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THE ALERION

AS YOU DRIVE BY ON SPARKS AVENUE, notice the 

building on Sanford Road with the big doors—two big 

doors opening west, carried on the twelve-foot diameter, 

semi-circular iron hinges that were forged by Tony Yates in 

his shop on Delaney Road. The building with the doors is 

the Sanford Boat Building, built in 1977 to house the re-

markable Alerion Class Sloop project.  Back in 1981, once a 

month, the big doors would swing open and a brand new 

Alerion Class Sloop would roll out on the gantry to be load-

ed behind the “AleriVan” for delivery off Nantucket to des-

tinations across the U. S., as far away as Michigan, Florida, 

Texas, and California.

The Alerion Class Sloop project was organized in 

1977— by my father, Teeny Sanford, my brother Edward, 

and me— to accomplish three goals:

1. We wished to reproduce Nat Herreshoff’s brillia t 

sailboat design, Alerion, which had fallen into 

undeserved obscurity.  

2. We wished to build her in cold-molded wood, a 

new form of construction we believed worthy of 

development. 

3. And we were going to do it on Nantucket. 

All three goals contradicted conventional wisdom. 

First, in 1977, most builders were offering their customers 

cheap, racing-style sailboats typified perhaps by the plan-

ing dinghy-hulled J-24. Rather than follow them, we told 

our customers, “Now it’s your turn” [to sail a boat designed 

and built by the master for his own personal pleasure.] We 

offered a sailing elegance forgotten in the rush into the 

modern world.

SECOND, BY 1977, MOST BUILDERS were exploiting 

fibe glass construction and convincing their customers 

that fibe glass construction made a strong boat that was 

“maintenance free.” We countered those two wrong ideas 

by pointing out the strength of cold-molded wood, which 

made a boat sail better, and its durability, which meant 

that a cold-molded boat could be depreciated over a life-

time, offsetting its higher initial cost. We pointed out that 

the purpose of a yacht is not to be cheap but to bring its 

owner satisfaction. A cheap yacht that was not a pleasure 

to sail was a waste of money.

Third, in 1977, no one on Nantucket built large, com-

plicated products for sale off island. Perhaps not since the 

The Alerivan off to delive y a new Alerion Class Sloop. 
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THE ALERION

candle factories of the whaling period had anyone done 

so. Then, in special factories, teams of craftsmen created 

and shipped across the world boxes of the finest lighting 

available anywhere. But those candle-factory owners had 

near monopoly control of the vital ingredients for their 

ware—whale oil and spermaceti. Rather than standing 

alone, their industry rested atop the established Nantuck-

et whaling industry.

The Alerion Class Sloop project be-

gan in October 1977, in the boat house 

behind Teeny Sanford’s residence on 

Easton Street. There, my brother Ed-

ward, Chris Fraker, and I started the 

mold for the new boat while we looked 

for a permanent shop. Not finding one, 

we purchased a lot from Sherburne As-

sociates between the Boys Club and the 

then Finast Market. It looked like an es-

pecially good deal at the time, because 

a horse lived on the lot; but, alas, he 

was gone on the day of the close.

In January 1978, the big doors were 

finished and we moved in. A building 

could go up quickly in those days. In 

July, we launched our first boat, which 

showed us that, brilliant though the orig-

inal design was, her steering was fla ed. 

For good sailing, the helm, where the 

sailor’s hand meets his ship, must be 

steady, gentle, true, and effective. We made subtle changes to 

Herreshoff’s design to give that kind of steering to the Alerion 

Class Sloop.

We were pioneering in cold-molded construction. 

Cold-molding was a new process; there was little to guide 

us other than the Gougeon Brothers’ books and a few ar-

ticles in WoodenBoat magazine. Our first effort proved the 

worth of the technique and inspired us to develop it further. 

We did this during the next seven months, producing two 

hulls and perfecting quite an original structure in boat #3. 

We called our creation the Alerion Class Sloop. We were pro-

moting it in national yachting publications, although we 

had little to show after sixteen months of development and 

had yet to sell a single boat. Then, on a spring weekend in 

April 1979, we sold one boat on Thursday, another on Fri-

Alfie Sanford

stamping the hull 

identific tion 

number.  

An Alerion Class Sloop                                                      p h o t o:  g a r t h g r i m m e r
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day, and a third on Saturday. For the next four years, orders 

were always ahead of production. 

