VERYBODY has heard of clippers, but
E nobody quite knows just what the term is

supposed to mean, nor how it was de-
rived. Ships that ‘clipped’ along through the
sea? That clipped days, weeks, sometimes
months from previous records? To ‘clip’ means
to cut, normally. They certainly did cut
voyages.

‘Clipper: ship with forward-raking bows
and aft-raking masts’, says my edition of the
Concise Oxford Dictionary, which allows also
that swift-moving horses and ships are called
clippers.

Thousands of sailing-ships had ‘forward-
raking’ bows and -were far from fast., Neither
the ship, Cuity Sark, nor a hundred other
famous clippers, both British and American,
had noticeably aft-raking masts, So that defi-
nition won’t do.

But what will do? Sailors allowed that a
clipper was a fine-lined, square-rigged, deep-
water sailing ship designed and sailed for
speed, her cargo capacity (and sometimes
some aspects of her seaworthiness) sacrificed
to speed; a ship which was designed for and
served some specialised commodity trade, such
as China tea, so valuable that it was worth
carrying at speed in comparatively small lots,
with a premium to the first ships to reach
market. N

Real sailing-ship men, in my day, spoke of
clippers and semi-clippers, between which
they made a definite distinction, The semi-
clipper was much fuller bodied, had a smaller
sail-area and smaller crews. But under a good
master she could be just as hard-driven and
log some wonderful runs and passages, too.
Many did. So did some later-day sailing ships
which bore no resemblance to any sort of
clipper at all.

A sailor or a naval architect could look at
the model or the drawings of a sailing ship
and say at a glance whether she was clipper or
not, but he might like a glance at her record,
450. A clipper had need, not just of a good
ship-master, but a gifted, courageous, sup-
remely competent seaman, iron-willed and
capable of feats of prodigious endurance.
Some clippers never found them.

Captain Richard Woodget was the
last and most famous captain of
the Cutty Sark.

There were swift ships for a thousand years
or more, before anyone dreamed of clippers:
Many Asian ships had to be swift to negotiaie
reefs by daylight, to run slaves, to make raids
and escape or to pursue those who were
attempting to flee. Ships which could sail well
in azure seas and light winds just had to be
fast or they would scarcely sail at all.

It was the young America, of course, which
produced the great flowering of the clipper
ship in the first half of the last century and a
decade longer. In Europe, for too long, the
emphasis in merchant seafaring had been on
the creation of monopolies, or at least defined
shares of profitable trades.

One way to cut into their trade, and others,
was to serve international commerce with
swift ships which tried to race valuable pro-
ducts to markets waiting for them. Cut off
from British dominance, with vast resources
of shipbuilding material and a stock of virile
pioneers—most of them Anglo-Saxon—to build
ships and to man them, the New England
states were well placed to develop vessels that
were capable of speed.
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(E) spanker.

Fore and aft sails: (A) (from how) flying jib,
outer jib, inner jib and fore topmast staysail;
(B) {from top) main royal staysail, main top-
gallant staysail and main topmast staysail;
(C) (from top) mizzen topgallant staysail and
mizzen topmast.staysail; (D) main spencer;

Square sails: (F) fore skysail; (G) fore royal;
(H) fore topgallant; (J) fore upper and lower top-
sails; (K) fore course; (L) main skysail; (M) main
royal; (N) main iopgallant; (P) main upper and
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lower topsails: (R) main course; (S) mizzen
skysail; (T) mizzen royal; (U) mizzen topgallant;
(V) mizzen upper and lower topsails; (W)
crossjack.

Stunsails: (X) and (Y) show the position of
three of the many stunsails which could be
rigged (see large illustration on the right) on
both the weather and lee sides of the ship until
the maximum area of canvas was presented to
the wind. Each stunsail’s position was indicated
by prefixing it with ‘weather’ or ‘lee’ and adding

the name of the sail, next to which it was rigged.
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So were the great ports farther south, New
York, Philadelphia, Baltimore. Shortly after
the success of their revolution was assured,
these new Americans Wwere racing graceful
ships to the Indian Ocean and the China Seas.
The old monopolies were gone. Discovery of
gold in California in 1849 gave further stimu-
lus. Adventurous men by the scores of thou-
sands wanted to get themselves 10 California
as quickly as possible, and the quickest way
was by sea.

Not only men but goods and freight of all
sorts were urgently needed in San Francisco,
and for ten years or so the wonderful clippers
served them. Passages were made such as
never before were dreamt of, despite the fact
that voyages meant rounding Cape Horn, the
seaman’s most dreaded headland.

