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Dock Walking Musings

By CHRIS CATTERTON
Owner & rigger, CC rigging

As I walk the docks on any given day, my eye is drawn 
to the fittings and parts that make up the rigging of 
our boats.  I not only notice irregularities or potential 
problems, for that is the nature of my work as a rigger, 
but I am drawn to the hardware and fittings, which are 
beautiful in their manufacture and function. 

When I lived and sailed in San Francisco, I attended the 
Master Mariners Regatta every year.  The after party 
is at the Encinal Yacht Club in Alameda, which has a 
good space to raft up many of the boats racing.  It was 
an event that my father particularly enjoyed. As we 
clambered from boat to boat, talking with the crew and 
owners, we eyeballed the varnish and bronze hard-
ware.  We were invited to sit in the cockpits, our hands 
idly rubbing bronze turning blocks or slowly spinning 

winches to hear that satisfying clink as the pawls seat, 
listening to stories about their mark roundings, heroic 
boatyard feats to get to the starting line, missed chances 
and victories….  It’s an undeniable aesthetic and histor-
ic charm that draws me.  And the function of all these 
parts!  The engineering!

I sailed away from San Francisco, settling in the beau-
tiful climate of San Diego.  But along the way, with a 
nice long stop in Ventura, I was always drawn to the 
wooden boat crowd.  I worked there on the restoration 
of Lone Fox, the Robert Clark 64 foot Ketch built of 
teak on steel for Colonel Whitbread, of the beer and 
later around the world race fame, and close friend of 
Chichester. 
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The original bronze fittings were long gone - stripped 
when the boat was stolen many years prior - and galva-
nized fittings put in place. We remade the galvanized 
fittings in stainless steel.  We rerigged and sailed her for 
the first time in 15 years.  And raced.  And won.  
 
It is satisfying to look at the deck hardware on most of 
the existent wooden yachts and see how their hardware 
is still in good shape after 50, 60, 70 years.  Robust 
bronze hardware on the deck, fine strapping on masts, 
chain plates, keel bolts, stem fittings, rudder gudgeons, 
worm gear steering- much of it has lasted far longer 
than the manufacturers of these yachts ever intended.  
And, as I’m sure Dave Gardner of Dynamic Machining, 
or CF Koehler of Koehler Kraft will tell you - these 
things will eventually wear out.  And so they will.  And 
they can be rebuilt, or recast, but rarely replaced.

I suppose most of us know that the hardware we all 

use is largely credited to Nathaniel Herreshoff for the 
designs and engineering: turnbuckles, sail track and 
slides, including jib tracks and cars, all manner of mast 
hardware, chainplate dimensions and shapes, and diago-
nal strapping.  The first Aluminum spar was the gaff on 
Defender in 1895.  The first below decks winches were 
in use on Reliance in 1903.  Nat Herreshoff claimed that 
this lighter hardware he developed, such as the hollow 
bronze cleats, were some of the very important advan-
tages over the challengers.  He also invented the rope 
to wire splice, thereby reducing the stretch in halyards 
and all manner of running rigging.  Two-speed winches?  
Yes, they came from Herreshoff manufacturing.  Halsey 
Herreshoff commented that his grandfather, Capt. Nat, 
could draw a fitting in the morning, have his carpenters 
create the shapes by lunch, send those shapes to his 
foundry to be cast, and after machining and polishing, 
would then be fitted to the yacht that afternoon.  
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As I look at the fittings on “Freedom,” the last large 
yacht to be produced at Herreshoff Manufacturing 
(HMCo.), I wonder about the fittings and the men who 
made them.  Did they know that this was to be the last 
large yacht to slide down the ways at HMCo. in 1938?  
Most of the men who worked there stayed for many 
years.  As with all of the wooden yachts I meet, I think 
of the men who designed and built them.  As Freedom’s 
custom anchor windlass was fitted, bedded and bolted 
down, did they know that the days of building yachts at 
HMCo. were all but done?

Times have changed and today virtually all of  the yards 
that built these wooden boats have been transformed 
into museums or something more utilitarian.  The de-
signs live on in these boats, a bit of  the past still relevant 
today.  Since 2011 the Kettenburg Regatta has paid hom-

age to not only Kettenburg designs, but all makes and 
models of  classic boats, including full keel wooden boats 
built before 1985. 

Having grown up sailing on the west coast, I had heard 
the name Kettenburg for many years.  But it was not 
until I moved to San Diego that I really began to appre-
ciate these designs because I could see them up close 
and on the water in their truly natural habitat: San Diego 
Bay.  I could watch PCs, K38s, 40s, 43s and 50s move 
through the water. Who doesn’t like the sight of  these 
boats under sail, looking at how their sails are set, how 
the bow and stern waves develop?  I will always enjoy 
seeing the reaction when a puff  hits the sails and the 
energy is transformed into forward momentum. 

         (Article continues on page 5)

Photo above:  The compass of Freedom, built by Boston’s Wilfred O. White and Sons, is a particularly beautiful item.  

Photo, previous page: Capstan on Freedom foredeck.  
Photos by Bobby Grieser
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Just imagine the loads as they transfer from 
the sails to the mast fittings, along the rigging 
wires and into the hull through the turnbuck-
les and chain plates.  I think of the keel bolts 
taking load, standing up to the demands of 
gravity.  And all of the components working 
together to be light and strong.  And beauti-
ful.                                                                                                                                 

Now, I admit, I do have a favorite Ketten-
burg: The PCC.  The rig, lines, accommo-
dations, size; they all speak to me.  But that 
cockpit, with the aft seats which face forward, 
and the armrest with mainsheet winch- it just 
makes me want to sheet out and keep going 
for a long, long, long way south.  I’m glad 
these classics are still around so we can do 
just that.    




