
 

 

From Alerion to the Alerion Class Sloop 
 

A story of renaissance 
 
How was Nat Herreshoff's personal boat Alerion, one of the finest 
sailing boat ever created, lost to obscurity and then rediscovered 65 
years after her building and brought to acclaim a century on? 
 
Take yourself back four decades to 1977. Place yourself in 
Nantucket, a pretty little spot, a sleepy summer resort grown up 
amongst the abandoned structures of the world's greatest whaling 
port. In 1977 the times have changed.  The beautifully constructed 
wooden boats traditionally sailed in Nantucket are mostly gone. 
The Mower designed Vineyard Sound Interclubs, the Starling 
Burgess designed Yankee One Design fleets are no more. The hot-
molded plywood Flying Dutchman, 32 of which scooted around 
Nantucket harbor in the late 1950’s are gone. Carl Beetle's 12 foot 
Beetle Cat, known locally as Rainbows because of their colored 
sails, are a dwindling fleet. Now, in 1977, Beetle's shop in 
Padenarem which built whaleboats for the Nantucket whaling fleet, 
is probably the last shop in America producing a stock wooden 
boat. By 1977, the sailboat wars are over; fiberglass has won. The 
sound of the caulking mallet has been replaced by the screech of 
the fiberglass polisher. 
 
The excitement of the moment is that my father, Teeny Sanford, a 
top round-the-buoys man in his youth, and later a deep water 
sailor and racer, with his friend Pilly Mills, has just bought a new 
sailboat in Florida. They have brought her to Nantucket. Called 
Alerion, she is the prototype of the Alerion 26 class, newly created 
by Halsey Herreshoff. She is a good-looking 25 foot keel sloop well 
built in fiberglass. Teeny and Pilly will use her for pleasure sailing 
around Nantucket, even though her 43 inch draft is a little strong 
for the local waters. The pretty boat so intrigued my Father that he 
wanted to know more about her background. A few years before I 
had seen and studied Alerion, on display at Mystic Seaport, so I tell 
him the story: 
 
"In 1912 Nat Herreshoff, Halsey’s grandfather, designed and built 
Alerion (his third boat of that name) for sailing in Bermuda where 
he wintered to avoid the New England cold. She was the 24th of 29 



 

 

boats Herreshoff personally owned. Herreshoff was 64 at the time. 
He sailed Alerion in Bermuda for 8 winters, then brought her back 
to Bristol for summer use. Indeed, he sailed her until he could not. 
As he reports, 'In the following fall [1929] I was not reliable on my 
feet and decided to give up using boats entirely.'  
 
"He was then 81. At the end of his life, Herreshoff said of his 26 
foot sloop, Alerion, 'She was a very satisfactory boat'--high praise 
from the world's greatest yacht designer. 
 
"What made Alerion such a 'very satisfactory boat?' In 1912, both 
he and the Herreshoff Manufacturing Company  were at the peak of 
their powers. Nat Herreshoff had been designing and building 
sailboats for nearly 50 years. Herreshoff manufacturing Company 
had been buildingthem. He modeled Alerion as the great age of sail 
was coming to a close. By then, the shape requirements of a fast, 
seaworthy, comfortable sailboat were known. Back then, people 
used sailboats intensively, both for work and for pleasure. They 
knew good boats and were selective about them. Herreshoff was 
amongst the most selective.  
 
"He knew there two ways to make a boat go fast. She could be 
narrow like a rowing shell and slice through the water, or she could 
be flat bottomed like a scow and skim over the top of it. He also 
knew neither shape produced a good sailing boat, the narrow boat 
because it lacked ability to carry sail, the flat bottom boat because 
it pounded in rough water.  
 
"For his personal sailing boat, Herreshoff eschewed both extremes; 
instead he began with Edward Burgess’ 'compromise sloop' whose 
model had moderate beam, short overhangs and a wine glass 
midship section. This model incorporated the subtleties developed 
by fishermen, pilots and yacht designers through the 19th century 
to lower the resistance of a sailing craft, including the aft sloping 
midship section, the sharp entrance, optimum prismatic coefficient, 
and broad smooth run. 
 