Out to China, too, the clippers raced, beau-
tiful ships with names that suited them, like
the Flying Cloud or the Glory of the Seas.
These were magnificent ships magnificently
sailed, and their voyages were the envy

of the world. [ g
But the greatest clipper-race ever 4 E
sailed, was between the three British P
ships Ariel, Taeping and Serica—all
Scots, all built at the same yard,
Steele’s, at Greenock on the Clyde.
Carefully laden with tea in
chests and the usual pieces of
porcelain, they were able to
leave their loading port in
China more or less together.



zuthor-sailor ALAN VILLIERS writes about the sailing ships’ last brief hour of glory.

The greatest clipperrace ever
sailed was between three
F British ships, Taeping (left),
4 Ariel (right) and Serica (not
X illustrated), from
, China to London in 1886.

Off to sea they went like racehorses from
the starting gate, galloping off with the
wild winds. Down the China Sea, past
the Philippines, through the straits dividing
Indonesia, across the whole of the Indian
Ocean and round the Cape, away again
through the South Atlantic, flying before the
South.east trade with the flying fish scurry-
ing from the sea at their scintillant bow-waves
—non-stop, driving, hurrying, storming along
the whole way! Thence through the North

Atlantic they raced in a wide swing forced -
upon them by the direction of the North-east /
trades, and home at last from the Azores and / f

Continued on page 28
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on to the English Channel.

So they all three sailed, not sighting one
another all that long voyage. All three came
into the Channel on the same morning, the
glorious Ariel and the wonderful Taeping neck
and neck, like Breasley and Piggot fighting
out a Derby finish, the sea wind singing a
loud, triumphant song in their taut, high
riggings, their glorious hulls leaning to the
wind, dipping, pitching, rolling, racing at
17, 18, 19 knots up-channel, with the Serica
keeping up with them but not so close.

Word spread of the wondrous sight, and the
sea cliffs of southern England were lined with
oniookers searching the sea for a glimpse of
it. The cliffs of Dover were packed like the
grandstand at some great race meeting, for in
those days the people of England were in-
terested in their ships. The crews of steam-
ships, which the clippers raced past as if they
were standing stiil, turned to cheer them, too.
The three clippers docked on the same tide,
20 minutes between the leading pair, after
16,000 miles.

It was stirring, beautiful, and inspiring. It
was also already out-of-date. Three years
later, the Suez Canal was to be built success-
fully, to cut the distance down thousands of
miles between the London market and China
—to India and all the spice islands, too.

Pessimists hoped the canal would silt up,
fll with the desert sands, be unworkable be-
cause of tidal variations at both ends—any-
thing to keep things as they were. Optimists
otill built clippers—many of them. Earlier
steamships were not really suitable to the long
voyage hauls because they used too much
cargo-space Ccarrying fuel for their boilers.
Sailing ships had to carry out coal for them
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to distant coaling-ports. Even boiler water
could be a problem.

But Suez was successful. Enterprising, able
engineers came up with better and more
economical boilers and engines. Pioneering
lines like England’s Blue Funnel and Glen
were soon running big steamships economic-
ally to India, Malaya, China, Australia. The
clippers had no longer any place in these
trades. '

They diverted to others like wool from
Sydney and Melbourne to Europe, for wool
frst home could bring best prices, and there
was sense in racing it. The long Cape Horn
route defied the steamships, for there were no
coaling-ports down there. The wild west winds
were for strong sailing ships handled by men
who had the guts to drive them, but never the
pig-headedness to sail them under.

Here, that marvellous pair, the Cufty Sark
and Thermopylae, came into their own. The
Thermopylae made the better passages—sho
holds all the records—60 days London to Mel-
bourne, pilot-to-pilot, 28 days Newcastle to
Shanghai, g1 days Foochow to London. But
the Cutty Sark survives.

Seamen loved them both, It was said of the
Thermopylae that she would sail seven knots
in an air so light it would not blow a candle
out; and, like the Cutiy Sark, she could storm
along on the Cape Horn road, too.

The Cutiy Savk was the only ship which
could contest the Thermopylae’s claim to be
the fastest ship in the world, But in time, the
better freights were denied them both, as
steamships became more and more dependable
and economic, The clippers became coal-
carriers, timber ‘droghers’, willing to handle
anything and everything that came their way.

The first vessels to be called clippers were

small fast schooner-rigged craft from Balti-

more, like the one shown above. The first

true clipper is generally accepted as being the
Rainbow of 1845.

Early this century, both became Portu-
guese, for that great seafaring people know a
good ship when they see one. The Thermo-
pylae was a paval training ship. When her
day was done, she was sunk by gunfire. The
Cutty Sark lived on as a merchantman through
the First World War.

Bought afterwards for England, she now
stands re-rigged in her clipper glory in a basin
specially cut for her at Greenwich beside the
Thames, her sleek bows facing seawards as if
ready for another voyage—if one of her famous
captains, such as Woodget, could come along
and take her out.
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