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Captain Nat, ‘the Wizard of Bristol’ reputedly 
disapproved of schooners – yet he designed 
and built 15 of them, notably the legendary  
Mariette whose restoration helped launch  the 
classic boat revival. Jacques Taglang chronicles 
her history. Main photograph by Nigel Pert

Mariette and 
the magic of  
Herreshoff

MARIETTE AND HERRESHOFF SCHOONERS
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“He said the 
schooner rig 
was too 
complicated 
and costly, and 
had too much 
wind resistance”

The ‘Wizard of Bristol’ was not fond 
of schooners. He only designed 
and built 15 during his long career! 

However, pushed by some tenacious cus-
tomers, he created a few masterpieces such 
as Mariette which, thanks the passion of 
her successive owners, has become one of 
the foremost big yachts in the birth of the 
current trend in classic yachting.

“About this time [in 1902] a very 
remarkable man began visiting the 
Herreshoff Manufacturing Company 
(HMCo) at Bristol, RI. He was Morton F 
Plant... Mr Plant must have had some 
strong powers of persuasion. He not only 
persuaded Captain Nat to design the first 
gasoline launch that the Herreshoff 
Manufacturing Company built, but also 
made the effort to persuade him to design 
a schooner. At that time, Captain Nat very 
much disliked the rig and said it was too 

complicated and costly, and that it had too 
much wind resistance. He had not designed 
a schooner since about 1870, although 
before that he had designed three or four 
small wooden schooners that JB  Herreshoff 
[his elder blind brother with whom he had 
founded the famous yard in 1878] built.”

Captain Nat’s son L Francis tried to 
explain this paradox: why his father – the 
most famous yacht designer in history – 
never showed any liking for the schooner 
rig. Herreshoff designed about 400 sailing 
boats, almost all with one mast. As early as 
1876 he had created the first modern cata-
maran; he revolutionized yacht design with 
Gloriana and Dilemma in 1891, and won 
the America’s Cup six times between 1893 
and 1920… all with single-masters!

The most ironic part of the story is that 
of all his big yachts it’s only a handful of his 
schooners that survive to this day, one of 

them being Mariette, launched in 1916. A 
miracle considering that NG Herreshoff 
designed and built only 15 schooners (rep-
resenting less than 1.5% of the total 
production of HMCo), 14 of them between 
1903 and 1926, including his nine legen-
dary steel schooners. So Mariette represents 
more than a precious relic of his work.

Mariette’s longevity 
Apart from Captain Nat’s astonishing 
indifference towards schooners, Mariette 
remains a unique boat. The inescapable 
question is how to explain the longevity of 
this potentially ephemeral masterpiece? 
Certainly, the talented know-how of the 
HMCo counts for much, but there is also 
the commitment of her 17 owners. In 
every case, their passion has contributed to 
the survival of the yacht.

Left: Mariette at the 
end of her first 
season in September 
1916 off the coast of 
New England
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It was Jacob Frederick ‘Fred’ Brown 
who ordered Mariette in 1915 from 
Captain Nat. The press soon picked up the 
story of her construction: “Work of laying 
down the new schooner for J Fred Brown 
of Boston was started at Herreshoff’s last 
Friday [22 October 1915]. At the same 
time, work on the mould for the keel was 
started, and it is expected that the steel 
frames and plating for the schooner will 
begin to arrive soon,” wrote the Boston Daily 
Globe. The boatyard was at full speed. 

At the end of January 1916, the news-
paper announced: “This winter Herreshoff 
is employing fully 500 hands, the largest 
number of men in the history of the yacht 
building plant, and at that with the great 
amount of new construction contracted 
for, [Mariette’s hull was under construc-
tion] the yard is short-handed.”

She was finally finished on 23 May 1916: 
“The schooner yacht of steel construction 
ordered by J Fred Brown of Boston... was 
launched this afternoon with the owner 
and a party of friends from Boston on 
board. The schooner is named Mariette 
and was christened by Mrs Brown from a 
position at the bow. Designer Nat 
Herreshoff superintended the launching.” 
Six months was enough to produce this 
masterpiece!

Passionate owners
Francis ‘Keno’ Crowninshield was the sec-
ond owner of Mariette, in 1928. He 
renamed her Cleopatra’s Barge II. Limiting 
himself to summer cruises along the East 
Coast, Crowninshield kept the schooner 
with dedication until 1944. Then, between 
1944 and 1959, five owners – including 

two women – helmed Mariette. In 1949 
she lost her gaff schooner rig in favor of a 
staysail schooner rig. 

In 1960, Canadian Walter Boudreau 
bought and sailed her, first under the name 
of Le Voyageur, to 1964, then Janeen. 
From 1968, he chartered the ex-Mariette, 
sailing out of Marigot Bay, Saint Lucia. 
Meanwhile Walter acquired her sister-ship, 
Ramona, ex-Ohonkara (Herreshoff ’s 
design, 1920) and was separated from  
Mariette. But after the wreck of Ramona 
at the end of 1967, he got her back, con-
tinuing to sail her until 1974 and the timely 
arrival of some passionate Italians.

