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Lines taking in the 1880s. From Small Yachts by C. P. Kunhardt, published in 1891.
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Preface

Any book advocating the documentation
of history can hardly afford to deprive its read-
ers of an understanding of the context in which
it was produced. This is especially true for this
work since the reader cannot fail to notice a
very broad (some would say peculiar!) range in
the level of detail between different chapters.
This breadth results from a complex series of
events that occurred between the initial idea
and publication.

In 1980, the idea for a manual on small
craft documentation was put on paper by an
informal group of museum professionals meet-
ing as the “Small Craft Curators Conference”
(SCCC). Even then, the concept had been
around for more than five years. Assistance was
then sought from a number of sources includ-
ing the Maritime Preservation Task Force of
the National Trust for Historic Preservation. In
1983, that task force’s Standards Committee
produced draft Guidelines for Documentation,
with essays by Maynard Bray, Richard Lunt,
and Sam Manning,

Shortly thereafter, Congress requested
the National Park Service to “conduct a survey
of historic maritime resources. . .”
(Congressional Record, Oct. 10, 1984, p.
11922). A new program, the National
Maritime Initiative was created in the National
Park Service to carry out this request to inven-
tory, evaluate, and recommend standards for
maritime resource preservation.

This request helped shift the Task Force’s
emphasis towards large vessels because it coin-
cided with a strong push to nominate large ves-
sels to the National Register, and to document
them to the standards of the National Park
Service’s Historic American Building
Survey/Historic American Engineering Record
(HABSHAER). This shift eventually resulted
in the 1988 publication of Guidelines for
Recording Historic Ships (Anderson, 1988).
While Guidelines concentrates primarily on
Library of Congress standards for drawings,
documentation, and presentation, rather than
on the methods by which these are produced,
it does cover some of the field work involved.

In light of these events, an ad hoc com-
mittee’s 1985 review of the 1983 manuscript
set out additional areas that needed to be cov-
ered and some that needed expansion. The
manual needed to address the issues surround-
ing the documentation of small watercraft, a
subject Guidelines could not address. It needed
to encompass recording to a higher level of
detail than Guidelines generally advocated. It
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needed to be completed quickly; too much
time had already gone by, boats were being lost
without being recorded at alarming rates. It
was determined that a large number of institu-
tionally supported contributors, each having
responsibility for a relatively small section of
the book, would produce text quickly at the
lowest cost. To keep Boats manageable in size
and avoid unnecessary repetition, wherever the
work would refer to the reader to Guidelines.

Photocopies are available from

Technical Information Center
(DSC-PGT)

National Park Service

Denver Service Center

PO. Box 25287

Denver, Colorado 80225-0287

(303) 969-2130

order number: 999/0-378; include check
or money order for $18.60

Getting this revised plan for the
“DocManual” underway required the formal-
ization of the SCCC into a professional organi-
zation: the Museum Small Craft Association
(MSCA). Incorporated in 1987, the MSCA
sought and received funding from the Crirical
Issues Fund of the National Trust for Historic
Preservation, the Institute for Museum
Services, Mystic Seaport Museum, the National
Park Service, the Council of American
Maritime Museums, and several private
sources. National Maritime Initiative help for
both the manual and to produce a national
watercraft inventory for all historic watercraft
came to the Museum Small Craft Association
through a cooperative agreement. '

While the work’s content was fairly fixed
early on by the need to fill in the gaps in the
available literature, the level of detail to include
was (and will certainly continue to be) a source
of controversy. For example, one participant
would want each measuring method to be
described in minute detail, another would say,
“Just give them the basics.” Most of the
authors made their contributions on a volun-
teer basis while simultaneously meeting sub-
stantial professional obligations to their
employers; under such circumstances their
vociferous, expert opinions in such matters
could hardly be casually over-ruled.

Because of this history, Boats devotes
most of its pages to the intimate, step by step
“how t0’s” of capturing the “telling details” that
form the physical evidence for reconstructing a
boat’s working life, and presenting this life in
text, lines, rigging, and construction plans. We
have assumed the reader has boats to care for



x Boats

and little expertise in such matters, but is high-
ly motivated to invest the necessary time and
energy. Methods are included even if they have
significant drawbacks in some applications,
since they may provide the perfect answer to
others. The work is specially bound to ease use
in the field. The contributors have also
attempted to provide enough background
material to enable the reader to assess the accu-
racy and suitability of new and/or different
methods. The guiding philosophy in the work’s
composition is one of inclusion rather than
exclusion.

In this vein, a basic understanding of
topics such as field sketching, boat stabiliza-
tion, cultural context, and archaeological
reconstruction of deteriorated boats are consid-
ered essential in meeting the needs of the
work’s broad constituency. These “basic” chap-
ters are summaries; they point the reader
towards helpful institutions and/or more com-
plete works on the subject while clarifying
issues and tricks of the trade specific to docu-
menting small boats. For example, the chapter
on field sketching assumes you know how to
produce perspective sketches (or can learn
through standard reference works on the sub-
ject) but could use specific guidance on how to
sketch boats, a topic not covered in any detail
in any work of which we are aware.

While maritime museum professionals
began the drive to assemble this book, amateur
and professionals in the areas of ethnography,
sport diving, and state and local history have
proven to be important, if less obvious, audi-
ences with an interest in boat documentation.
Clearly, more boats survive than there are expe-
rienced personnel available to make documen-
tation decisions about them. A frequent tele-
phone call to maritime museum staff, from
both professional and amateurs, is: “I have a
boat, what do I do?” The manual seeks to pro-
vide a framework for answers. There are no
geographical limits to such inquiries, either.
While the work was in production, serious
inquiries were received from as far afield as
Sweden and Polynesia.

