NNS YACHTS

In the 1920’s, a severe lack of naval and merchant shipbuilding opportunities
forced Newport News Shipbuilding to find other means to keep a core group
of the firm's skilled craftsmen gainfully employed.
In those pre-depression years, multi-millionaires often indulged themselves in
acquiring maritime ‘toys’ in the form of large and opulant sea-going yachts.
NNS satisfied the desires of some of these moguls by building ten beautifully outfitted
vessels. Only problem was…the shipyard lost money on most, if not all of them.
OVERVIEW: Between 1922 and 1929, Newport News Shipbuilding (NNS) constructed
ten ocean-going yachts. They all had steel hulls and ranged in length between 130 and
272 feet. Three of them were launched on the same day. The VIKING, the largest [shown
above], was steam-powered and featured the first turbo-electric propulsion system ever
installed in a yacht. The rest were diesel powered. Six of the ten were designed by the
renowned naval architect firm of Cox & Stevens.
None served for very many years under their original ownership, and they all received
multiple names over the course of their careers. Two of the original owners died onboard
their NNS-built yachts. Another of these yachts was lost at sea in 1930; just a little over
four years after being delivered. Several others came to untimely ends, as well.
During the 1940’s, seven of the surviving nine became warships, serving two different
nations. Another was requisitioned to serve as a maritime training vessel, and the final
one was employed as a pilot boat which aided in the safe passage of thousands of naval
and auxiliary ships entering and leaving Hampton Roads during World War II.
In order to attract discriminating yachtsmen, during the 1920s the shipyard placed a series
of ads in magazines like Yachting and Motor Boat that touted NNS’ ability to produce the
finest yachts available in the United States. A vintage example appears on the next page.
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BY THE NUMBERS: The following table provides basic information, followed by
somewhat abbreviated career sketches for each of these individually unique vessels that
were built by Newport News Shipbuilding. Construction of Hulls 265 and 293 took less
than six months, from date of order to date of delivery. The largest, Hull 328, required the
most time; almost sixteen months for completion, following her order date.
NNS
#
263
265
281
293
303
304
305
308
316
328

Original Name
DOLPHIN
OHIO
NENEMOOSHA
PAWNEE
SAVARONA
ARCADIA
JOSEPHINE
ARAS
ROBADOR
VIKING

Length
(feet)
181
172
130
160
185
188
140
162
161
272

Displacement Propulsion
(tons)
(shp)
493
1,100
641
700
178
360
655
900
805
1,600
733
1,600
400
450
540
950
573
900
1,625
2,600

Speed
(knots)
14.75
12.5
12
13.75
16
16
12.5
13.5
14
15.5

Delivered
1922
1922
1925
1926
1926
1926
1926
1926
1926
1929

DOLPHIN: The first steel yacht built by NNS was for a banker; Mortimer Schiff who
also was one of the founders of the Boy Scouts of America. Completed in June of 1922,
she had a crew of 21. After six years of being owned by Mr. Schiff, she was sold and
renamed RAMONA.
In June of 1940, she was sold again to a
Canadian, and then served in the Canadian
Navy during World War II as the armed
yacht LYNX [left]. After the war, she
went through the hands of several civilian
owners and operated mainly in the
Caribbean. While engaged in the
unglamorous trade of carrying fruit in the
Caribbean, she sank at a pier under
mysterious circumstances, but was raised.
In 1959 she was sold to an Australian firm
and converted to become a shrimp carrier.
She retained the name RICAN STAR,
which had been given to her in 1952. In
May of 1960, she went aground off
Australia's central Queensland coast and
was abandoned to the elements after being
declared a total loss.