"Seeking to gain the advantage of light displacement (speed) while 
avoiding its disadvantage (pounding of a flat bottom in a seaway) 
Herreshoff modeled Alerion’s turn-of-bilge to be just at the 
waterline. For practical purposes the underwater portion of her 
midship section is triangular, giving minimum area (displacement) 



 

 

for the angle of deadrise required to avoid pounding. Herreshoff 
modeled the lightest (fastest) hull still possessing good sailing 
characteristics in rough water. 
 
"This innovation of Herreshoff’s is not well recognized nor has it 
been much imitated. The later International, CCA and RORC rule 
boats have turn-of-bilge well below the waterline. They are heavier 
and slower, but no more seaworthy than the Alerion inspired 
designs of Herreshoff which continue to vex competitors today on 
the race course. 
 
"Another feature of Alerion that made her “satisfactory” is her shoal 
draft, just 29 inches. Draft is the crucial dimension that limits the 
range of a vessel. Ralph Munroe of Florida showed with his Presto 
that a shoal sailboat can do well in the deep ocean. Such is not the 
case, of course, of a deep boat in shoal water. And much of our best 
small boat sailing is done in shallow water l boat may go.  
 
"After a winter of sailing Alerion in Bermuda Herreshoff used her 
model for a series of similar designs in different sizes: The 12 1/2 
footer, waterline length 12'6", (360+ built over 40 years, starting 
1914), the Buzzards Bay 25, waterline length 25'0" (4 built in 
1914), the Newport 29 waterline length 29'0", (4 built in 1914) and 
the Fish Class, waterline length  16'0", designed 1916 (40+ built 
over 40 years). The numbers of the 12 1/2s and Fishes built over a 
long period and the fact that all eight of the 25's and 29’s are still 
sailing 63 years later, show that these designs were well received by 
the public. But not Alerion. It is something of a mystery why this 
'very satisfactory boat' had no sisters. One boat, Sadie, was built in 
1914 using Alerion's model with her bow overhang extended a foot, 
perhaps to reduce weather helm. A copy of Sadie was built by Seth 
Persson in 1972. And that was it." 
 
Teeny and Pilly were experienced, well-informed yachtsmen of the 
old school; this tale need not have been told them but for the fact 
that Herreshoff's Alerion had fallen into obscurity. I continued: 
 
"Herreshoff sold her in 1929. She had a sucession of owners. In 
1970, in poor condition, she was donated to Mystic Seaport by 
Issac Merriman, Sr. whose son, your friend Ike Merriman,Jr. asked 
Halsey to create your new boat!" 
 



 

 

There was much discussion around the Sanford dinner table after 
this about good sailboats, wooden sailboats, the problems of wood 
construction and the then new cold-molded construction 
technique. My brother Edward had bought a 1927 Alden Ketch in 
1971 and raced her in the first (1973) Opera House Cup Race 
which he helped an organize. Edward brings to Father’s attention 
the advantages of cold molded construction. 
 
Cold molded wood construction actually is quite a bit stronger than 
fiberglass, extra strength which can be utilized for extra durability 
and extra ballast giving the craft better performance. Cold molded 
construction does not depend on the metal fastenings the destroyer 
the traditional plank on frame boats. Cold molded boats are in fact 
as tougher than fiberglass boats and perhaps easier to maintain.  
 
Maybe most important, but difficult to measure, in a cold molded 
boat, the humanity of wood surrounds the sailor. The finest 
fiberglass boats try to achieve this by building a wood boat inside 
their fiberglass shells, but it is heavy and has other disadvantages. 
 
