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Chatham Sea Captains in the Age of Sail chronicles the lives and adventures of twenty-five men
who traveled the seas from the eighteenth through the twentieth century. These were
extraordinary men�masters of navigation who charted paths from the Cape to the Far East with
their regal clipper ships; deep-sea fishermen whose fearless spirit drove them to the Grand
Banks and Newfoundland in the quest for their catch; and coastal captains who skirted
America�s eastern seaboard in pursuit of trade. Spurred on by the Industrial Revolution�s
demands, these mariners continued their pelagic exploration while pirates, privateers and
Confederate raiders tested their mettle. The sea was both foe and ally. To meet the foe was the
challenge; to sail her waters and return home as true masters was the force that drove these
men to excellence.

About the AuthorA retired builder/contractor, Joe Nickerson is the historian for both the Chatham
Historical Society and the town of Chatham. In addition, he also researches Nickerson family
genealogy, old houses and Flint glass of the mid to late 1800s. Gerry Nickerson is a former
professional pianist/vocal coach/choral conductor/organist. She holds a B.A. in Music from
Madison College (VA) as well as a Diploma and M.S. in Piano from the Julliard School (NY). --
This text refers to an alternate kindle_edition edition.
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Jeff Eldredge’s painting, a portion of which appears on the cover, illustrates an event in author
Joe Nickerson’s life, when out fishing with his father off Pollack Rip Lightship, a classic schooner
came sailing out of the fog. Joe grew up hearing the tales of Chatham’s sea captains from his
father’s knee. As a member of Chatham’s founding family, young Joe knew many of the sea
captains who sailed into the 20th Century.

Published by The History PressCharleston, SC 29403Copyright © 2008 by Joseph A. Nickerson
Jr. and Geraldine D. NickersonAll rights reservedCover: A three-masted schooner emerges from
the fog off Chatham, making her way south in this portion of a painting by Jeff Eldredge. Joseph
A. Nickerson Jr. Collection.First published 2008e-book edition 2013Library of Congress
Cataloging-in-Publication DataNickerson, Joseph A., Jr.Chatham sea captains in the age of
sail / Joseph A. Nickerson Jr. and Geraldine D. Nickerson ; edited by Janet Daly.p. cm.Includes
bibliographical references and index.1. Ship captains--Massachusetts--Chatham--Biography. 2.
Navigation--Massachusetts--Chatham--History. 3. Chatham (Mass.)--Biography. I. Nickerson,
Geraldine D. II. Daly, Janet. III. Title.VK139.N53 2008387.5092’274492--
dc222007046896Notice: The information in this book is true and complete to the best of our
knowledge. It is offered without guarantee on the part of the author or The History Press. The
author and The History Press disclaim all liability in connection with the use of this book.All
rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form whatsoever
without prior written permission from the publisher except in the case of brief quotations
embodied in critical articles and reviews.

This book honors the memory of A. Louise Wentworth Nickerson for her untiring dedication in
documenting the lives of Chatham’s sea captains.
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FOREWORDChatham Sea Captains in the Age of Sail could only have been created by



someone who has spent nearly his entire life studying, researching and collecting every
available archive that relates to the history of Chatham—in this instance, that someone is
Joseph Atkins Nickerson Jr. While many of the descendants of William Nickerson, the founder of
Chatham, have an intense interest in the history of the town and its people, few—if any—have
dedicated so many years to learning everything possible about it.It is because of the depth and
breadth of this interest that Joe began, along with his first wife Louise more than thirty-five years
ago, to collect letters, diaries, logbooks, newspaper articles and any other material relating to the
sea captains of Chatham. With the encouragement and assistance of his present wife Geraldine,
Joe devoted the past several years to reviewing, selecting and organizing the particular
documents that have become the body of this magnificent work.The result of those labors is this
lively, readable, intriguing and fascinating account of the experiences of some of the sea
captains represented in the Nickersons’s wealth of documents. To read this book is the closest
we in the twenty-first century can ever come to sailing the seas in the age of sail. We become
acquainted with not only the grueling labors and the hardships faced by those who ply the seas,
but also with the ingenuity and courage required of them. Moreover we come to understand the
involvement of their families, whether waiting patiently—yet often fearfully—at home, or bracing
the seas to be at the side of their men.In this unique book we are given so many firsthand
accounts of those experiences that we feel almost as if we know intimately the captains, their
families and their crews. Beyond that, we learn about their social conditions and mores, as well
as about their interaction with other societies throughout the world from their accounts of visits to
Europe, South America, the South Seas, the Orient and Australia.The Chatham Historical
Society is indebted to Joe and Gerry Nickerson for making this superb work available to all who
are interested in the history of our town and its people. It is indeed a valuable and important
addition to the available accounts of our heritage.Spencer Y. GreyChairman, Chatham Historical
Society