In all, we built twenty-one boats in the fi e years we were 

behind the big doors. Of those, we sold three on island, sev-

enteen off-island, and kept one for ourselves. In the fall of 

1982, the severe national recession stopped our order fl w. 

The recession did not stop Nantucket, which was just start-

ing its big boom. House shinglers made more than our fi -

est craftsmen. Without orders, we closed the shop. 

There was to be a second life of the Alerion Class Sloop 

project. In the ten years after 1982, nine boats were pur-

chased second-hand and brought back to the island. In 

1996, with a customer in hand and no second-hand boats 

available, Sanford Boat Company began again. I rented a 

garage from Al Silva on North Liberty Street, and with Matt 

Rives, one of our original hands, began to build again.  

We took the opportunity to develop some small but ele-

gant changes, and we delivered ACS #23 to Nantucket in 

1998. Rives moved into his own space three years later and 

built fi e more boats under license to Sanford Boat Com-

pany—four for island ownership. In 2013, he was stopped 

by untimely death. Today, Sanford Boat builds the Alerion 

Class Sloop with Pease Boat Works and Marine Railway in 

Chatham. 

Richard Beneven-

to varnishing a 

spreader.

p h o t o:  g a r t h g r i m m e r

s
h

o
p p

h
o

t
o

s: c
a

r
y h

a
z

l
e

g
r

o
v

e / n
o

e
l b

e
r

r
y

Matt Rives putting a straight 

edge on a board of ash.
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Unlike the candle factories of the whaling era, Sanford 

Boat controlled no vital on-island ingredient with which 

to distinguish the Alerion Class Sloop. Being on Nantucket 

did not protect us from competition; rather, it exposed us 

to it. We had high transportation costs and limited access 

to subcontractors and consultants. On the other hand, 

building on Nantucket had some advantages. We were 

warned that we would have limited access to customers, 

for who would make the difficult winter trip to Nantucket 

just to look at a boat? It would be so much easier for a pro-

spective customer to drive to some shop in Connecticut, 

or even up to Maine, without having to worry about boat 

reservations. But this problem never materialized. Indeed, 

it turned out that people were looking for an excuse to 

travel to the island off-season. To look at an Alerion Class 

Sloop was a good one. 

The island offered us two other invisible resources: its 

tradition of sailing and spirit of entrepreneurship that drove 

us ahead and its wealth of craftsmanship that brought us 

our special crew. Many of the men who built the Alerion 

Class Sloop thirty-eight years ago are still in the phone 

book, running their own businesses, still making beautiful 

things: Fraker Construction, Sam Hill Construction, Mark 

Barbour and Sons, John Arakawa the cabinetmaker.

Some were versatile. Chris Fraker, who was with us from 

the beginning till the end, built the first mold, finished the 

Sanford Boat building, and developed the Alerion Class 

Sloop’s composite keel. He became a master at cabinetry, 

plastic molding, assembly, and rigging. More than anyone 

else, Chris understood building the whole boat. Some were 

specialists. Richard Benevento was master of finishe . His 

hands and brushes touched every square inch of surface 

on the boats, several times, before they went out the door 

glistening with varnish and enamel. Arby Kenny, a sculptor 

in real life, became master of hull planking. He shaped the 

plank seams that Richard’s varnish showed off.

Some of these men were islanders. Brad Murray’s fami-

ly had been here for generations. Some—like Edward, me, 

Chris Fraker, and Pierre Crosby—were summer people who 

had made the island home. John Arakawa and Matt Rives 

came to the island just to build the Alerion Class Sloop, 

Matt from California, John from New York City. They both 

stayed. John and Matt produced parts and assemblies in 

the cabinet shop. After we closed in 1982, they each set up 

cabinet shops for Nantucket’s house-building industry, but 

remained attached to boat building—John for his own ac-

count and Matt for Sanford Boat Company, when he joined 

me to re-establish the Alerion Class Sloop building in 1996.

We used the best material we could find; the quality of 

work these men did was spectacular and they were rightly 

proud of it. Once there was a little pencil knot in a piece of 

plank stock that fell above the waterline where it could be 

seen. Refusing to ignore it, Arby Kenny, the plank master, 

replaced the knot with a small graving piece. He did such 

a surprising job, Benevento and Fraker called me over to 

see if I could find the repair. They shone a bright light on 

the affected area, but only when Arby, scanning the sur-

face with his finge , actually touched it, could my eye see 

Several hands 

finishing  

assembly

THE ALERION

p h o t o:  g a r t h g r i m m e r
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the tiny joints along the edges of the graving piece. After 

it was varnished it became completely invisible. It was all 

in the normal course of a day’s work for these men. They 

produced boats of a quality that has never been surpassed, 

before or since. 

