States Federal Census for Edwin K. 
Wood.  
26 “Lumber King is Dead After a Year’s Illness,” San 
Francisco Chronicle, July 31, 1917. 
27 Crocker-Langley San Francisco City Directory, 1896. 

relocated to San Francisco and established the E. 
K. Wood Lumber Co.26 In 1896, the company’s 
office was at 132 Market Street and their lumber 
yard was located on Channel Street, on the south 
side of what is now Mission Creek Channel near 
Fifth Street (Figure 3).27  

The E. K. Wood Lumber Co. grew quickly and by 
1900 at least six additional ships were registered 
to its name.28 At the time of E. K. Wood’s death in 
1917, the company was described as one of the 
largest lumber companies in the world, with 
timber interests in Washington and Oregon; 
lumber plants in Bellingham, Washington, and San 
Rafael, Oakland, and San Pedro, California; and a 
fleet of 12 steam schooners operating in the West 
Coast lumber trade.29 

For the first six years of her service, the Thayer was 
captained by C. W. Lilleqvist, under whose 
command the ship earned a reputation as a 
“smart” sailing vessel capable of making fast 
passages. In 1901, Lilleqvist was promoted to 
captain the E. K. Wood Company’s new four-
masted ship, and Ole Monsen became the 
Thayer’s captain. From 1901 through 1912 the 
Thayer was captained by a series of men including 
Ole Monsen (1901-1904), Gus Peterson (1904-
1908), Ingman (first name unknown; 1908-1910), 
Oscar Jacobson (1911-1912), and Fred Scott 
(1912).30 During these years, the Thayer sailed 
regularly between E. K. Wood’s Hoquiam, 
Washington mill and their lumber yard in San 
Francisco, or further on to the company’s yard in 
San Pedro in Southern California (Figure 4). 
However, as steam schooners began to replace 
sail-powered schooners along coastal routes, some 

28 Clements, 5. 
29 “Lumber King is Dead After a Year’s Illness,” San 
Francisco Chronicle, July 31, 1917. 
30 Captain information copied from the records of the 
Marine Exchange, Pier 45-D, San Francisco, by John H. 
Plimpton, May 1963. Republished in “Notes on the C. A. 
Thayer,” compiled by Ted Miles and Karl Kortum, 1988. 
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sail-powered schooners, if they were large enough 
to make such an endeavor profitable, began to 
make longer cross-sea journeys that were not 
practical for their steam-powered replacements. 
Thus, after the turn of the twentieth century, the 
Thayer made several long, lumber-hauling 
journeys to Honolulu; Guaymas, Mexico; and 
Levuka, Fiji.31 

 
Figure 4. C. A. Thayer loaded with lumber at the E. K. Wood 
Lumber Co. mill in Hoquiam, preparing to embark for Honolulu, 
1912. Source: San Francisco Maritime Museum. 

The Thayer made approximately 60 journeys in the 
17 years it was operated by the E. K. Wood 
Company.32 The Thayer’s last journey for the 
company began on January 5, 1912 when the ship 
embarked from Grays Harbor, Washington en 
route to San Francisco, with Captain Fred Scott, his 
wife, and a crew of seven men aboard.33 Two days 
later, under heavy weather, the vessel began to 
experience threatening leakage. 

 

 

31 Clements, 11. 
32 Arrival and departure information copied from the 
records of the Marine Exchange, Pier 45-D, San 
Francisco, by John H. Plimpton, May 1963. Republished 
in “Notes on the C. A. Thayer,” compiled by Ted Miles 
and Karl Kortum, 1988.  
33 National Park Service (1979), 5. 
34 Clements, 16. 

The crew used hand pumps after the steam pump 
threated to consume all of the ship’s fresh water 
supplies. The hand pumps soon broke down as 
well, and the Thayer was in sinking condition 
twenty miles off the Humboldt Bar when she was 
sighted by the crew of the coast steamer President 
on the night of January 13.34 On the morning of 
January 14, the fully waterlogged Thayer was 
taken under tow by the steam schooner J. B. 
Stetson, and together these ships, and 
importantly, their cargo, arrived safely in San 
Francisco Bay on January 16, 1912.35 After 
unloading, the Thayer was moved to drydock in 
Alameda with a $9,000 claim against her by the 
owners of the J. B. Stetson. The E. K. Wood Lumber 
Company made no move to rehabilitate the vessel 
and instead sold her to Peter M. Nelson in 1912.36 

Salmon Saltery Era (1912-1924) 

In 1902, Peter M. Nelson established a salmon 
saltery on the Igushik River, at Bristol Bay north of 
the Alaskan Peninsula. By 1912 he was sufficiently 
successful that he constructed a second saltery on 
the Igushik River, and purchased and repaired the 
C. A. Thayer, for a price around $10,000 (Figure 
5).37 The following year, he built a third operation 
at Squaw Creek, nearby his other two salteries, on 
the estuary of the Kvichak River at Bristol Bay. 

Salmon salting was a relatively minor industry in 
Alaska and could be undertaken with a small 
outlay of capital.38 In April, prior to the start of the 
short fishing season, Nelson used the Thayer to 
ship supplies from the south, including salt, fishing 
equipment, hoops to bind barrels, and a small 
crew of men to operate the saltery, along with all 

35 Clements, 16 
36 National Park Service (1979), 5. 
37 Clements, 16. 
38 Pat Roppel, “Salting Salmon in Taku Inlet,” Alaska 
Historical Society Blog, published January 26, 2013, at 
https://alaskahistoricalsociety.org/tag/saltery/, 
accessed  September 25, 2020. 

https://alaskahistoricalsociety.org/tag/saltery/
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of the personal supplies and materials needed for 
operating the salteries. The hold of the Thayer was 
modified with the installation of a temporary 
platform in the fore part of the hold (fisherman’s 
forecastle) with approximately 30 bunks for 
fishermen and other saltery workers.39 These 
bunks were dismantled once the ship arrived in 
Alaska and the wood put to other uses for the 
course of the summer. 

 
Figure 5. C. A. Thayer under sail during first voyage to Bristol 
Bay, Alaska, 1912. Source: San Francisco Maritime Museum. 

Peter M. Nelson was born on Öland Island, off the 
east coast of Sweden, and he recruited his crew 
largely from a saloon in San Francisco called the 
Öland King Bar, where other Öland Islanders 
gathered.40 Once in Alaska, a cooper with a 
handful of tools would fell several trees and 
assemble the needed barrels. Fishermen used 
skiffs and seine nets to harvest sockeye salmon, in 
or close to the mouth of a known fish stream or 
river. The harvest was processed by the “dressing 
gang” in rough wooden sheds, then moved to 
deep wooden vats where it was packed and salted. 
At the end of the season the salted salmon were 
packed into 200-pound capacity barrels for 
shipping.41  

During these summer months, the Thayer sat 
anchored on the Kvichak River. In September, at 
the close of the season, the Thayer was loaded 
with barrels full of salted salmon, supplies, and the 

 

 

39 Clements, 20. 
40 Clements, 18. 

crewmen for the return voyage to San Francisco, 
where the salted salmon was sold at southern 
markets and beyond. The Thayer spent winters 
laid up in Oakland Creek (now Oakland Estuary) 
where she was repaired and refitted in 
preparation for the next year’s voyage.  