3

OHIO: The motor yacht OHIO [below, right]was constructed for famed journalist
Edward W. Scripps. OHIO was christened on September 16, 1922 by Isabel Ferguson,
pre-teen daughter of shipyard
president Homer L. Ferguson.
Two years previously, Isabel had
also
christened
the
tanker
SALINAS (NNS Hull # 251).
Mr. Scripps spent a great deal of
time onboard his yacht after she
was delivered in November of
1922. But in March of 1926, he
died onboard the vessel while near
the coast of Liberia.
After passing through several
ownerships and renamings, she
was acquired by the US Navy in
1940. First classified as a
submarine chaser (PC-459), she
was then reclassified as a patrol
yacht
(PY-18)
and
named
TURQUOISE. She served in the
Caribbean until 1944, when she
was transferred to the Equadorian
Navy. In 1953, after being renamed
twice more, she ran aground off
Equador and was declared a loss.
NENEMOOSHA: The smallest of the ten
yachts built by NNS, she was constructed for
Alfred I. DuPont, whose wife performed the
christening honors. The NENEMOOSHA
[right] was requisitioned in 1942 by the War
Shipping Administration, renamed WILLIAM
WEBB and used throughout World War II as
a merchant marine training vessel.
After the war, she was sold to a Miami-based
firm, who restored her original name, but
converted her to coastal cargo carrying service
in the Philippines. She disappeared from
shipping registers in the mid-1950s. Her
ultimate fate is unknown.
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PAWNEE: This yacht was built for a prominent banker to facilitate his hobby of
oceanographic research. During three voyages off the coast of California and in the
Caribbean, her crew of 22 brought onboard over thirty previously unknown species of
marine life, which are now on display in the Yale Peabody Museum of Natural History.
Sold in 1929 and renamed HARDI BAIOU, she spent several years in New England
waters. In 1936 she was sold to the Virginia Pilots Association and moved to her new
home in Hampton Roads, close to her birthplace.
Renamed VIRGINIA, she
was converted to serve as a
pilot cutter [as shown on
the left] and was stationed
off Cape Henry until the
late 1960s. During this
period of her lengthy
career, the former yacht
VIRGINIA retained her
original brass builder's
plate, albeit 'economically'
modified as shown below.

The VIRGINIA, after being
replaced by a more modern
and built-to-purpose pilot
vessel, was donated to the
Maryland Sea Service of
Baltimore for merchant
marine training. After a
decade of this service, she
returned to the Hampton
Roads area. There she was
laid up at an Elizabeth River
pier until late 1980, when
she was 'sold South' .
Renamed ANDRO, she became an 'island hopper' in the Caribbean Sea, homeported in
Nassau, Bahamas. In her later years she also reportedly served as a mother ship to a fleet
of smaller fishing vessels and reputedly was even placed in clandestine service as a
transporter of illicit drugs.
In 1985, the Florida Department of Environmental Resources purchased this sixty yearold vessel. On December 17, 1985, she was deliberately sunk to help form an artificial
reef off North Miami.
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SAVARONA: She was one of the three yachts christened on March 20, 1926, along with
five other NNS-built vessels. They all became waterborne in rapid succession in an event
which the shipyard grandly proclaimed to be 'the most unique multiple launching in the
noteworthy history of American shipbuilding. SAVARONA, and some of the other
vessels were not actually launched, but floated free from their construction cribs located
at the outboard ends of semi-submerged Shipways 8 & 9.
Somewhat typically, she soon
passed
through
multiple
ownership and several changes of
names until settling on the name
MIZPAH, which she retained for
almost forty years. Between 1926
and 1942, she cruised on the high
seas, then around Florida before
being moved to the Great Lakes.
In 1942, she was acquired by the
US Navy, given the designation
PY-29, but retained the name
MIZPAH. This image, made
during
her
commissioning
ceremony, shows a deck gun and
depth charges on her fantail.
In 1946, the Navy sold her to a firm that had her converted to carrying bananas from
Honduras to Florida. By 1967, she was sold to the nephew of one of her former civilian
owners. Unable to rebuild her as a yacht, he donated her hulk for use as part of an
artificial reef. In April 1968, she was deliberately scuttled off Palm Beach, Florida.
ARCADIA: This yacht
passed through a couple of
private
owners'
hands
before being sold in 1940 to
the
Canadian
Navy.
Renamed ELK, she served
in
antisubmarine
and
convoy escort duty until the
end of World War II. In
1946 she was sold to a New
Brunswick, Canada firm.
New engines were then installed, and she was then renamed GRAND MANAN III. In
addition, she was fitted with winches and cargo booms fore and aft that enabled her to
hoist aboard six (later nine) automobiles as cargo. Her passenger capacity was 50.
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For twenty-two years, the
GRAND MANAN III
[right] ran a ferry service
between ports in New
Brunswick. In 1969 she
was taken out of service
and dismantled for her
scrap value.
JOSEPHINE: This graceful
diesel-powered motor yacht was
also floated off the end of
Shipway 8 on March 20, 1926.
Delivered three months later,
over the next fourteen years, she
had no fewer than five different
owners. In April 1940 she was
sold to the Canadian government
and soon became the armed
yacht REINDEER.
Following the end of World War II, she was purchased by a firm in Nova Scotia, Canada
that was engaged in providing passenger and cargo service to the Canadian maritime
provinces. Apparently, she was ill-suited for this sort of work and was abandoned and
subsequently scrapped in 1952.
ARAS: The third of the yachts floated off the end of the shipyard's semi-submerged
shipways on March 20, 1926, ARAS had several unusual design features. Configured for
family cruising in New England waters with several small children onboard, she had a
cheerful children's playroom installed on her main deck. Unusual for a yacht, she was
also fitted with a double bottom.
ARAS [right] served her original
owner for four years. A second
owner renamed her VALIANT
and had her relocated to the west
coast. But only a few months after
arriving at her new home port of
San Francisco, she suffered an
explosion and fire off Catalina
Island in December of 1930. She
sank without any loss of life, thus
ending the shortest career of any
of the NNS-built yachts.
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ROBADOR: Last of the diesel-powered yachts built at NNS, ROBADOR was the pride
of Long Island's Indian Harbor Yacht Club. But only for two seasons. Sold in 1928 and
renamed SEAFORTH she was relocated to Miami. The following collage of images
reflects how she appeared right after delivery, both externally and internally.
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A third civilian owner kept her
moored in Miami until 1941,
when she was commandeered by
the
US
Navy.
Renamed
CYMOPHANE and designated
PYC-26 [right], she provided
convoy escort along America's
Atlantic coast. Shortly after the
war ended, she was engaged in
experimental submarine training
activities until mid-1946.
After being decommissioned, she languished for two years at a Brooklyn Navy Yard pier.
In 1948, she was acquired by the Circle Line sightseeing service in New York City.
Resuming the name SEAFORTH, she provided tourist tours around Manhattan until
1956, when she was scrapped.
VIKING: The largest of the NNS-built yachts, VIKING was considered by many to be
the most beautiful. She was fitted with an ornate clipper ship style of bow, complete with
a bowsprit and a figurehead. Her stern was of the graceful elongated spoon type. She cost
$1.5 million [in 1920s dollars] and required a crew of 45 to operate her.
Her owner was a pre-depression millionaire banker, George F. Baker, Jr. His father, who
was one of richest men in America at the time was asked why he did not own a big
yacht, like his son. The senior Baker replied: "My son can afford it, he has a rich father".
In addition to her rakish lines, the
VIKING sported a large, teak
figurehead [right], created by
master NNS wood carver William
Geggie. An addendum to this
article provides more informsation
about Mr. Geggie and other
surviving examples of his art, as
well as a little about his two sons;
both of whom were NNS
Apprentice School graduates.
The junior Baker survived the
Great Depression, and he spent a
great deal of time onboard his
yacht. But during an around-theworld cruise in 1937, he died
onboard in Honolulu harbor.
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The VIKING was sold that same year to a member of the Woolworth family and renamed
NOPARO. In December of 1940 she was sold to the US Navy for duty as a patrol
gunboat, and renamed ST. AUGUSTINE (PG-54). Painted grey, fitted with guns and
depth charges and with her bow sprint shortened, she was assigned mostly to convoy
escort duty. Her military service life was fairly routine until the night of January 6, 1944.