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTSOur book stems from thirty-five years of research—years of intensive,
single-minded activity on the part of Joe and his first wife, Louise. They sought information about
Chatham master mariners, sea captains and even lesser mariners in libraries, vital records and
old newspapers of the time, as well as through recollections of old-timers and their own
contemporaries who remembered some of the old sea captains and their families. Their search
took them to every available source on Cape Cod, in New England and beyond.Chatham Sea
Captains in the Age of Sail relies on the above research, but it is not intended to be an account
of all the mariners who ever called Chatham their home. Rather, we wish to introduce you to a
number of the more interesting shipmasters, who represent so many others. We hope these
profiles will make them, and the “age of sail,” come alive today.Joe’s sons, Joseph III and Steven,
gave us valuable suggestions as to the content. Steven, Kenney, Robert and Peter guided me in
my indoctrination into the “briar patch” of the computer world.We also thank Joe’s daughters,
Donna and Wendy, and the many friends who have encouraged and reassured us along the



way.First and foremost has been Spencer Y. Grey, longtime enthusiast for all things historical,
who has been supportive of this project from its very beginning.Rob Carlisle was generous with
his time and advice at the outset of this writing.Florine and Dwight Myer gave valuable
assistance with research at the Atwood House Museum.We extend our thanks to Mrs. James
Hardy for photographs and to Robert Hardy for logs of his great-grandfather, Josiah Hardy.The
greatest assist, without which this project could never have seen the light of day, has been given
us by Janet M. Daly, our editor and friend. It is her enthusiasm, expertise and her generous
sharing of time and energy that have made this material into a book. Without Janet, we might still
just be hoping to see these words in print!Geraldine D. NickersonNorth Chatham,
MassachusettsOctober 2007

INTRODUCTIONShipowners and merchants sought Chatham sea captains for their superior
seamanship, integrity, resourcefulness and dependability. Their reputation went far beyond Cape
Cod. The son of one eminent Boston owner/merchant is quoted thus:When we still owned ships,
so far as possible, we chose Chatham or Cape men as masters. The choice was based upon the
confidence and belief in the character and ability of the men.1Fledgling sea captains grew up in
a village where going to sea was a way of life. They learned respect for the sea as a force to be
reckoned with, in good weather or bad—as the treacherous shoals surrounding Chatham’s
harbors taught them only too well. The sea was both foe and ally. To meet the foe was the
challenge; to sail her waters and return home as true masters was the force that drove them to
excellence.The sea captains we selected for this book illustrate three well-defined areas in
which our Chatham men excelled: as deep-sea captains who fished the Grand Banks of Nova
Scotia; as coastal or packet skippers who carried goods to Atlantic ports and as far as the West
Indies; and as masters of the Seven Seas who went far afield—to Europe, Africa, South
America, Asia and the “Down Under.”Deep-Sea CaptainsDeep-sea fishermen were
independent. They did not take kindly to the rigid, often cruel discipline exacted from crewmen
on big vessels that engaged in foreign trade. Deep-sea captains were in business for
themselves. They—as well as their crews—tended to belong to family groups. The Bloomer
captains, for example, chose the comradeship of six or eight men on their relatively small two- or
three-masted fishing schooners. They were handline fishermen who braved the dangers and
hardships of the Grand Banks and Newfoundland. They fished in the fall and winter when ice,
snow, howling winds and fog made fishing treacherous. Kipling’s book title, Captains
Courageous, says it all.A fishing fleet creates a community of schooners with their dories as they
fish on the banks off the East Coast of the United States. Joseph A. Nickerson Collection.Their
catches were salted or dried and taken either to European ports or brought home for distribution
up and down the Atlantic coast, even as far as the West Indies. Deep-sea fishing occupied just
six months of rigorous toil, after which the men stayed home with their families for the remainder
of the year. This gave them time to repair their boats and gear, plant the family gardens in the
spring, harvest them and then in mid-October, sail away in company with a score of friendly