Over the course of time we got very good at building the 

Alerion Class Sloop. We had to, in order to overcome the ex-

tra costs of building on Nantucket. By 1981, six men could 

build an Alerion Class Sloop in two calendar months, or 

forty-four working days. The six men corresponded rough-

ly with the six basic crafts involved: planker, cabinet mak-

er, assembler, plastics molder, painter, and machinist. We 

began a boat a month and built them two at a time, stag-

gered one month apart. The big doors opened monthly. 

We also learned how to maintain our high standard 

while building the boats quickly. To do so, we developed 

a manufacturing process that included supplies, tooling, 

and a strict assembly order. The process was tied together 

by shop drawings that acted as both a memory and a com-

munication system. 

Remember, it took us three boats and sixteen months 

of trial and error to produce the first true Alerion Class 

Sloop—boat #3. She was exquisite. And when we began to 

build #4, we found we were wasting a lot of time scratch-

ing our heads, trying to remember the exact details we had 

worked out. There are about a thousand parts that go into 

an Alerion Class Sloop and each has dimension, shape, 

material, finish, fasteners, and an assembly order. Any one 

detail done the wrong way will mar the part or disorga-

nize its assembly. We needed both a memory and a way of 

talking about all the parts.

THEN, JIM FELCH, A YOUNG ARCHITECT wanting 

to do boat work, came by. Over the course of six months he 

and I documented each part of the boat with 150 sheets of 

shop drawings, each specifying an assemblage of parts and 

the process for making it. The shop drawings were developed 

from the eighty-odd larger format design drawings in consul-

tation with the crew. They incorporated knowledge from the 

Herreshoff design, from Sanford Boat Company’s engineer-

ing, and from the shop floo . Over the years, the drawings 

developed as we incorporated improvements in the boat and 

its building process. Felch’s name is on most of them, and his 

work was a significant cont ibution to our success.

The shop drawings separated the construction of the 

parts from their design and engineering. Once depicted 

on paper, each element of the boat had definite size, ma-

terial, shape, and process of creation. The craftsman was 

free to think about his layout, the sharpness of his blades, 

and the precision of his cuts. He didn’t need to worry about 

issues beyond his control. The resulting reduction in his 

stress led to improved building times and high, consistent 

quality. The definition of the parts also made it easy to 

build multiple sets of parts for use on different boats. For 

instance, when the cabinetmaker built three boats’ worth 

of floorboa ds, he not only cut his time down but eliminat-

ed mistakes. And it allowed us to develop tooling, jigs, and 

fixtu es that further improved our times. 

So what were the results of the Alerion Class Sloop 

project, which Teeny Sanford started but did not live to 

see finished? I offer you three. Today, Herreshoff’s Aleri-

on is no longer obscure. Besides Alerion, still on display 

at Mystic, we have twenty-eight Alerion Class Sloops sail-

ing, bringing their owners joy. Further, many one-off cop-

ies, both cold-molded and plan-on-frame have been built 

since 1980 by several builders elsewhere. The design has 

been copied and produced in fibe glass. And the ubiqui-

tous Alerion Express models have spread her name far and 

wide, even if they have eschewed her wonderful design.

Cold molding is an accepted technique, and today San-

ford Boat has many competitors in the medium. It is the 

predominant building technique for one-off custom-built 

sailboats and a few production series. The technique is still 

being developed, getting better each year. 

Over the years, many of the Alerion Class Sloops have 

come back to the island second-hand. Today, twenty-three 

of them use Nantucket as their hail, some having sailed 

here for thirty-six years, gracing our waters and bringing 

their owners pleasure. These are not just any boats; they 

are, in fact, exquisite works of craftsmanship as fine as any 

vessel ever built anywhere. The men who built them are 

proud of them. The sailors who sail them are enraptured 

by them. They reflect on Nantucket’s spirit. They have be-

come part of her tradition.

ALFIE SANFORD started boatbuilding as a tool holder for his dad at 

age six and has been designing and building boats ever since. Edu-

cated at Exeter, Harvard (Mathematics), and MIT (Architecture), Alfi  

has sailed about 125,000 miles in the ensuing years, in Nantucket, 

the North Atlantic, and Europe.

THE ALERION
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