While leading a convoy of merchant ships from New York, bound for Cuba, just south of
Cape May, New Jersey, she was rammed squarely amidships by a large tanker. She sank
within five minutes. Only 30 members of her 145 man crew survived.
A NICHE MARKET IN A TIME NICHE: For less than a decade, Newport News
Shipbuilding engaged in the business of building what were commonly referred to as
'super yachts'. Between the end of World War I and the start of the Great Depression, it
was fashionable for millionaires to compete in the creation of glamorous and glittering
pleasure craft. Perhaps this is when the phrase 'more money than sense' was coined.
In any case, it came at a good time for Newport News Shipbuilding. Skilled workers,
whose talents were utilized to construct ten large, steel-hulled yachts were retained. Some
of their capabilities associated with creating fine interiors and furnishings, proved
invaluable when passenger and cargo vessel orders resumed in the 1930s.
Steel hull design capabilities and construction practices were also kept current. Which
came in very handy during the resurgence of naval shipbuilding in the early 1930s.
Other work, like getting into the hydraulic turbine business and reconditioning ships,
notably the LEVIATHAN, also contributed to the shipyard's survival. Those distractions
from basic shipbuilding, while critical to maintaining a core group of skilled craftsmen,
were certainly equally or even more important than building a handful of
yachts...especially since those fancy vessels were built at a cumulative financial loss.
Ah, but weren't those yachts somethin'?!