schoonermen from their own and nearby ports.There was a closeness in the society of skippers
on the Grand Banks (also called the “Blue Water”). If a schooner was in trouble and needed
supplies or help in the event of injury, comrades were close at hand to help. Mary Ellen Chase, in
her book The Fishing Fleets of New England, speaks of this camaraderie as exemplifying
“democracy at its best and noblest off those foggy northern coasts.”The Coastal CaptainsOur
second category includes those men who chose coastal commerce. These captains and crews
were able to be in closer contact with their families and friends. Captains such as Darius
Hammond and Reuben Taylor were primarily masters of coastal freighters that traveled from one
specific port to another. These vessels belonged generally to a merchant, a group of investors or
a shipping company, such as the Dispatch Line. Usually the captains went where the owners
had contracted cargo. The vessels carried in their holds lumber, machinery, coal and other such
items.Speedy packets also became a part of coastal merchandizing. To this group belong
captains of “coasties”—vessels that plied the East Coast, trading here and there but without an
assigned cargo or port of call. These captains were generally owners of their cargoes, and were
frequently either full or part owners of their brigs or small schooners as well. They were actively
engaged in buying what they carried, selling it and then buying other commodities to bring back
for sale at their home ports. Such Chatham men as the Pattersons belong in this category. A
great many had specific runs—from Boston to New York or Philadelphia, or down to Mobile and
New Orleans.When the ships returned with great treasures from the Orient, it was the coastal
vessels’ turn to distribute this bounty. In many respects, the coastal vessels and the captains
who sailed them fulfilled a need that could not be met by other means.America’s Industrial
Revolution—noteworthy particularly in the New England states—owes much of its success to
these same shipmasters. Their barks and schooners, with ample holds, brought millions of bales
of cotton from Alabama and South Carolina for the manufacture of cloth made here in New
England’s New Bedford, Fall River and Lowell mills. Vast quantities of coal from West Virginia
and Pennsylvania were brought to fuel this revolution. This trade was a significant factor in the
advancement of the country, with its promise of economic growth and a greatly improved
physical comfort for its people.Masters of the Seven SeasThe length of their voyages, their
relatively large vessels, the extent of the territory they covered and the wealth they amassed in
their journeys characterized Chatham captains in this third group. The world was their oyster and
their rewards were great indeed.Generally speaking, their barks, brigs, schooners and ships
were built to accommodate large amounts of freight. The advent of the clipper ships in the 1840s
and 1850s provided an element of speed, but with less space for freight than the later four-, five-
and six-masted schooners.The captains brought lumber, salt cod, tobacco and other New World
products to Mediterranean ports and North Africa and returned with such delicacies as oranges,
figs, lemons, nuts and olive oil. This “fruit trade,” as it was called, brought unusual foods to New
England tables and beyond for the first time. There were exotic woods from South America and
Asia—mahogany and teak, which enriched the homes, churches and other public buildings in
this country. Other ships brought less exotic cargo from South America—guano, for instance,



