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 Sale Room

by Dave Selby
He photographed some of  the 
most celebrated vessels afloat, 
but the man behind the lens 
was an enigma, even in death.

Born perhaps in Ireland, 
possibly in England, in the late 
1830s, John S Johnston later 
settled in New York and 
towards the end of the 19th 
century marine subjects 
featured prominently in his 
work. His shots of the great 
America’s Cup tussles and  
Nathanael Herreshoff yachts 
are considered at least the 
equal of the contemporary 
work of Beken of Cowes. 
Today, collections of 
Johnston’s work are held in 
several museums and archives.

He died in 1899 from 
pneumonia, caught while 
photographing the America’s 
Cup contests between 

Enigma of ‘America’s Beken’ revisited 

Pete Goss’s Spirit of  Mystery 
slipped her lines in Newlyn at 
1800hrs on 20 October and 
headed out into murky weather 
for Cape Town on the first leg of 
the 37ft (11.3m) lugger’s voyage 
to Melbourne, Australia. As well 
as relatives, friends and 
wellwishers, the crew left behind 
them their socks and underwear, 
thanks to the prompt closing of 
the Newlyn launderette. 

The first two weeks have 
seen them reach the Madeiras, 
having braved a couple of 

storms and coped with some 
seasickness. They dropped 
anchor in Porto Santo (but no 
shore leave) to ride out a Force 
8 gale. Astro navigation is 
improving and the noon sighting  
has become a routine – when
the sun permits. Ironically, those 
of us following the satellite 
tracker on the website have a 
better idea of Spirit’s whereabouts 
than her crew does.

Notes from Pete’s blog: 
“Progress is slow and I think the 
scale of the trip has just hit Eliot 

Storms and sunsights as Spirit of Mystery 

Columbia dismasted 

and, inset, Vigilant 

Predict Spirit of  Mystery’s 
landfall in Cape Town. 
(Monitor Pete’s progress 
on www.petegoss.com) 
See page 90 for details         

[Pete’s 14-year-old son] for he 
had a look at the inflatable 
globe just now and made the 
mistake of comparing the last 
five days against the rest of the 
voyage.” (25 October)

“It’s been a grand day 
today...  Spirit of  Mystery is 
loving these conditions... The 
base of the main mast has 

Columbia and Shamrock. His 
obituary in the New York 
Times stated: “Mr Johnston 
would not give his home 
address or the names of any 
friends in New York, even 
when he was told that his 
death was near... very little of 
his history is known.” 

Now the recent discovery of 
a major archive of his work has 
brought his name to the fore 
again. A selection of over 100 
original albumen prints made 
£13,000 at a recent Bonhams 
East Coast USA auction. Most 
prized was America’s Cup 
material, with £1,500 paid for 
four prints of the 1893 duel  
between Vigilant and British 
challenger Valkyrie II. More 
accessible at £170 were two 
shots of Columbia, one of the 
yacht dismasted. The pictures, 
taken in 1899, may well have 
been Johnston’s last.

WIN 
a bottle of 
18-year-old 
Talisker 
signed by 
Pete Goss
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Spirit of  South Carolina: 

140ft (43m) replica of an 

1879 schooner 
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Unless the US Congress 
reconvenes for a special session 
by the end of the year, the Delta 
Queen, a historic 82-year-old 
paddle wheeler, will be forced 
to cease its overnight passenger 
trips down the country’s most 
famous rivers. Citizens and 
state representatives along the 
Mississippi, Tennessee and 
Ohio rivers are fighting to keep 
the boat’s long-standing 
exemption to federal fire 
regulations.

The 285ft (87m) steel-
hulled boat with a massive 
wooden superstructure has 
received an exemption from 
the Safety of Life at Sea Law 
since 1968. This law prohibits 
ships with predominantly 
wooden structures from 
carrying more than 50 
passengers on overnight 
excursions since the material 
does not meet US Coast 
Guard fire retardant standards. 
The Delta Queen can carry 174 
passengers in 88 staterooms.

The exemption, always 
renewed in the past, was up for 
its annual consideration on 1 
November, but this year 
Minnesota Congressman 
James Oberstar, chairman of 
the Transportation and 
Infrastructure committee, is 
determined to let it expire.

“The congressman’s 
opposition is based on the 
Coast Guard’s,” says 

Delta Queen under regs threat 

Oberstar’s spokesman Mary 
Kerr. “She’s a fire hazard.” 
Kerr added that Oberstar is 
known as a keen advocate for 
transport safety and that the 
Queen could still operate 
during the day. A small fire 
aboard the boat in March 
reinforced Oberstar’s position.

This stance is unpopular with 
the Delta Queen’s 151 staff 
and the hundreds of 
communities that rely on the 
overnight passages to bring 
tourism to the region.
Supporters argue that the 
boat’s close proximity to land 
during its travels allows for 
quick action if a fire occurs.

“It amazes me how we have 
got to a point in this country 
where we are willing to allow 
our historical icons to fall by 
the wayside,” stated Mike 

Cummins, a Minnesota 
congressional candidate who 
supports the exemption, in a 
letter to Time magazine. Bill 
Doyle and Jed Pearsall, owners 
of NY 30 Amorita took one of 
the Queen’s last overnight tours 
of the season. “We were all in 
tears,” says Doyle, who adds 
that people lined the banks 
with flags and placards. 

Built in 1926 as a tour boat, 
the Delta Queen replicated the 
river boat inspirations of Mark 
Twain’s Mississippi. During 
World War II, she served in the 
US Navy as a troop transporter. 

Her interior has ornate 
Tiffany stained-glass, a 
gingerbread house-styled 
wooden superstructure, rare 
ironwood floors and teak 
handrails framing the massive 
red wooden paddlewheel. 

“We are willing to 
allow our historical 

icons to fall by the 
wayside”

A lightning strike that burned out the electrical 
systems of educational ship Spirit of  South 
Carolina (CB224) and disabled both engines 
led to a more serious discovery when the boat 
was hauled for repairs this summer in Newport 
Shipyard, Rhode Island. More than 30 per cent 
of the longleaf pine underwater planking was 
infested with teredo and gribble worms. 
Spokesman Meaghan Van Liew said: “The 
damage has cost more than US$100,000. We 
have also lost revenue from cancelled trips.”

The planking has now been replaced and 
the ship has recently been relaunched, 
but 200ft (60m) of the fresh longleaf pine 
lies unused at the yard, a result of over-
ordering after an initial damage 
assessment and much of it remains for 
sale – see contacts, p90. 

Lightning strike reveals shipworm damage

Chris Museler on a ‘Mark Twain’ steamer and a shipworm debacle

Tall ship saved 
Swedish Sail Training ship 
Alva was rescued off the 
Channel Islands in Force 9 
gales by the St Peter Port 
lifeboat, Roger and Joy 
Freeman in the early hours of 
5 October after getting fishing 
nets round her propeller.  

In the 15-25ft swell, lifeboat 
coxswain Buzz White got a 
line aboard Alva but it was to 
be a tough tow; the 38-ton 
lifeboat was pulled backwards 
whenever the 280-ton Tall Ship 
fell off a wave. The rescue was 
eventually successful. Buzz 
White has been praised for his 
heroism in a difficult rescue.

been moving a bit so it was out 
with the hammer and chocks to 
tighten things up – I love a 
wooden boat. A problem like 
that on a modern high tensile 
structure would have been a 
major issue.” (26 October)

Follow Pete’s blog on www.
petegoss.com