The consensus within the maritime
preservation community has long been that, at
least in the United States, we have fallen far
behind the historic building preservation
movement in the preservation of our heritage.
While the preservation and/or adaptive reuse of
buildings has become widely valued and
applied, the maritime sector has had difficulty
overcoming the greater logistical, financial, and
cultural obstacles to the preservation of ships
and boats. Matters are made worse in two
ways. First, watercraft are far less durable than

buildings, with the result that in many cases
documentation is the only way of assuring
their permanence. Second, to document the
structure you must overcome the greater tech-
nical difficulties of recording complex curved
shapes and their supporting framework.

Under these challenges, on top of the
usual lack of funds, staff, storage space, and/or
time, organizations and individuals are forced
to turn down donations of boats and/or oppor-
tunities to document which they know it
would otherwise be better to accept.
Alternatively, they have been known to accept a
boat (and the endless curatorial obligation it
entails) because one small detail is deemed
important. This work attempts to reduce the
domination of such absolute choices—to save
in its entirety or not, to document in full or
not—and replace them with a wider range of
options to be evaluated with expertise and
sober judgment.

Decisions to save part of a boat or some
limited aspect of the information it embodies

“can, of course, create political and curatorial

difficulties of their own. In such an instances, a
full narrative explanation of the decisions
should be made part of the permanent record.
At present, however, some preservationists fail
to recognize that for every boat they “save,”
many with significant value are turned down
and then disappear without any effort being
made to save critical features and/or informa-
tion. It is hoped this narrow view will be
broadened by the wide range of methods and
values expressed here.

There have been only three issues on
which total consistency and unanimity was
achieved among the project participants. First,
it is harder to write about the measuring and
drafting process than it is to do it. In general,
the actual measuring is relatively fast and
straightforward; the drafting takes more skill
and much more time. Second, the reader’s
input is highly desired. It is hoped a time will
come when a second, revised edition can be
produced. Finally, we urge the reader to think
of boat documentation as a wide range of activ-
ities that will help make sense of boats and the
dynamic cultural processes that underlie their
creation and use.

—Paul Lipke
—Ben Fuller
August 30, 1992
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2 Benjamin A. G. Fuller

Small boats were once essential to trans-
portation in America. Early in the nineteenth
century, the design of small boats began to take
on regional flavors with special combinations
of construction methods and styles. As models
and methods were adapted to particular eco-
nomic and geographical conditions, small
boats became true folk or vernacular artifacts.

Boats also migrated from area to area,
outside of places where they were originally
developed. They moved as part of the working
complement of a ship, such as whaleboats and
dories, or as somewhat generic ship’s boats of
various sizes.

Builder’s knowledge moved with
builders. Moving into new areas, they brought
designs and methods learned in their appren-
ticeships. In some cases their knowledge was
put to use; in others builders adapted their
skills to the methods in use in their new
homes. In the Chesapeake, where the need for
boats outstripped the production capacity of
available boat builders, settlers adopted native
craft—dugout canoes—using new tools and
joining techniques to enlarge them.

By the early part of this century, small
craft began to reflect a growing national recre-
ational and commercial market. Critical to this
emerging national market were improvements
in rail transportation and the development of
national distribution systems (mail order) by
pioneers such as Sears and Montgomery Ward.
Yet regional builders still brought local aesthet-
ics and techniques to bear. These regional
forms could and were distributed nationally. In
response to a wider market, many builders
refined their methods into a form of mass pro-
duction. Today’s boats are almost exclusively
mass market, mass production boats, not the
products of local building traditions.

Small craft are, then, highly complex
artifacts, with variations in form and technique
directly linked to their temporal and geograph-
ical context. Their study leads to questions of
technical skill, competence, aesthetics, and
invention or diffusion of knowledge.

The study of boats can move beyond the
artifact to questions of economics, function,
markets, and social organization as the role of
the boat in its community (users, owners, and
builders) is examined. Indeed, the community
may well be defined by the boat rather than by

geographic boundaries. Equally worthy of
study are the community of owners of a boat
type that is nationally or regionally distributed,
and the community of work boats owners
based in a single harbor.

Thus documentation can take on many
forms. It can be the close examination and
recording of a single boat. It can be defining
types and then doing a regional survey to
determine their distribution, ownership, and
use. Documentation may also focus on how a
boat serves to define a community. It can be a
record of what owners, operators, and creators
think about them. It can concentrate on con-
text, the world in which the boats live.

What Do We Mean by Small?

In his seminal survey, American Small Sailing
Craft (1951), Howard 1. Chapelle defined
small boats as forty feet and under and stated
that traditional craft in that range were good
candidates for recreational boats. However,
there are long, light boats, longer than forty
feet, that qualify as small by virtue of their dis-
placement or weight, a more accurate guide to
size. Five tons and under is considered by the
U. S. Coast Guard to be a small boat when
issuing numbers. Some even feel that any boat
that takes more than six or eight people to
carry is not small!

Based on preservation and collection
policies of museums, which can handle small
craft easier than large, the Historic American
Engineering Record considers thirty feet and
over as eligible for listing as they are less likely
to be preserved in a museum collection. The
International Congress for Maritime Museums
in its Historic Ship Register used fifty feet or
twenty tons as a standard. Whatever the criteri-
on, this manual focuses on techniques suitable
for boats generally smaller than these stan-
dards, boats that usually can be built and oper-
ated by a crew of not more than two or three.

Why a Specialized Manual?

Watercraft documentation manuals are not
new. A century ago, one of this country’s first
yachting writers, C. P. Kunhardt, saw the need
and wrote about methods for recording a boat’s
shape in Small Yachts. More recently others
have written articles or chapters of books on
watercraft measurements. What is new about