Bill Lee
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ADDENDUM
The Artistry in Wood of William W. Geggie
The skilled artisan who crafted the figurehead for the yacht VIKING was born in
Scotland in 1880. During a five year apprenticeship in Glasgow he learned the trade of
wood carver from an individual that had created numerous figureheads for sailing ships.
After a short stint working in a Scottish shipyard, he moved to America in 1903.
William Geggie worked for a time in
Boston for a firm that created elaborate
carved wooden figures. He appears in this
vintage photo [second from the right].
In 1907, he moved to Newport News and
was employed by NNS as a wood carver.
At that time, the interiors of most ships
were decorated with ornate wood
carvings. The 1910 Federal census
indicates that he had been married five
years to a Scottish lass. They had two
children at that time. They lived on 49th
street in Newport News, within easy
walking distance of the shipyard.
During a quarter of a century of employment at NNS, William Geggie had the
opportunity to carve two figureheads. An Italian bark named DORIS was in Newport
News for repairs during World War I. She had been in a collision and suffered
considerable damage to her bow, including the loss of her original figurehead.
The bark's superstitious captain would not leave until a replacement figurehead was
installed. William Geggie was assigned that task, and in seven days created a replica
female figure. But the captain's faith in that carving as a good luck charm was in vain.
Shortly after leaving Newport News, the DORIS was torpedoed and sunk in the Atlantic.
The other figurehead he created, for the steam
yacht VIKING in 1929, fared no better. It
was lost when she was rammed and sunk in
1944. The sketch on the right was made by
William Geggie, as a part of his work in
creating a suitable figurehead for the striking
yacht. This artful object took him five weeks
to create. After being gold-leafed, it was
bolted in place under the yacht's bowsprint.
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Perhaps William Geggie's most memorable and lasting
memory of the now largely lost art of wood carving for
NNS shipbuilders is the soaring eagle figurehead he
created in 1933 for the shipyard's tug HUNTINGTON. In
1950, the guilded eagle, whose wingspan exceeds five
feet, was removed from the tug during a modernization
period. Also restored by him, it currently is on display at
the Mariners' Museum.
When the HUNTINGTON was built, most of the labor
was provided by apprentices. It was a combination
teaching project and a way to keep them busy during a
period of few ship contracts. It is entirely possible that
William Geggie's two sons, both of whom were
apprentices during the early 1930s, also worked on the
tug. Kelvin Richardson Geggie was a 1931 piping design
graduate. His younger brother, William Francis,
completed his time in 1933 as a machinist.
Sometime in the mid-1930s, William Geggie left NNS and went into business on his
own. Working in a large and well-equipped shop behind his Hampton home for decades,
he created numerous decorative carvings for both public buildings and private residences.
He also did a considerable amount of restoration and repair work in such famous
buildings as Carter's Grove, near Williamsburg, and Gunston Hall, a plantation mansion
near Alexandria, Virginia.
In addition, William Geggie [left] was often asked by the
Mariners' Museum to restore vintage items, including many
of the museum's large collection of figureheads. Exposed to
the elements during their years of traveling the sea lanes of
the world, some of them were in bad condition when
acquired.
Using a well-worn collection of chisels, gouges, calipers and
mallets, he painstakingly reworked an unknown number of
these figureheads in the 1950s and 1960s. In many cases, he
had to replace missing limbs, restore sea-scoured facial
features and the flowing garments of maiden likenesses that
had once adorned the bows of majestic sailing ships.
In 1957, he undertook a massive project for the Mariners' Museum. The institution's
directors wanted a unique and decorative motif to compliment figureheads of King
Neptune and a mermaid, located in what was then the main entrance foyer to the
museum. He succeeded..and then some.
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Shown the area selected for display, he came up with a design for a huge pair of rampart
sea horses; the kind maritime folklore usually associates with Neptune's chariot. His fullscale drawing for this project measured ten feet long by four feet high. Once approved, he
set to work in his workshop, beginning by dowling and gluing together several four inchthick, well seasoned white pine planks to create two composite bases.
William Geggie placed his full-scale drawing on each of them, in turn, and traced the
outlines of his proposed artwork. Then be began to carve away. It took him four months,
working forty hours a week to complete the carvings.

The results were exquisite. All of the many intricate details that resulted were created
using only chisels and gouges. No mechanical tools or sandpaper was ever employed.
When completed, the pair of carvings were transported to the museum, then gold leafed
and given a bold color scheme that had been suggested by William Geggie.
Then the pair of huge seahorses were attached, high up, to the side walls of the museum's
main entrance foyer. And there they remain [see images, next page]. That space is now
used as an employee and business visitors entrance, and consequently, the general public
often is unaware of these outstanding examples of William Geggie's artistry. Pity.
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By the 1960s, William Geggie was in his early eighties, but was still working daily at his
ancient craft. At that same time, his oldest son, Kelvin, was a leader in the detail design
work that created the propulsion plant for the USS ENTERPRISE, the world's first
nuclear-powered aircraft carrier. What a contrast in careers.
William W. Geggie passed away in 1973 at age 93. Only three years later, his eldest son,
Kelvin Geggie also died. His youngest son, William Francis, had succumbed many years
before, in 1939.
In May, 1978, William W. Geggie's only daughter donated all of his woodworking tools
to the Mariners' Museum.
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