In the summer of 1974, Carlo Monzino 
– a great art lover –  contacted Erik Pascoli, 
skipper of the Italian boat Tauranga in the 
1973-74 Whitbread. Eric remembers 
Monzono’s request: “‘You know about 

Right: On board 
Mariette at the Fife 
regatta 2008

Mariette
Designer: Nathanael  
Greene Herreshoff
Builder: Herreshoff 
Manufacturing Company,  
Bristol, Rhode Island, USA 
First owner: Jacob Frederick 
‘Fred’ Brown 
Launched: 23 May 1916
Dimensions:
LOA: 138ft (42.1m)
LOD: 109ft (33.2m)
LWL: 80ft (24.4m)
Beam: 23ft 8in (7.2m)
Draught: 15ft 9in (4.8m)
Tons (gross): 180 
Sail area:
Upwind 8,794sqft (817 m2)
Downwind  13,240sqft (1,230 m2)
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part of the story 
is that of all his 
big yachts it’s 
only a handful 
of his schooners 
that survive”
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Right: Wildfire 
(1923), Charles L 
Harding, 95ft, now 
refitted in Brazil  
and renamed 
Atrevida

boats. I want you to find me a beautiful 
boat.’ Coming from a man like that, the 
word ‘beautiful’ took on a meaning of its 
own. I realised I had to find him a rare and 
special pearl.” 

The pearl was Janeen, ex-Mariette, in 
January 1975 renamed Kebyar. Quickly 
fitted out in Martinique, the boat reached 
Monaco in the autumn, where she under-
went another quick refit that was to last till 
summer 1976. And so she was saved. 

First major restoration
In spring 1979, Mariette yet again changed 
hands and regained her original name. She 
then had her first major restoration, thanks 
to her new owner, publisher Alberto 
Rizzoli. Erik Pascoli suggested to Rizzoli a 
complete restoration of the schooner: 

1903-1923: The nine legendary steel-riveted schooners
Ingomar (1903), Morton Freeman Plant, 128ft 7in (39.19m) LOA 
Queen (1906), J Rogers Maxwell, 126ft (38.4m) LOA
Westward (1910), Alexander S Cochran, 136ft 6in (41.6m) LOA 
Elena (1911), Morton Freeman Plant, 135ft (41.15m) LOA 
Vagrant known as the big Vagrant (1913), Harold Vanderbilt, 109ft 
(33.2m) LOA –  still afloat in Italy, she should soon be refitted
Katoura (1913), Robert Elliot Tod, 162ft (49.4m) LOA 
Mariette (1916), Jacob Frederick Brown, 138ft (42.1m) LOA 
Ohonkara (1920), Carl Tucker, 138ft (42.1m) LOA 
Wildfire (1923), Charles L. Harding, 95ft (29m) LWL – refitted in Brazil, 
renamed Atrevida

1910-1926: Composite built schooners  
(steel frame, wood planking)
Vagrant (1910), first of the name, Harold Vanderbilt, 76ft (23.1m) LOA  
– still afloat in Japan, refitted by Peter de Savary in 1984
Haswell (1915), Henry L Tiffany, 60ft (18.3m) LOA 
Mary Rose (1926), Harold W Brooks, 64ft 6in (19.7m) LOA – still afloat 
on the East Coast, perfectly refitted

1872- 1926: Three wood-built schooners
Latona (1872), William D Pickman, 70ft 9in (21.6 m) LOA 
Harlequin (1925), George B Knowles, 50ft (15.2m) LOA
Rofa (1926), Henry L Tiffany, 50ft (15.2m) LOA L (these two last 
designed with Captain Nat’s son, A Sidney DeWolf Herreshoff).

Apart from these schooners, Captain Nat altered some of his sloops 
to schooner, the most famous being Corona, ex-Colonia (1893), 
unsuccessful America’s Cup candidate in 1893, and Resolute (1914), 
victorious defender of the Cup in 1920. 
Nathanael also designed some projects that were never built, such as 
the one for the German emperor Wilhelm II in 1904, 161ft (49.1m) 
LOA, or the three-masted schooner for scientific research,  176ft 
(53.6m) LOA, dated 1936, two years before his death.

Note: with the one-design yachts and series Nathanael Greene 
Herreshoff and John Brown launched about 2,050 boats of all types 
and sizes – about 1,000 with a LWL greater than 15ft (4.60m).

Herreshoff schooners

Right: Elenora, 
the replica of 
Westward 
breaking, both 
her topmasts at 
the 2010 
Westward Cup, 

Jacob ‘Fred’ Brown, 
first owner of 
Mariette

Tom Perkins had 
Mariette restored to 
her original gaff rig

Nathanael Greene 
Herreshoff, designer
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“With Alberto’s wholehearted backing I 
was going to be able to undertake the first 
refit of a big old boat that would restore 
her authentic character. Doing this kind of 
restoration was completely new at the time. 
Although I didn’t know it back then, what 
we were doing marked the start of the 
rebirth of classic yachts.”