In the early decades of the twentieth century, 
several factors made sail-powered lumber 
schooners, which were largely outmoded by that 
time in the industry for which they were built, 
ideal for use in the Alaskan fishing industry. 
Nelson’s saltery, like all other Alaskan 
undertakings, was thousands of miles from any 
developed city or port. Supplies and skilled 
laborers needed to be imported every spring and 
exported every fall, and the journey usually took 
about a month. Sailing ships had the physical 
capacity for this task, and, because these voyages 
embarked well before the beginning of the season 
and there was no economic necessity for their 
speedy return in the fall, they were not penalized 
for slow speed, especially when these ships could 
be purchased for cheap. Additionally, while 
fishermen were paid in part with a flat monthly 
rate, the majority of their pay was based on their 
summer catch, so an extra month of sailing at the 
end of each season cost the owners very little. For 
these reasons, many old sailing ships found second 
lives in the Alaskan fishing industries after 
steamships drove them out of other industries. 

The Thayer returned to its historic use as a lumber 
schooner during World War I, when Peter M. 
Nelson capitalized on high freight rates that arose 
from the overall shortage of shipping vessels 
during the War. During the winter season of 1915-
1916, and the three following winters, the Thayer 
sailed in October for Australia, twice with 
Northwest fir in her hold and twice with 
Mendocino redwood. Returning in March she 
brought coal from Newcastle or copra (dried 
coconut for making coconut oil) and hardwood 

41 Clements, 20. 
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from Sydney.42 After the 1918-1919 winter season 
voyage, the Thayer never again carried the cargo 
for which she was constructed. 

Salted salmon experienced a brief surge in 
demand during the Emergency Relief Period 
directly after World War I, but by the by the 1920s, 
the industry was in steep decline and Peter M. 
Nelson was considering retirement.43 On February 
7, 1925, Nelson sold his complete operation, 
including the salteries, fishing boats, and the C. A. 
Thayer, to the A. & P. Products Corporation, who 
opened a large fish cannery at the site of Nelson’s 
Squaw Creek saltery.44  

Pacific Coast Codfish Co. Era (1924-1941; 1946-1954) 

A. & P. Products Co. appears to have had no use 
for an aging sail-powered schooner and sold the 
Thayer to John E. Shields before the start of the 
1925 fishing season for the price of $1.60.45 
Captain John E. Shields was part-owner, manager, 
and salesman for the Pacific Coast Codfish 
Company, based in Poulsbo, Washington. Under 
its new owner, the vessel left San Francisco Bay in 
March 1925 with a hold full of salt, headed at a 
rapid clip to Seattle to take on crew and 
equipment in time for an April sailing to the Bering 
Sea (Figure 6).46 

The endeavor of codfishing on the Bering Sea 
came with specific logistical requirements which 
older, three-masted lumber schooners such as the 
Thayer were uniquely qualified to meet. The great 
distance of the fishing grounds from any port 
required the use of large vessels, capable of 
staying out at sea a long time – sometimes up to 
six months – and carrying a large cargo. Because 
there was not a daily rush to return to market, 
speed counted for nothing, enabling the Thayer 
and many of the remaining similar outmoded 
lumber schooners of her era to remain relevant as 

 

 

42 National Park Service (1979), 3. 
43 Clements, 25. 
44 National Park Service (1979), 3. 

cheap and “adequate” transportation for the 
codfishing industry. 

 
Figure 6. Men securing codfishing dories aboard the C. A. 
Thayer, undated photograph, c. 1930s. Source: San Francisco 
National Maritime Park Digital Archive. 

John Grotle captained the Thayer during these 
years and remained in command of the vessel for 
seven seasons. At the close of Grotle’s seventh 
season, in the spring of 1931, the Thayer returned 
to Poulsbo with 302,000 fish in her hold, the 
largest catch ever recorded by an American 
schooner from the Bering Sea at that time.47 

However, after 1931, declining prices for salt cod 
motivated the Pacific Coast Codfish Company to 
idle the Thayer in the fresh water of Lake Union 
(Seattle) where she stayed for the remainder of 
the decade. After several years spent during World 
War II as a U. S. Army transport barge (described 
further below), the Thayer again sailed for the 
Bering Sea in 1946, where she completed a total of 

45 National Park Service (1979), 4; Clements, 25. 
46 Clements, 25. 
47 Clements, 26. 
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five more seasonal voyages for the codfish 
industry.48 

While some of the modifications made by the 
Army improved the vessel for its last voyages, 
Shields needed to reverse other changes. He 
replaced the removed masts with masts from 
another Codfish Company vessel, the Sophie 
Christenson, and also installed that ship’s bowsprit. 
It was in this condition that the Thayer worked its 
last seasons in the codfishing industry. 

 In 1950, her last season at sea, the Thayer was the 
last operating commercial schooner on the Pacific 
Coast, a unique anachronism from an era when 
sail dominated the seas. John E. Shields laid the 
Thayer up in Lake Union, Seattle where she 
remained until 1954. 

Wartime Service Era (1941-1946) 

The U. S. Army bought the C. A. Thayer from the 
Pacific Coast Codfish Company in 1941 for use as 
an ammunition transport barge during World War 
II in British Columbian and Alaskan waters. In 
addition to expensive repairs and reinforcements 
to the stern, Army engineers made major 
modifications to the vessel including cutting out 
the three masts and enlarging the hatches. After 
four seasons of use, the Army sold the vessel back 
to Captain Shields of the Pacific Coast Codfish 
Company.  

Roadside Attraction Era (1954-1957) 

In October of 1954 John E. Shields sold the C. A. 
Thayer to Charles McNeal of North Lilliwaup, on 
the Hood Canal in Washington.49 McNeal prepared 
the vessel for use as a tourist attraction by digging 
out a berth at his waterfront lagoon, where the 
Thayer would float at high tide and sit on the 
gravel bottom at low tide. He also removed the 
existing ladder down to the codfishing-era 

 

 

48 Tri-Coastal Marine, Inc., Schooner C. A. Thayer 
Historic Structure Report 1991 Draft, Prepared for the 
San Francisco Maritime National Historical Park, 1991, 
17. 

fisherman’s forecastle and installed a new 
ladder.50 McNeal opened the ship to the public 
around 1955 and advertised the attraction as the 
pirate ship Black Shield.51 The vessel served in this 
role for two years.  

 
Figure 7. C. A. Thayer operating as a tourist attraction in the 
Hood Canal, undated, c. 1955. Source: San Francisco National 
Maritime Park Digital Archive. 

California State Ownership Era (1957-1977) 

In the early 1940s, mariner and sailing ship 
enthusiast Karl Kortum began to muster public 
support for the establishment of a museum in San 
Francisco dedicated to the maritime history of the 
Pacific. After almost ten years of planning, the San 
Francisco Maritime Museum opened to the public 
in 1951. In 1955 the museum secured $200,000 in 
state funding to purchase several historic 
vessels.52 Only two three-masted coastal lumber 
schooners survived on the West Coast at this time, 
down from what had been an active fleet of well 
over a hundred around the turn of the twentieth 

49 Clements, 31.  
50 Clements, 32.  
51 Clements, 32. 
52 National Park Service (1979), 5. 
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century.53 The Thayer was the only remaining 
example of this type that could be purchased for a 
reasonable price, and the California State 
Department of Natural Resources, Division of 
Beaches and Parks approached Charles McNeal in 
1955 with an offer. After more than a year of 
negotiation, the sale was completed in June 1957, 
and McNeal was paid $25,450 for the ship.54  

The Thayer was in poor condition at purchase and 
was towed to Lake Union Drydock in February 
1957 for extensive repairs with the goal of sailing 
to her new home in San Francisco Bay. After 
repairs and rerigging, the Thayer embarked from 
Puget Sound for San Francisco in September 1957; 
after two weeks of inclement weather, a Coast 
Guard Cutter took the ship in tow and the Thayer 
arrived in San Francisco in October 1957.55  

After additional seasons of haul-out and repair the 
Thayer was opened to the public at the San 
Francisco Maritime State Historic Park at Hyde 
Street Pier on October 2, 1963. The objective of 
the exhibition at the time was to tell the story of all 
three of the vessels’ careers and the restoration 
goal was to return the ship to a representative of 
her type rather than attempt an exact 
reproduction of her original form.56 The 
interpretive captions and labels placed on the ship 
were developed by the staff of the San Francisco 
Maritime Museum.57 The C. A. Thayer was 
designated a National Historic Landmark on 
November 13, 1966 (Figure 8). 