which might not be an appealing cargo, but was a necessary one.When gold was discovered in
California, the rush was on and the clipper ship beauties with their enormous sails were the
transportation of choice. Passengers, and cargo to feed, clothe and equip the miners, all sailed
around Cape Horn as fast as they could. Races between shipmasters were notable, and these
vessels garnered higher rates that brought not only fame to their owners, but fortunes as
well.The bow of the five-masted schooner Dorothy B. Palmer at anchor in Perth Amboy, New
Jersey. She sailed the seas for twenty years until she went down off Handkerchief Shoals on
Cape Cod. Joseph A. Nickerson Collection.Sea captains who took their vessels to Australia and
New Zealand for enormous quantities of wool brought these riches back to be manufactured into
blankets, fabrics and woolen clothing in mills along the Connecticut River valley, fueling New
England’s industrialization. Their many masted schooners were frequent visitors to ports
throughout the world.Those who ventured to Australia, New Zealand, Singapore, the Philippines,
China, India and Japan belong to an elite group of Chatham sea captains. Although “China
Trade” is a term loosely associated with this third group, it would be incorrect to give the
impression that all of these great masters were involved with it. To men such as Benajah Crowell
Jr., David Smith or Hiram Harding, for example, China Trade would not apply.Today, these
captains are considered the elite of Chatham master mariners. To their credit, no such
pretensions were ever voiced by them. Many Chatham captains were educated men, with a
breadth of knowledge and interest in literary and artistic matters. To their competency as
masters must be added a shrewd Yankee business sense and the ability to negotiate
effectively.Chatham’s Sea CaptainsAll of these Chatham sea captains were at home on the sea.
Whether it was off the Grand Banks or close to Cape shores, skirting Cape Horn or rounding the
Cape of Good Hope, they knew the sting of wind-driven rain and icy gales and hurricanes.
During both the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries they were prey to privateers, unfriendly
naval vessels and even pirates. Impressment was a strong possibility during the War of 1812,
and Confederate raiders sought them out during the Civil War.For these men drawn to the sea
as by a siren call—men who loved the feel of a worthy craft under them and the thrill of meeting
and conquering the sea in all of her moods—there were no other endeavors equal to that. We
believe Chatham’s master mariners personify the best of New England’s men of any generation.
As Alpheus Hardy once said to a Chatham captain, “I have not chartered your vessel, but
you.”2A sloop, left, has a single mast, rigged fore and aft, closer to the bow. A schooner, right,
has two masts, rigged fore and aft. The aft mast is the same size or larger than the foremast.
Drawings by Jeff Eldredge.A tern schooner, left, has three masts. A half brig, also called a
hermaphrodite brig or brig-schooner, right, has two masts with square sails on the foremast with
schooner rig on the mainmast—note the triangular topsail over the gaff mainsail. Drawings by
Jeff Eldredge.A brig, left, has two square-rigged masts. A barkentine, right, has three or more
masts with a square-rigged foremast and only fore and aft rigged on the mainmast, mizzenmast
and any other masts. Drawings by Jeff Eldredge.Barks, left, have three or more masts, foresails
and aft sails on the aftermost mast and square sails on all others. A ship, right, has three or more



masts, all with yardarms. Other masts may be fore and aft rigged. Drawings by Jeff Eldredge.