My father had been a pioneer in fiberglass boat construction and 
he knew its limitations. Connecting the dots, he proposed, "This 
new boat of mine is a nice fiberglass inspiration from Alerion, let's 
build a real Alerion in cold molded wood" 
 
The project was born. Beginning November 1977, Edward, Chris 
Fraker and I began reproducing Nat Herreshoff’s personal sailboat 
in the family boathouse.  
 
The boat, begun in the proverbial garage by upstart Sanford Boat 
Company, Inc. was finished in July 1978 in a purpose built shop a 
little inland from Nantucket’s harbor. We called her  the Alerion 
Class Sloop. Although of cold molded construction, she was a near 
exact copy of Herreshoff’s Alerion in shape, size and weight.  
 
We found, on sailing our reproduction that she did not steer well. 
There were three steering problems. Though the angle of weather 
helm was not excessive it produced an uncomfortably strong pull 
on her tiller (possibly SADIE's bow was elongated in an effort to 
reduce this.) Further, she was slow turning. Indeed she had such a 
large turning radius that one had to be careful maneuvering to 
avoid running into things. The owner of the Seth Persson "Sadie" 



 

 

complained of this trouble.  Finally, when put hard over, greater 
than 15°, the rudder stalled, losing all turning power. For the boat 
#2, we modified the rudder by cutting away a small bit of the aft 
end of the keel and balancing the rudder. This perfected the helm, 
which became one of the nicest features of the Alerion Class Sloop. 
 
Sanford Boat was self-taught in cold molded construction and in 
1977 it was a new technique. There were construction details we 
were not entirely happy with. I particularly did not like the idea of 
building a monocoque hull avoiding the fastenings and 
concentrated loadings that are difficult in wood, and then fastening 
a lead keel to it with metal bolts that highly concentrate large 
loads.  
 
Francis Herreshoff discusses the problem of keelsons in his 
Commonsense of Yacht Design (p 73) and suggests fastening the 
lead directly to the shell. Taking his idea a step further, we 
developed a novel structure that incorporated ballast keel, keelson, 
floors, centerboard box foundation, mast step and sternpost into a 
single epoxy/lead/fiberglass molding. To this we attached the 
rudder bearings and molded in a bilge sump. The piece drops into 
the hull shell from above, somewhat like a keystone into an arch 
and is glued and screw fastened all around its perimeter to the cold 
molded hull shell. No concentrated loads and a very strong 
structure. 
 
Further inspired by Francis' biography of his father, we developed a 
longitudinal framing system for the deck saving a few pounds of 
weight and hours of labor. The Alerion Class Sloop has more 
Herreshoff in it than just its  design. 
 
The Alerion Class Sloop was perfected with boat #3 and Sanford 
Boat went on to build 18 more of the craft until the economics for 
boat building on Nantucket forced us to stop in 1983. Sanford Boat 
sold just 2 boats of these to Nantucket owners. The rest went 
around the eastern USA as far west as Texas and as far south as 
Florida. As the boats became better accepted in Nantucket, they 
started being bought 2nd hand and brought back to the Island.  
 
By demand of our customers we restarted building again in 1996 
and since then 7 more have been completed, 28 in all, 24 of which 
use Nantucket as their hail.  



 

 

 
By selling 21 of these exquisite vessels, radical as their wood 
construction was at the time, Sanford Boat brought Herreshoff's 
design to the sailing public's attention and appreciation. Soon we 
had fiberglass competitors. Some just used the name, applying it to 
contemporary dinghy type IOR designs modified with pretty sheer 
lines. Another exactly copied the ALERION CLASS SLOOP as best 
they could, even to the extent of using our modified rudder. But, of 
course, the fiberglass boats could not capture the look and feel (nor 
the performance) of the wooden Alerion Class Sloop.  As time went 
by, various shops set up to build Alerions and Sadies in wood, both 
cold-molded and traditional on a one off basis. 
 
Today the Alerion Class Sloop and the Alerion design is well known. 
Herreshoff's exquisite sailboat is no longer obscure. Such was not 
Teeny Sanford's intent at the dinner table when he began our 
project, but it was a happy results. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