A maintenance cycle of haul-outs and repair was 
developed and varyingly achieved in the following 
decade, as funding remained short and the need 
and cost of repair remained high.  

 

 

53 National Park Service (1979), 5.  
54 Clements, 32.  
55 Clements, 32. 
56 Clements, 33.  
57 Tri-Coastal Marine, Inc., 22.  
58 National Park Service (1979), 8. 

 
Figure 8. C. A. Thayer at the San Francisco Maritime State 
Historical Park at Hyde Street Pier, 1965. Source: National 
Register Nomination, 1966.  

National Park Service Ownership Era (1977-present) 

In 1977 the San Francisco Maritime State Historic 
Park and its ships were transferred to the National 
Park Service as part of the newly-established 
Golden Gate National Recreation Area.58 Staff of 
the National Park Service prepared a National 
Register of Historic Places Nomination Form for 
the vessel in 1978 and the C. A. Thayer was listed 
on the National Register on September 20, 1979.59 
Under operation by the National Park Service, the 
C. A. Thayer was visited by an average of 200,000 
persons a year, including school children taking 
part in overnight programs run by the National 
Park Service’s non-profit partner the San Francisco 
Maritime National Park Association (formerly the 
National Maritime Museum Association).60 The 
San Francisco Maritime National Historical Park 
and its historic vessels became a separate 
administrative unit of the National Park Service in 
June of 1988.61 

59 National Park Service (1979), 1. 
60 Harrison, 4. 
61 Michael R. Harrison, “NHL Schooner C. A. Thayer 
Historic Structure Report – Part III,” Prepared for San 
Francisco Maritime National Historical Park, February 
2020, 3. 
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Figure 9. C. A. Thayer returning to San Francisco under tow 
following haul-out and repair at a local shipyard, 1988. Source: 
San Francisco Maritime Museum. 

Through the 1970s and 1980s the Thayer 
underwent semi-regular haul-outs for both routine 
and emergency repair, maintenance, and 
restoration (Figure 9). Seven surveys and 
preservation assessments over the course of this 
period documented progressive and increasing 
deterioration of the Thayer’s hull, with rot, 
damage from marine borers, and hog in the keel 
reported as the vessels’ leading challenges.62  

In response to these dire reports, the Park Service 
solicited several professional assessments and 
convened internal committees to discuss an 
appropriate preservation approach. The primary 
subject under consideration was whether 
removing and replacing remaining historic material 
would constitute an irreparable loss of integrity for 
the historic resource. While some parties 
advocated for the maximum preservation of 
historic material, the consensus opinion coalesced 
around the idea that ships in their active lives were 
subject to ongoing repair, and thus the 
preservation of a historic vessel should allow for 
the ongoing replacement of historic materials with 
in-kind replacement without suffering a loss of 

 

 

62 Harrison, 5. 
63 Harrison, 5. 
64 Harrison, 4. 

integrity.63 These findings were restated in a 1999 
planning document issued by the National Park 
Service in 1999, and further advanced in a 2002 
environmental assessment document issued by 
the National Park Service for the rehabilitation of 
the Thayer.64 

The hull of the C. A. Thayer was restored in a multi-
year effort from 2003 through 2007. Park historian 
Stephen Canright described the work as “easily the 
largest wooden merchant shipbuilding project 
completed in the United States since the 1920s.”65 
The team assembled to conduct the work included 
staff of the San Francisco Maritime National 
Historical Park; naval architecture firm Designers 
and Planners, Inc.; shipbuilder Allen Rawl; Defense 
Logistics Agency to acquire needed wood; and Bay 
Ship and Yacht Company of Alameda as the 
contractor.66  

The effort to source timber of the right size and 
quality for restoration of the Thayer had begun in 
1991 when the first broad restoration plan was 
formulated.67 To achieve historical and structural 
integrity, timber was needed of sizes and quality 
not commonly available in the market. Sourcing 
from the Forest Service was curtailed by 
injunctions resulting from threatened and 
endangered species litigation, and only one private 
mill on the West Coast would even provide cost 
estimates for timbers longer than 60 feet in length. 
A small portion of new wood was provided by 
Sylvan Forest Products, although portions of the 
original order were rejected due to quality. The 
timber for the project was eventually sourced 
through an interagency acquisition agreement 
with the Defense Logistics Agency in December 
2001, which sourced the 431,258 board feet of 

65 Harrison, 8.  
66 Harrison, 8.  
67 Harrison, 13. 
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lumber, in dozens of atypical sizes, needed for the 
Thayer reconstruction.68 

The rehabilitation corrected a variety of significant 
long-standing structural problems with the Thayer, 
including extensive pervasive wood rot, hog in the 
keel, deterioration of steel fastenings, structural 
weakness in the stern, incorrect shape of the 
transom and stern overhang, unoriginal deck hatch 
openings, inconsistent deck camber, and a large 
missing portion of the vessel’s wormshoe.69 The 
project sought to employ techniques and materials 
that reflected the Thayer’s original construction. 
These included replacing deteriorated Douglas fir 
components with new Douglas fir, in the same 
lengths as originally used when possible; retaining 
structurally sound material in the keel, lower 
frames, and hull bottom planking; fastening 
planking with trunnels rather than metal fasteners; 
shaping replacement frames to duplicate 
deteriorated frames and fitting to their specific 
locations within the hull;  replacing thick ceiling 
planking in kind with 80-foot lengths of 8-inch fir; 
constructing thick ceiling planking at the bow and 
stern using a double layer of 4-inch planks to 
match original construction; and caulking in the 
traditional manner with cotton, oakum, and tar 
under the guidance of master caulkers.70 
Departures were made from original techniques in 
the use of modern fungicide and wood 
preservatives, and in the use of modern finishes on 
painted surfaces, which offer superior protection. 

In addition to structural restoration, some features 
of the Thayer were changed in an effort to 
generally return the vessel to its original 1895 
construction. These changes included returning 
the main and forward hatches to their original size; 
redesigning the forward deckhouse to reflect its 
original size and layout (not completed during this 

 

 

68 Harrison, 13-15.  
69 Harrison, 9.  
70 Harrison, 9. 
71 Harrison, 10.  
72 Harrison 11.  

period of restoration); eliminating the fish handling 
ports at the midship port and starboard bulwarks; 
eliminating the square scupper above waterway to 
port and reconfiguring the scuppers to pass 
through the waterway timbers as originally 
designed; removing the fisherman’s forecastle and 
placing its components in storage, removing the 
false sole in hold; and eliminating hawse pipes that 
had been installed through the poop deck bulwark 
in order to moor the vessel at Hyde Street Pier.71 
The majority of the vessel’s equipment and 
fittings, such as steering gear, hold ladders, 
anchors, catheads, and others, were retained over 
the course of restoration.72  

Funding for the Thayer reconstruction came 
largely from federal line-item appropriations 
between 2002 and 2005; additional funding came 
from the Regional Cultural Resources program and 
the annual budget of the San Francisco Maritime 
National Historical Park.73 The Thayer returned to 
Hyde Street Pier in April 2007.74 