Part ICOLONIAL AND EARLY AMERICAN CAPTAINS

JOSEPH ATWOOD(1720–1794)Navigator of Unfrequented PortsThe Atwood homestead—
today the home of the Chatham Historical Society on Stage Harbor Road—was built by Captain
Joseph Atwood in 1752. It was one of the most expensive houses of its day and remains one of
the finest specimens of Colonial architecture on Cape Cod. If only Captain Atwood could come
back to life and see the house in its present, lovingly preserved and expanded state as the core
of the remarkable Atwood House Museum!Captain Atwood was able to afford such a home
because of his success as a sea captain. He probably went to sea when he was about ten years
old, and learned the ways of the sea on the fishing vessels that went to Nova Scotia and the
Grand Banks.In the old days, a boy would take to the sea as naturally as a duck takes to water,
and ships and the sea would constitute his life work. Moreover, from the start of his career, he
was more or less a partner in every marine venture; there was no tradition to cramp, stifle, or
swamp him—no class distinction and limitation as in Europe; he was the master of his own fate
and free to carve out a future for himself that could be anything hard work, self-sacrifice,
developed talents, and proven ability could produce. The colonial and early American fisheries
gave to the United States its greatest sailors and the forebears of its outstanding
shipmasters.1The deep-sea captains not only caught cod, but they also preserved and
delivered it to market. The dry fishery method saw boats return to shore to salt and dry the cod
on flakes. In the wet fishery method, cod was caught, salted and stored on board, then taken to
ports along the eastern coast of North America as far south as the West Indies, or directly to
Europe. Many young men became masters of their own vessels before they were twenty-five
years old.That seems to have been the case with Captain Atwood, according to this excerpt
from The History of Chatham by William C. Smith:Captain Atwood’s “mansion,” a full Cape with
gambrel roof, is the heart of the Chatham Historical Society’s Atwood House Museum in
Chatham, Massachusetts. Joseph A. Nickerson Jr. Collection.About 1740 Chatham men began
to secure command of vessels sailing to the West Indies and to European ports, though both
were then rather hazardous trips. Captain Joseph Atwood was one of the first of these captains,
sailing in command of ships owned by Boston parties. He made several voyages in the snow2
Judith, a square-sterned ship of 80 tons, to the Bay of Honduras and thence to Amsterdam and
back. In the schooner Isle Sables Galley, he went to England, Amsterdam and back in 1747. At
other times he commanded the sloop Falmouth.The Cape Cod Pilot, by Jeremiah Digges, offers
the following information about the captain:Captain Joseph Atwood was an Eastham man3, a
“navigator of unfrequented parts” according to the family records. When he was skippering the
snow Judith, in 1749…his Boston owners gave him the following orders to cheer him on his way:
“While you are out lest you be overpowered by Spaniards, and as you are well fitted for defense4
we expect you to put up a manly defense in case you are attacked.”With a set of orders such as



these to give him instructions, it is little wonder that the skipper went home to find a “snug
harbor” as soon as he could scrape up the price. He was too good a Yankee to run risks for
nothing. He retired with what in those days was a fortune. He went back to Colonel Doane, who
owned everything for miles around, and bought 30 acres in Monomoy [now Chatham]. In 1752,
he came here [Chatham] and built his “Mansion House,” as the little cottage was referred to in
his will, a gambrel-roofed house, still called “the old Atwood House.”This Bible page records the
Atwood children’s births—Bethiah, David, Deborah, Joseph, Sears and Sarah —and the deaths
of Joseph and Sarah. The captain and his wife Deborah’s deaths are at the end. Courtesy, of the
Chatham (MA) Historical Society, Inc.Captain Atwood sailed to Nova Scotia, Liverpool and
Amsterdam and back in 1747 as master of the Isle Sables Galley, named for the island off Nova
Scotia in the heart of the fishing grounds. Seldom do we find accounts of how many men
comprised the crew in the mid-1700s, so we were surprised to read that the crews of the Isle
Sables Galley and the Falmouth were captain, mate and three or four sailors. Such a list
indicates how comparatively small these vessels were.When the Judith sailed into Boston on
February 29, 1752, however, it had a crew of eleven in addition to the captain, first and second
mates and the ship’s carpenter. In 1768, Captain Atwood was transporting white pine boards,
white pine shingles, clapboards and laths to Boston and thence to Chatham. It is likely that going
out from Chatham and Boston to “unfrequented ports” the cargo contained tobacco and salt
codfish, as well as furs, and upon return it contained tea, wines, silks, laces and other niceties
from Amsterdam.After retiring from sea, Captain Atwood became an important landowner and
farmer. He owned extensive property on either side of what is now Stage Harbor Road and was
a wealthy, highly respected member of the Chatham community. He was active in various
pursuits, including some involved with the maritime trade. He lived a full, rich and eventful life.In
his will, he bequeathed to his wife Deborah, the “improvement of my Real Estate after debts are
paid (except one-third part of my dwelling house) 2 good cows, my horse, 6 pigs, and the
improvement of my household.”His son, Sears, received:all real estate after my wife’s decease
and my just debts are paid (excepting one third of my dwelling) and my pew in the meeting
house, allowing to my two daughters Deborah and Sarah to each the right to sit inside the pew
during life—all my wearing apparel and all farming utensils. To daughter Sarah Atwood, one third
of my dwelling house to be improved for as long as she shall remain unmarried.The family is
interred in the Old South (Ancient) Cemetery located off Old Queen Anne Road, except for
Sears, who was buried in 1832 in Union Cemetery.Born a subject of the English monarchy,
Captain Atwood died in his seventy-fourth year as a citizen of the world’s newest democracy.The
tombstone of Captain Joseph Atwood shows signs of age in the Old South (Ancient) Cemetery
off Old Queen Anne’s Road in Chatham. Courtesy of the Chatham (MA) Historical Society, Inc.