Erik went to MIT, which holds Nathanael 
Greene Herreshoff ’s archives, to obtain 
the original plans and data from which the 
Beconcini yard in La Spezia, Italy could 
work. From 1979 to 1982 Mariette was 
completely dismantled and reconstructed 
on the basis of this information. Everything 
was restored, except for the original inte-
rior and her schooner staysail rig, fitted in 
1949. In August the yacht made her way 
to Porto Cervo, Sardinia, where she raced 

in the first Veteran Boat Rally. With 
Mariette, Pascoli and Rizzoli had just com-
pleted the first major restoration of a classic 
yacht, an achievement that launched a clas-
sic boat revival movement which hasn’t 
stopped since…

Looking for complexity
Alberto Rizzoli continued to sail Mariette 
until the end of 1988 when he sold her to 
a Neapolitan, Wolf Chitis. Six years later 
during the Nioulargue in Saint-Tropez, 
the American Tom Perkins bought her.
Perkins explained his decision as follows: 
“I wanted to begin racing a classic 
schooner because of the complexity they 
bring to the sport. I have raced yachts 
most of my life and had become bored 
with simpler yachts. With a big schooner 

requiring 30 crew to handle some 15 sails 
in many configurations, I became a coach 
as well as a skipper and tactician.”

Perkins appointed Tom Eaton as skip-
per, who convinced his owner to restore 
the boat to her original gaff schooner rig, 
using the archives of the MIT – a job full 
of pitfalls. “In many instances, the data 
on one sheet contradicted that on 
another. Extracting the appropriate 
information from these drawings was a 
massive challenge.”

Having redrawn the rig Eaton asked 
Harry Spencer of Cowes to build it. The 
set was delivered and installed in Italy, at 
Beconcini yard, in spring 1995. Meanwhile, 
the hull was again repaired and the deck 
was modified, the wheel being placed in a 
sunken cockpit. Before the end of the 
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summer of 1995, fresh from this second 
restoration, Mariette took part under her 
new gaff schooner rig in the Mediterranean 
classic yacht regattas. Her superb success 
was sadly spoiled by a dramatic collision 
during the Nioulargue between Mariette 
and the Swiss 6-Metre Taos Brett, in which 
one crew member regrettably lost his life.

In spite of this incident, Perkins – 
assisted by his skipper Chris Gartner 
from 1997 onwards – continued to be 
devoted to his schooner. For 11 seasons, 
ocean crossings, regattas and cruises fol-
lowed each other at a sustained pace. 

During his period of ownership 
Mariette won numerous trophies – and 
then the venerable schooner again found 
herself with a new owner. Since 30 
August 2005, Mariette has sailed under 

the British flag with her English captain 
Charlie Wroe. Charlie shows an over-
whelming obsession with the schooner: 
“I have now spent over eight years of my 
life onboard this particular boat and we 
seem to get on well.”

Flagship of the classics
There is a widespread attraction towards 
the schooner that Englishman and Mariette 
tactician, Jonathan Money, confirms: “I do 
not know of any other boat that has such a 
following as Mariette. At every regatta, 
crew fly in from all over the world, and 
there are always dozens of people ready to 
sail if asked. The fact that we are never 
short of crew says much for the owners and 
the skippers, all of who have been a pleas-
ure to sail and race with.” 

So it is not surprising that Mariette still 
remains the flagship of the classic fleet. Her 
presence at Cowes in July during the first 
Westward Cup confirms it.

So, in the hands of her 17th owner, 
Mariette races under full sail towards her 
100th regatta season in six years’ time.

Witnesses to a developed industrial art, 
but part of the heritage of the world of 
yachting, the few schooners of the Wizard 
of Bristol still afloat – Vagrant, 1910; the 
bigVagrant, 1913; Atrevida, ex-Wild-
fire,1923, and finally Mary Rose, 1926, 
accompanied by the replicas Eleonora, 
2000 (of Westward, 1910), and Elena, 
2009 (of Elena 1911) – are just waiting for 
one thing: a meeting of Herreshoff schoon-
ers led by Mariette! All that remains is to 
make it happen.

Left: The 
composite-built 
Mary Rose (1926), 
Harold W Brooks, 
64ft 6in, still afloat 
on the East Coast, 
perfectly refitted

Right: Vagrant (1910), 
first of the name, 
Harold Vanderbilt, 76ft 
– still afloat in Japan, 
refitted by Peter de 
Savary in 1984

Right: Harlequin 
(1925), George B 
Knowles, 50ft, built 
in wood

Above: Haswell (1915), 
Henry L Tiffany, 60ft
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