In 2009, the Wawona, which was the only other 
surviving West Coast lumber schooner, was 
dismantled by its owner, the nonprofit educational 
organization Northwest Seaport, and in 2011 San 
Francisco Maritime National Historical Park 
acquired some components of that ship to replace 
missing and damaged components of the Thayer.75 
Park Historic Ship Rigging Supervisor Courtney 
Andersen described the decision as such: “We feel 
it is to the best practices and standards for 
historical vessel restoration to use items of a 
similar age and origin in replacement parts, rather 
than fabricating new pieces or using parts that 
came from later, dissimilar vessels. It would bring 
the Thayer as close as possible to her original 
condition…”76 

73 Harrison, 12.  
74 Harrison, 21. 
75 Harrison, 22.  
76 Harrison, 23. 
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In 2012, an additional scope of hull restoration 
work was completed at Bay Ship and Yacht 
Company in Alameda. In 2014, park staff 
completed a project scope and technical 
specifications for a multiyear project to rerig the 
Thayer to reflect its historic rig design.77 Plans 
were developed based on historic photographs, 
documents, and drawings in the collection of the 
San Francisco Maritime National Historical Park; 
construction contracts for similar lumber 
schooners; construction drawings from other 
Bendixsen-built schooners; and historic metal and 
wood fittings from other rigs in the park’s 
collection, including items collected from the 
Wawona. The first and larger phase of rerigging 
was completed at Bay Ship and Yacht in Alameda 
between 2015 and 2017 and cost close to $2.3 
million. Work included fabricating and installing 
spars, laminated spar masts, and associated iron 
work, among other tasks. Between 2017 and 2019, 
additional rigging, sparring, and treating work was 
completed by park shipkeeping staff at Hyde 
Street Pier.78  

Restoration work at the afterhouse started shortly 
after 2007 and has continued intermittently to the 
present day. Under the supervision of a series of 
shipwrights including Phil Erwin, Jeff Morris, 
Thomas McKervey, and Josh Brown, afterhouse 
restoration work has included documentation of 
exterior sheathing to allow patterning of the 
perimeter logs; removal of exterior sheathing; 
replacement of all perimeter logs; scarph jointed 
repairs to the ends of the deck beams; 
replacement of the afterhouse decking; and 
installation of new sheathing. Windows, slides, and 
shutters have been restored or replicated as 
necessary, the interior is undergoing restoration, 
and the original historic panels are being 
reinstalled.79  

In 2020-2021, the Thayer underwent a period of 
haul-out wherein a significant number of 

 

 

77 Harrison, 24.  
78 Harrison, 27-28. 

outstanding restoration details were addressed. 
Among the most significant components of this 
phase of work was the restoration of the forward 
deckhouse. The substantial portion of the 
deckhouse that was constructed in the 1940s was 
removed in 2003 with only the front six feet 
believed to be original and retained. Restoration 
plans reconstructed the original footprint and 
planned future work will configure the interior 
layout to reflect what is believed to be a 
historically accurate arrangement, with four 
compartments including a forecastle with six 
berths forward, a galley and cooks’ room in the 
middle, and a donkey engine room aft. The 
retained historic portion of the deckhouse was 
used as a source of information from which 
construction and cladding details were 
extrapolated and reproduced. 

With the completion of this scope of work the 
effort to thoroughly restore the structural and 
historic integrity of Thayer, begun in the early 
1990s, is complete. The vessel retains and conveys 
its historic appearance as it was constructed in 
1895 as a West Coast lumber schooner and can 
continue its museum and interpretive role into the 
future.  

 

  

79 Harrison, 28-29. 
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DEVELOPMENT CHRONOLOGY 

This chronology presents information from a variety of existing sources, including the National Register 
nomination for the C. A. Thayer, completed by historians of the National Park Service in 1979; the Historic 
American Engineering Record (HAER) report for Schooner C. A. Thayer, completed by historian Eric Lloyd 
Clements in 1988; a draft Historic Structure Report for Schooner C. A. Thayer completed by Tri-Coastal 
Marine, Inc. in 1991; and Part III of a Historic Structure Report completed by Michael R. Harrison in 2020. 
These existing sources include architectural drawings, historical photographs, maintenance and repair 
reports, and related correspondence. Archival research conducted by ARG in 2020 and 2021 supplements 
the existing material.  

 
1848 Gold is discovered at Sutter’s Mill in the foothills of the Sierra Nevada Mountains, which 

initiates a massive population influx in the Bay Area of California and a coincident need 
for constant and abundant lumber.  
 

c. 1868 Danish-born shipbuilder Hans Ditlev Bendixsen establishes shipbuilding yard in Eureka, 
California, on the east side of Humboldt Bay. 
 

1869-1900 H. D. Bendixsen constructs over 100 ships and is regarded as the most prolific of the 
many shipbuilders on Humboldt Bay. 
 

1875 H. D. Bendixsen moves his shipbuilding yard to Fairhaven on the west side of Humboldt 
Bay, which within a few years covers 14 acres including shops, sawmills, and housing for 
150 workers.  
 

1895 E. K. Wood Lumber Company forms, with mills located in Hoquiam, Washington and 
lumber yard and sales offices in San Francisco. 
 

July 8, 1895 C. A. Thayer launched from the Fairhaven shipyard of H. D. Bendixsen under command 
of Captain C. W. Lilliquist. Ownership team includes 19 persons and entities, with ¼ 
share retained by the builder, and E. K. Wood Lumber Company serving as the managing 
owner. The ship was named for E.K. Wood Company secretary Clarence A. Thayer. 
Though constructed for the Pacific Coast lumber trade, the vessel’s first voyage was to 
Fiji with a load of fir wood. 
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1895-1912 C. A. Thayer works as a lumber carrier for managing owner E. K. Wood Lumber 
Company, transporting lumber between the company’s mill in Hoquiam, Washington 
and its yard in San Francisco, as well as other West Coast ports including San Diego and 
San Pedro (Los Angeles), and Hawaii, Fiji, and Mexico.  
 

1901 Ole Monson becomes captain of the Thayer after C. W. Lilliquist was promoted to 
captain of a new, larger ship operated by E. K. Wood Co.  
 

1901-1912 C. A. Thayer captained by a series of men including Ole Monsen (1901-1904), Gus 
Peterson (1904-1908), Ingman (first name unknown; 1908-1910), Oscar Jacobson (1911-
1912), and Fred Scott (1912). 
 

January 1912 On January 14, the C. A. Thayer radioed for assistance while leaking badly and in 
immediate danger of sinking about 20 miles off the Humboldt Bar. The Thayer was 
rescued by steamer J. B. Stetson and towed to San Francisco Bay. Owners of the Stetson 
filed a $9,000 salvage claim on the Thayer. E. K. Wood Co. opted not to pay this claim or 
complete necessary repairs to the Thayer, and instead laid the ship up in Oakland.  
 

Spring 1912 Peter M. Nelson, purchased C. A. Thayer from the E. K. Wood Co. for about $10,000, for 
use in his salmon saltery operations at Bristol Bay, Alaska. 
 

April 28, 1912 C. A. Thayer departs San Francisco Bay for first season of work in the salmon saltery 
business.  
 