JOSEPH DOANE JR.(1744–1801)Murder on the High SeasOne of the most horrible sea
mysteries that ever occurred on the East Coast remains unsolved after more than 230 years.
Captain Joseph Doane Jr. played a key role in the tragedy. Here is how the story



unfolds:1Captain Joseph Doane Jr. of Chatham was off the backside of the Cape in a
schooner,2 in 1772, and there sighted a vessel flying distress signals. Coming alongside, he
found that she was the Schooner Abigail, Thomas Nickerson of Chatham, Master, outward
bound from Boston, and a grim spectacle she presented. Her deck was smeared with blood.
Capt. Nickerson, his cousin Sparrow Nickerson by name, and his brother-in-law, Elisha
Newcomb, lay murdered on deck; chests were smashed open and rifled; a rum barrel with its
head stove in stood almost empty; and only one man of the crew, Ansel Nickerson, of Chatham,
was left alive on board.According to him they had been overhauled the night before by a piratical
topsail schooner which sent four boatloads of men on board. To save his own life, he had
lowered himself over the taffrail [at the stern of the ship] on a rope and kept out of sight under the
vessel’s counter.The pirates killed everyone on deck except a 13-year-old boy named William
Kent Jr., whom, after helping themselves to the contents of the lockers and nearly finishing the
barrel of rum, they had carried off with them. There had been some discussion, Nickerson said,
as to whether or not they should burn the Abigail, but they left her as she was and put back to
their own vessel, which was soon lost in the darkness.This story sounded plausible enough to
Captain Doane. He carried Nickerson back to Chatham and reported the occurrence to Edward
Bacon, Esq., of Barnstable. Bacon sent a copy of the report to the Governor and straightway
rode to Chatham to cross-question Nickerson. Apparently he was not satisfied with the result of
the examination, for he had the man locked up in the Barnstable jail until further evidence should
be forthcoming. Two frigates scoured the Sound in vain for any trace of the pirates, and Squire
Bacon’s suspicions increased. He sent his man in custody to Boston, where a special Court of
Vice-Admiralty tried him for murder on the high seas.The trial lasted for two weeks and rocked
the town. John Adams and Josiah Quincy Jr. were counsel for the defense, and finally Nickerson
was declared not guilty. Such, so far as they are known, are the facts in this strange tale of the
sea. Let each decide for himself what happened or let him unearth more evidence if he can.
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Jill Campbell, “Interesting bit of history. I read and enjoyed this book about various sea captains
from Chatham, Massachusetts. It is especially dear to me because my grandmother was a
Nickerson. Recommended!!”

Ebook Library Reader, “A great read of some of some of the bravest and .... My Dad , Joseph A
Nickerson , spent years of his life researching and correcting history as to the tie tales of the
men. The captains of their ships. He passed away not seeing his book but knowing the stories
would be shared with history. A great read of some of some of the bravest and interesting men!
Thank you Dad for keeping their true legacy alive!”

The book by Joseph A. Nickerson Jr. has a rating of 5 out of 4.6. 6 people have provided
feedback.
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