1912-1924 C. A. Thayer works as a transport ship for Peter M. Nelson’s salmon saltery operations, 
departing San Francisco Bay in April loaded with supplies including salt, fishing 
equipment, hoops to bind barrels, and a small crew of men to operate the saltery, along 
with all of their personal supplies and the materials needed for operating the salteries; 
sitting anchored on the Kvichak River during summer months; returning to San Francisco 
Bay in September loaded with barrels full of salted salmon, supplies, and men; and 
repaired and refitted at a shipyard in Oakland Creek (now Oakland Estuary) during 
winter months, in preparation for the following season’s voyage. 
 

1915-1919 During these years, the C. A. Thayer made four off-season (October-March) voyages to 
Australia. Transport ships were in short supply during World War I and Peter M. Nelson 
capitalized on high freight rates shipping Redwood and pine lumber to Australia and 
returning with hardwood, copra (dried coconut used for making coconut oil), and coal.  
 

February 7, 
1925 

Peter M. Nelson sells all of his company holdings to A. & P. Products Corporation, 
including salteries, fishing boats, and the C. A. Thayer. 
 

February 1925 Captain John E. Shields, principal owner of Pacific Coast Codfish Company of Poulsbo, 
Washington, arranges to buy the C. A. Thayer while the vessel is in drydock in Oakland. 
Shields repaired and refitted the vessel for codfishing use and departed San Francisco 
Bay for Puget Sound, Washington in early March 1925. 
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April 13, 1925 A. & P. Products Corporation sells the C. A. Thayer to Captain John E. Shields for the sum 
of $1.60.  
 

April 26, 1925 C. A. Thayer departs Seattle, Washington for first season of codfishing in the Bering Sea.  
Upon return to port in September 1925 the Thayer held 256,160 fish, the largest catch 
of the Puget Sound codfishing fleet. 
 

1925-1931 C. A. Thayer works as a codfishing vessel for Pacific Coast Codfish Company, departing 
Puget Sound in the spring months, usually April, carrying fishermen, dories, and salt to 
the codfishing grounds of the Bering Sea, remaining at sea for six months before 
returning to the Puget Sound in the fall, usually September. All seven seasons were 
captained by John Grotle, and the average catch was 250,000 fish. 
 

September 
1931 

C. A. Thayer returned to Poulsbo, Washington with 302,000 fish in her hold, the largest 
catch ever recorded by an American schooner from the Bering Sea at that time. 
 

1931-1941 The Great Depression and reduced demand for salted cod compelled the Pacific Coast 
Codfish Company to reduce their active fleet, and the C. A. Thayer is laid up in the 
freshwater port of Lake Union, Seattle for ten years.  
 

1941 In the lead-up to World War II cargo vessels of all types came to be in great demand. 
The U. S. Army purchased the C. A. Thayer in 1941 to serve as an ammunition transport 
barge on British Columbian and southern Alaskan waters. The vessel was substantially 
altered in order to be used for this purpose including reinforcing the hull, removing the 
masts, and enlarging the hatches, among other changes. 
 

1941-1946 C. A. Thayer owned by the U. S. Army and used as an ammunition transport barge on 
British Columbian and southern Alaskan waters. During these years the vessel was 
identified as “Barge C. A. Thayer.” 
 

1943 Karl C. Kortum, mariner and sailing ship enthusiast, began to muster public support for 
the establishment of a museum in San Francisco dedicated to the maritime history of 
the Pacific. 
 

Spring 1946 John E. Shields purchases the C. A. Thayer from the U. S. Army for several thousand 
dollars and uses elements of other ships to make necessary changes in order to return 
the Thayer to sea again as a codfishing vessel.  
 

1946-1950 C. A. Thayer operates five more seasons as a codfishing vessel for Pacific Coast Codfish 
Company. 
 

1950 In her last season at sea, the C. A. Thayer was the last operating sail-powered 
commercial vessel on the Pacific Coast. 
 

1950-1954 John E. Shields keeps C. A. Thayer laid up in the freshwater port of Lake Union, Seattle. 
 

May 1951 San Francisco Maritime Museum opens to the public on May 27, 1951. 
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1977-present  C. A. Thayer is owned and overseen by the National Park Service. The vessel is visited by 
an average of 200,000 persons a year including school children taking part in overnight 
programs run by the National Park Service’s non-profit partner the San Francisco 
Maritime National Park Association. 
 

1977-1998 Ongoing semi-regular haul-outs for both routine and emergency repair, maintenance 
and restoration. Seven surveys and preservation assessments over the course of this 
period of time document progressive and increasing deterioration of the Thayer’s hull, 
with rot, damage from marine borers, and hog in the keel reported as the vessels’ 
leading challenges. 
 

September 
1979 

C. A. Thayer listed on the National Register of Historic Places Inventory on September 
20, 1979. 
 

1983 C. A. Thayer oversight transferred to Maritime Unit of the Golden Gate National 
Recreation Area. 
 

June 1988 San Francisco Maritime National Historical Park becomes a separate administrative unit 
of the National Park Service.  

1989-2002 Ongoing discussions of appropriate approach to preservation of the Thayer. A 1989 
preservation workshop advocated for maximum retention of existing historic material in 
order to protect the historic integrity of the resource. A 1991 conditions assessment 
considered four scenarios ranging from loss of the vessel to extensive restoration with 
in-kind replacement of deteriorated materials. A 1991 preservation committee meeting 
advanced the idea that ships in their active lives were subject to ongoing repair, and that 
ongoing restoration of the Thayer could therefore replace historic materials in-kind 
without suffering a loss of integrity. These findings were restated in a planning 
document issued by the National Park Service in 1999, and further advanced in a 2002 
environmental assessment document issued by the National Park Service for the 
rehabilitation of the Thayer.  
 

2003-2007 C. A. Thayer hull restored in a multi-year effort.  
 

2008 Rehabilitation work on the structural elements of afterhouse is begun, necessitating 
documentation and removal of afterhouse exterior.  
 

2011 San Francisco Maritime National Historical Park acquired components of the Wawona, 
the only other surviving West Coast lumber schooner, which was dismantled by its 
owners in 2009.  
 

2012 Additional hull restoration work completed. 
 

2014 Skylight atop the afterhouse was restored.  
 

2015-2019 C. A. Thayer rigging restored in a multi-year effort. 
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2019 Additional restoration work began to complete the afterhouse. 
 

2020-present Cyclical hull maintenance and continued restoration of the Thayer, including redesign 
and construction of the foreword deckhouse.  
 

  
 

CHRONOLOGY OF PHYSICAL CONSTRUCTION 

This table lists substantial changes to the physical material of the C. A. Thayer. 

July 8, 1895 C. A. Thayer launched from the Fairhaven shipyard of H. D. Bendixsen. 
 

c. 1903 Original donkey engine, installed at construction and provided by Humboldt Iron Works, 
removed by this year.  
 

November 
1903 

Under command of Captain Ole Monsen, C. A. Thayer went ashore on the North Spit of 
Grays Harbor, Washington, on November 8, 1903, and was refloated on December 2, 1903 
with damage limited to loss of rudder, rudderpost, and both anchors.  
 
A photograph taken at the time of the vessel’s stranding show details of what is presumed 
to be her original configuration. She is seen as a three-mast schooner with masts of equal 
height. Above the upper mast bands, to which triatic stays are fixed, “pole” topmasts taper 
to a round truck onto which small topsails are bent with hoops. Her masts are not cut 
square at the cap, indicating she was not designed to carry topmasts. She is rigged with 
deadeyes and lanyards on the standing rigging. She has a spike bowsprit. Also visible are 
raised pinrails on the shrouds, a modification demanded by the practice of carrying great 
deckloads of lumber. For the same reason, the deck lacked permanent obstructions such as 
foot blocks, bitts, deck pumps, etc. 
 

1904 Thayer is reported to have lost her jib and main sail in a gale, likely not an uncommon 
occurrence based on sailor’s journals and later photographs showing similar damage. 
 

1912 On January 14, 1912, the C. A. Thayer radioed for assistance while leaking badly and in 
immediate danger of sinking about 20 miles off the Humboldt Bar, the first time the 
presence of a radio is noted on the ship. The Thayer was leaking badly despite continual 
pumping: the donkey engine had been reinstalled but was not usable due to limited fresh 
water, and hand pumps had clogged. The ship was at sea in this condition for 11 days when 
she was rescued by steamer J. B. Stetson and towed to San Francisco Bay.  
 
Owners of the Stetson filed a $9,000 salvage claim on the Thayer. E. K. Wood Co. opted not 
to pay this claim or complete necessary repairs to the Thayer, and instead laid the ship up in 
Oakland. 
 

1912 Peter M. Nelson, purchased C. A. Thayer from the E. K. Wood Co. for about $10,000, for use 
in his salmon saltery operations at Bristol Bay, Alaska. The vessel undergoes few 
modifications for its new trade, and indeed remains able to transport lumber, as it returned 
to that task for several voyages during World War I.  
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SPECIFICATIONS 

Length 156’ 

Beam 36’ 8” 

Depth 11’ 6”  

Gross Tonnage 452 

Net Tonnage 3911 

 

GENERAL ARRANGEMENT 

The C. A. Thayer is a three-masted schooner with a 
single deck and an undivided hold. The vessel was 
constructed in 1895 for the E. K. Wood Lumber 
Company to transport lumber between their mill 
in Hoquiam, Washington and their San Francisco 
lumberyard. The ship later served the salmon and 
codfishing industries and briefly operated as a 
transport barge for the U. S. Army and as a “pirate 
ship” at a roadside tourist attraction. Since 1963 
the Thayer has been exhibited to the public at 
Hyde Street Pier in San Francisco, owned and 
managed first by the State of California, and, after 
1977, the National Park Service. The C. A. Thayer 
underwent a variety of alterations in her first 100 
years in service; since the mid-1990s an extensive 
restoration program has largely returned the 
vessel to her original arrangement and 
appearance. Three major phases of restoration 
work include hull restoration in 2003-2007, rig 
restoration in 2015-2019, and deckhouse and 
additional remaining restoration tasks in 2019-
2020. The following physical description presents 
the present general arrangement of the C. A. 
Thayer’s material features, with information about 
prior alterations and restoration of features where 
applicable. 

 
1 National Park Service, np.  

The deck of the Thayer was originally designed to 
hold nearly half of the ship’s 740-ton cargo 
capacity and is largely uninterrupted. All decking 
was historically Douglas fir and has been replaced 
in kind with new Douglas fir, matching where 
possible the lengths originally used, and caulked 
with cotton, oakum and tar using historically 
accurate working techniques. The entire deck from 
the bow to the forward face of the aft cabin is 
enclosed by heavy bulwarks which have also been 
replaced in kind.  

At the bow, a forecastle head deck includes a 
capstan, two catheads, a staysail boom tabernacle, 
sampson post, two bitts, and several cleats. The 
area of the main deck below the forecastle head 
deck shelters the anchor windlass, the base of the 
bowsprit, openings for the anchor chain, and 
several bitts and cleats.  

Directly aft of the forecastle head deck at the main 
deck is the forward deckhouse. The forward 
deckhouse was altered significantly in the 1940s, 
with its footprint expanded to the forecastle head 
deck, and the only remaining original material was 
at the forward-most six feet. The forward 
deckhouse is undergoing reconstruction in 2020-
2021 to reflect its approximated original footprint, 
configuration, and appearance. The reconstructed 
forward deckhouse has a rectangular footprint and 
is clad in horizontal tongue and groove wood 
siding and capped with a generally flat deck. There 
are several small ports (window openings) at the 
port and starboard facades and doors at the fore 
and aft facades. The forward deckhouse will be 
partitioned into four compartments including a 
forecastle with six berths forward; a galley and 
cook’s room in the middle; and a donkey engine 
room aft. Construction details for the forward 
deckhouse’s structure and cladding are 
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extrapolated from the surviving original six-foot 
section, historic photos, and the original Bendixsen 
plans in the collection of other lumber schooners 
and The Historic American Merchant Marine 
Survey. New materials reflect historic materials in 
kind. A small hatch forward of the deckhouse has 
been decked over. The foremast is located within 
the forward compartment of the forward 
deckhouse. 

Aft of the forward deckhouse is the forward hatch. 
The original size of the forward hatch was 
expanded aftward by the width of two deck 
beams, likely in the 1940s when the ship was used 
as a transport barge. The forward hatch has been 
restored to its original size, now spanning four 
deck beams. It is currently covered by a wood 
enclosure that is open at its port side. A straight 
wooden stair with a metal handrail was installed in 
the 1960s for public visitation and allows passage 
from the main deck to the hold. The mainmast and 
associated cleats are located just aft of the 
forward hatch.  

Midway between the mainmast and the 
mizzenmast is the main hatch. Similar to the 
forward hatch, the main hatch was expanded 
aftward by the width of two deck beams, likely in 
the 1940s, and has been restored to its original 
size, now spanning four deck beams. It is currently 
covered by an open wood grate. The mizzenmast 
and associated cleats and ring bolts are located aft 
of the main hatch. 

The after cabin (or aft cabin or afterhouse) is 
located at the aft section of the main deck. The aft 
cabin has a generally square footprint that spans 
the majority of the width of the deck and is clad in 
horizontal tongue and groove wood cladding and 
capped with a generally flat deck with a centrally-
located rectangular monitor skylight composed of 
three-lite wood awning windows. The after cabin 
includes a double entry door and two windows 
with sliding wood shutters at its fore façade and 
three windows with sliding wood shutters at its 
port and starboard façades. A companionway at 
the aft façade connects the interior of the after 
cabin to the poop deck.   

The interior of the after cabin had been 
reconfigured several times over the course of the 
vessel’s history. As currently configured, the entry 
door is located slightly portside and accesses a 
corridor that extends straight through the after 
cabin to the companionway. Off the corridor to 
port are small rooms and bunks, including what 
was historically the bath/head, and to starboard 
are larger rooms and bunks that served as the 
saloon and captain’s quarters. Interior walls are 
painted vertical board and batten at the corridor 
and smaller rooms and paneled at the larger 
rooms; panels at larger rooms are redwood faux 
finished to look like hardwood and have scrolled 
wood ventilation panels at their upper perimeter. 
Raised thresholds are covered by metal sheathing 
ornamented by an embossed star. The interior of 
the after cabin is currently undergoing restoration 
and some rooms and spaces are in an unfinished 
condition.  

The poop deck begins at the forward bulkhead of 
the after cabin and continues to the perimeter of 
the stern. The poop deck is accessed by short 
straight stairs port and starboard of the after 
cabin, and by the companionway. The wheel, 
steering gear, and steering gear box are located at 
the center of the poop deck. The Thayer’s original 
steering wheel and gear were too deteriorated to 
restore to working condition. The wheel was 
replaced in 1957 with the wheel of the lumber 
schooner Azalea, and the gear was replaced in 
2012 by steering gear from the schooner Wawona. 
Additional features of the poop deck include a 
hatch to the lazarette, four bitts, and a cleat and 
sheet horse associated with the mizzenmast.  

The hold of the Thayer was originally designed to 
hold more than half of the ship’s 740-ton cargo 
capacity and is largely undivided. A chain locker at 
the foremost portion of the hold houses the 
anchor chains and may be used for incidental 
storage. A fisherman’s forecastle installed in the 
hold directly aft of the chain locker during the 
vessel’s salmon and codfishing era included 
approximately 24 berths, seats, storage, 
stanchions, and a stove; the fisherman’s forecastle 
was removed in the 2003-2007 period of 
reconstruction and placed into museum storage. A 
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false sole in the hold which was installed during 
the codfishing era has been removed and will not 
be reinstalled. 

In the aftmost portion of the stern of the hold, two 
lumber chutes flank the rudder trunk. The chutes 
are accessed via external ports at the transom and 
let onto a built knee to function as a breasthook 
towards the aft of the hold.  

The remainder of the hold is undivided space 
organized around the keelsons and stanchions at 
the centerline of the ship and the hanging knees 
that provide support at the junction of the deck 
beams and the hull. Of the ship’s 50 original knees, 
48 were repaired and reinstalled and two were 
shaped new. The thick (8”) ceiling (cladding 
material in the hold) was replaced in kind during 
the 2003-2007 period of reconstruction and 
fastened with a variety of steel fasteners. Trunnels 
fasten the planking.   

The hull of the C. A. Thayer was routinely repaired 
over the course of its lumber, salmon, and 
codfishing eras, but its appearance remained 
largely unaltered other than the installation of fish 
handling ports through the midship bulwarks. 
When acquired by the state of California, minor 
changes were made to the hull including 
installation of hawse pipes at the poop deck 
bulwark for mooring at Hyde Street Pier. During 
the first several decades of state and federal 
management, the hull was intermittently repaired 
but experienced progressive and increasing 
deterioration. As a result of the comprehensive 
restoration effort undertaken between 2003 and 
2007 using in-kind materials and historic working 
techniques, the hull is largely new construction but 
reflects the appearance of the ship at its original 
construction.  

The hull is carvel planked with scarf joints and 
trunnel fastenings. The keel, lower futtocks, and 
80- to 90-foot bottom planking are original, while 
upper futtocks and planking have been replaced 
in-kind. New futtocks were patterned and shaped 
directly from the hull to ensure accurate 
reproduction. New planking is four-inch-thick 
Douglas fir: although the layout and original 
fastening pattern of the planking was documented 

for recreation, the planking runs needed to be 
adjusted due to the widths of the replacement 
materials. Most replacement planks are 80-foot 
lengths that were steam-bent at the ends of the 
hull. Anchor lining planks are located at the 
bulwarks of the bow at both port and starboard. 
The bulwarks and the portion of the hull above the 
waterline are hand-painted black, while the 
portion of the hull below the waterline is hand-
painted red.  

The stern was significantly deteriorated, and all 
internal and external components have been 
replaced in kind, including the upper section of the 
stern post, rudder trunk, and internal members 
including the quarter knees and ceiling planking. 
The rudder is articulated and was fabricated and 
installed in 2012 to match the material and 
appearance of the historic rudder. The transom 
was altered in the 1940s and returned to its 
original appearance during restoration between 
2003 and 2007. The transom includes two 
rectangular lumber port doors and is engraved 
with the name of the ship and its home port to 
read, “C. A. Thayer San Francisco,” separated by a 
small engraved floral swag.  

The C. A. Thayer was rigged at construction as a 
three-masted, “bald-headed” (lacking topmasts) 
schooner. The rigging was altered many times over 
the course of the vessel’s historic working life, 
culminating in the removal of the masts, spars, and 
bowsprit when she was used as a transport barge 
during World War II. The Thayer was rerigged 
between 2015 and 2019 to specifications 
developed using historic photographs of the 
vessel, historic documents that described her 
rigging, and secondary sources including 
construction drawings of other Bendixen-built 
schooners and construction contracts from other 
lumber schooners.  

The three masts of the Thayer are 106 feet in 
height. All three masts are “built” (laminated) of 
Douglas fir. Sentinel Structures constructed the 
laminated beams, and Bay Ship and Yacht shaped 
the masts in 2016. The process of shaping included 
laying out the taper and sawing and planing the 
beam to eight sides, then 16 sides, then 32 sides, 
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then sanding smooth to result in a round spar. The 
spars (gaffs, booms, and bowsprit) were also 
fabricated and installed during this time. Masts 
and spars are tapered to match their historic 
dimensions and profile. Some components of the 
masts and rigging that were historically ironbark 
(hard wood) were replaced with different wood 
because iron bark was not available. Purple heart 
was used for the gaff and boom jaws and for parts 
of the trestle and trees.  Lignum vitae was used for 
the deadeayes, hearts, trucks, and parrel beads. 

Park staff completed rerigging while the Thayer 
was at Hyde Street Pier. The course of this work 
included rigging the gaffs and booms with peak 
halliards, throat halliards, and sheets; splicing the 
deadeyes to the shrouds on all three masts and 
serving the lower sections of the shrouds; rigging 
the headsails to the stays along with the required 
running rigging; applying slush and tar to all rigging 
as a preservative measure following historic 
practice; and fabricating and installing canvas 
mastboots to cover masts where they pass down 
through the deck. The staysail boom topping lift 
was also rerigged based on new analysis of historic 
photos in 2019. The gammoning knee, fiddlehead, 
and bowsprit are hand-painted black, with yellow 
paint at the decorative scrolled carving at the 
fiddlehead. 
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EVALUATION 

The historical significance of the C. A. Thayer was 
recognized in 1966 when the structure was listed 
as a National Historic Landmark and subsequently 
placed on the National Register of Historic Places. 
James P. Delgado and Gordon S. Chappell, 
historians of the National Park Service - Western 
Division, developed a thorough evaluation of the 
vessel’s historical significance in 1979 as part of an 
updated nomination to the National Register of 
Historic Places. The Thayer was found to be 
significant in the areas of industry and commerce.  
The statement of significance developed in the 
1979 National Register nomination reads: 

The C. A. Thayer is the last surviving 
example afloat of 122 sailing schooners 
especially designed for use in the 19th 
century Pacific Coast lumber trade. For 
many years the only practicable way to 
ship the lumber products of the northern 
California redwood forests was by sea, 
and most of the sawmills were built on or 
very near the coast. Fogs, strong winds, 
rocks, and powerful currents plagued the 
navigator, and most shipping points were 
mere “dog-holes,” slight indentations in a 
rocky coast, where ships had to anchor 
close to the shore and load by chutes, 
lighters, or cables. These conditions 
quickly gave rise to a fleet of small sailing 
schooners that did yeoman sailing service 
in the redwood lumber trade until 
gradually replaced by the steam schooner. 

 
1 National Park Service (1979), np. 
2 National Park Service, National Register Bulletin 20:  

Nomination Historic Vessels and Shipwrecks to the 

Typical of these Pacific Coast sail lumber 
schooners is the C. A. Thayer.1 

Contemporaneous analysis by National Park 
Service reviewer Joe Townsend also noted that, 
“At the time of construction, the Thayer 
represented a new standard in size and sailing 
design, which permitted her to make trips across 
the Pacific as well as along the mainland coast.”2 

The C. A. Thayer remains historically significant for 
the reasons developed in the 1979 National 
Register nomination; however, architecture should 
be added to its existing significance in the areas of 
industry and commerce. Using a contemporary 
rubric for the evaluation of historic significance 
established by the National Park Service in the 
1990s, the vessel is historically significant under 
National Register Criterion A (Event) because it is 
associated with events that have made a 
significant contribution to the broad patterns of 
our history, namely the transportation of lumber 
between the Northern California Coast and Pacific 
Northwest and the marketplace ports of San 
Francisco, Los Angeles, and beyond; and Criteria C 
(Design/Construction) because it embodies the 
distinctive characteristics of a type, namely the 
Pacific lumber schooner, and it represents the 
work of a master, namely shipbuilder Hans Ditlev 
Bendixsen. The period of significance is 1895-
1954, reflecting its year of construction through 
the end of its active sailing life, in its third career as 
a codfishing vessel. 

INTEGRITY 

National Register of Historic Places, Washington, DC, 
National Park Service, 1985, 8-9. 
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Integrity refers to the ability of a property to 
convey its historic significance, generally achieved 
by the retention of some or all of seven aspects 
including location, design, setting, materials, 
workmanship, feeling, and association.   

The C. A. Thayer retains integrity of location and 
setting because it remains berthed in the water, 
and is in San Francisco, its historic home port 
where it was commissioned by the E. K. Wood 
Lumber Company. The Thayer retains integrity of 
design, materials, and workmanship because all of 
the repairs, restoration, and reconstruction 
completed during the period of time that the 
vessel has been under the management of the 
National Park Service have been to the 
specifications of the Secretary of the Interior's 
Standards for Historic Vessel Preservation Projects 
with Guidelines for Applying the Standards. Work 
was completed using historic documentation, 
replacement of materials in kind unless deemed 
not possible, and using traditional shipworking 
techniques. And the C. A. Thayer retains integrity 
of feeling and association because the retention of 
historic features combined with retention of 
location and setting enable the vessel to evoke an 
aesthetic and historic sense of the past. 

 

CHARACTER-DEFINING FEATURES 

A character-defining feature is an aspect of design, 
construction, or detail that is representative of a 
historic resource’s function, type, or architectural 
style. Character-defining elements include the 
overall shape of the historic resource, its materials, 
craftsmanship, decorative details, interior spaces, 
and features, as well as the various aspects of the 
resource’s site and environment. Character-
defining features of the C. A. Thayer include: 

 General specifications including length of 
156’, beam of 36’ 8”, and depth of 11’ 6”; 

 All material components of rigging 
constructed and installed between 2015 

and 2019, reflecting the vessel’s historic 
rigging configuration; 

 All material components of the hull 
restored and/or replaced between 2003 
and 2007, reflecting retention of historic 
material where possible and replacement 
in-kind using historic working techniques 
where deemed necessary; 

 All material components of the deck 
restored and/or replaced between 2003 
and 2020, reflecting retention of historic 
material where possible and replacement 
in-kind using historic working techniques 
where deemed necessary; 

 Open spatial arrangement within the hold, 
reflecting its historic use as a lumber hold; 

 General open plan of the deck, excluding 
forward deckhouse and aftcabin, 
reflecting the deck’s historic use storing 
nearly half of its cargo load; 

 Decorative paint and woodwork located 
at the bowsprit and transom; and 

 Lumber port doors at the transom, 
reflecting the vessel’s historic use as a 
lumber schooner.  

The Thayer has been restored using all available 
archival documentation including historical 
photographs, documents, and drawings in the 
collection of the San Francisco Maritime National 
Historical Park; construction contracts for similar 
lumber schooners; construction drawings from 
other Bendixsen-built schooners; and first-person 
accounts of the ship. If additional information 
should come to light in the future that provides 
more a more accurate account of the historic 
features of the C. A. Thayer, character-defining 
features outlined in this document may be 
reevaluated.  

A further-delineated list of components of the 
character-defining features of the C. A. Thayer 
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developed by National Park Service staff is 
included in Appendix E. 
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 The C. A. Thayer is a National Historic Landmark 
and listed on the National Register of Historic 
Places. As such, it is important that all future work 
on the ship be carried out in accordance with The 
Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Historic 
Vessel Preservation Projects with Guidelines for 
Applying the Standards (the Standards). The 
Standards provide general information for 
stewards of historic vessels to determine 
appropriate treatments. They are intentionally 
broad in scope to apply to a wide range of 
circumstances and are designed to enhance the 
understanding of basic preservation principles. The 
Standards are neither technical nor prescriptive 
but are intended to promote responsible 
preservation practices that ensure continued 
protection of historic vessels.  

The Standards include eight general standards, 
and then additional specific standards based on 
the appropriate treatment approach. There are 
five treatment approaches that may apply to the 
C. A. Thayer – protection, stabilization, 
preservation, rehabilitation, and restoration – 
which are defined as follows:  

Protection is the act or process of applying 
measures designed to affect the physical condition 
of a vessel by defending or guarding it from 
deterioration, loss, or attack, or to cover or shield 
the vessel from danger or injury. Such treatment is 
generally of a temporary nature and anticipates 
further historic preservation treatment.  

Stabilization is the act or process of applying 
measures designed to arrest, retard, or prevent 
deterioration of a vessel, and to assure its 
structural integrity. This may include rendering the 
vessel weather resistant and watertight. The 

 
1 Michael Naab, The Secretary of the Interior’s 
Standards for Historic Vessel Preservation Projects with 
Guidelines for Applying the Standards, (Washington 

essential form of the vessel shall be maintained 
during this process.  

Preservation is the act or process of applying 
measures necessary to sustain the existing form, 
integrity, and materials of a historic vessel.  

Rehabilitation is the act or process of returning a 
vessel to a state of utility through repair or 
alterations that make possible an efficient 
contemporary use while preserving those features 
of the vessel that are significant to its historical, 
naval architectural, technological, or cultural 
values. 

Restoration is the act or process of accurately 
recovering the form and details of a vessel as it 
appeared at a particular period of time by removal 
of later work, or by replacement of missing or 
substantially deteriorated earlier work.1 

Past projects, described in detail in Part III, 
followed the treatment approach recommended 
in the previous draft HSR: restoration. Moving 
forward, individual projects may fall under varying 
treatment approaches once the main restoration 
project is complete. For example, recurring 
maintenance activities may be approached as 
protection or stabilization, depending on the 
extent of work needed. Future treatment of 
elements already restored should generally follow 
a preservation approach, assuming the overall 
restoration work is successful. Improvements to 
visitor access may follow a rehabilitation approach, 
to support C.A. Thayer’s use as a museum and 
public interpretive site.  

In keeping with The Standards, interventions, 
structural improvements, and ongoing 
maintenance should be undertaken as necessary 

D.C.: U.S. Department of the Interior, Office of the 
Secretary, National Park Service, National Maritime 
Initiative, 1990). 
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while minimizing the loss of historic fabric and 
retaining the existing form and appearance of the 
historic features. If possible, interventions should 
be designed to be reversible. Features should be 
thoroughly documented photographically before 
any work is undertaken in order to chronicle 
changes and to aid in reversing any alterations that 
become inappropriate in the future. 

As a National Historic Landmark, C.A. Thayer must 
be held to the highest standard of care regardless 
of the appropriate treatment approach for a 
project. The National Historic Preservation Act 
requires that the NPS “shall to the maximum 
extent possible undertake such planning and 
actions as may be necessary to minimize harm to 
the landmark.”2 

The goal of this document is to manage the 
current use of C. A. Thayer as a museum and 
public interpretive site. In support of that use, 
improvements for visitor access and safety, as well 
as ongoing ship maintenance and repair, are 
recommended.  The following sections, 
Requirements for Work and Work 
Recommendations and Alternatives, provide 
guidelines and recommendations for the 
continued restoration, preservation, and 
rehabilitation of the C. A. Thayer.  

 

  

 
2 The National Historic Preservation Act, as amended 
through December 16, 2016, Section 306107. Planning 

and actions to minimize harm to National Historic 
Landmarks (PDF p. 42). 
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