
 

A  Short History of the Balclutha 
 

"A friend of my father was a ship broker at Cardiff, so being there at the time, I asked him what chance I had of 

getting such a trip. His answer was, ‘We are brokers for a new ship loading coal at Penarth for San Francisco, 

and she will sail this week. She is a ship called Balclutha and we can get you a berth …” 

 

"… we were towed away from the dock soon after we joined her … we headed down the Bristol Channel and 

Irish Sea under full sail. You may guess how I felt up aloft on a topsail furling sail. I don’t know that I had ever 

been on a yardarm before, but I had to …" 

 

Excerpted from a letter by Captain Norman Pearce, chronicling his experience as an able-bodied seaman on 

Balclutha’s maiden voyage. 

 
 

British Deepwaterman 

 

On January 15, 1887, with a twenty-six-man crew, Balclutha sailed under British registry from Cardiff, Wales, 

on her maiden voyage. She was bound for San Francisco. The ship entered the Golden Gate after 140 days at 

sea, unloaded her cargo of 2,650 tons of coal, and took on sacks of California wheat. 

The Grain Trade 

 

The ‘49ers panned for fortunes in mountain streams, but less then twenty years later farmers discovered 

California’s real wealth: its hot, fertile valley floor. Soon horse-drawn wagons laden with sacks of wheat rolled 

from the fields to landings on the Sacramento and San Joaquin rivers. Steam-driven sternwheel boats and 

railroad boxcars hauled the 100-pound bags along the Carquinez Straits to Port Costa, where deepwatermen 

(large, ocean-going vessels like Balclutha) loaded 

California’s grain crop drew hundreds of British vessels through the Golden Gate each year. The hard dry 

California wheat traveled the 14,000 nautical miles to Liverpool unusually well, and the amber grain always 

brought a high price. The many ships coming to load grain resulted in low shipping rates for imported coal and 

other incoming goods and materials. 

 

Like the Gold Rush, the grain trade shaped California’s future. The lowered cost of high-quality coal spurred 

the growth of manufacturing and transportation. The easy access to international markets won California a 

measure of independence from the East Coast, and the railroads. In banking, in shipping, and in agriculture the 

grain trade attracted investment and created jobs. The demand for grain sacks alone pumped $2 million per year 

into the local economy (growers paid 10-15 cents apiece for the bags that Chinese workers wove from Calcutta 

jute). 

 

Because of the months-long ocean voyage, Balclutha made only one round-trip per year while engaged in the 

Europe-to-San Francisco grain trade. She arrived with a cargo three times, but also brought pottery, cutlery, 

Scotch whisky (from Glasgow and Liverpool) and "Swansea general" (tinplate, coke and pig iron) to San 

Francisco. San Francisco was just one of many ports of call. Throughout 1880s and 1890s the Balclutha sailed 

the world in the great ocean trades of her day, rounding Cape Horn a total of 17 times, and voyaging to New 

York to load case oil, to Rangoon for rice, to Iquique for nitrate, to Callao for guano, to New Zealand for wool 

and tallow. She discharged her homeward cargoes at Plymouth London, and in the ancient continental ports of 

Amsterdam, Rotterdam, Antwerp, and Havre. 

 

 



Lumber Across the Pacific 1899-1902 

 
In 1899 the Balclutha was purchased and transferred to Hawaiian registry by a San Francisco company that 

owned sawmills on the Puget Sound in Washington State. She then made three voyages between the West Coast 

and Australia, carrying an average of 1,500,000 board feet of lumber stowed in her hold and lashed on deck. 

Much of the lumber she carried ended up underground, used for mining timbers in the Broken Hill Mine at Port 

Pirie, Australia. Her cargo home was usually coal from Newcastle for the locomotives of the Southern Pacific 

Railroad. 

Balclutha was the last vessel to fly the flag of the Hawaiian Kingdom. In 1901 a special act of the United States 

Congress admitted the ship to American registry so that she could engage in "coastwise" trade (i.e. between 

American ports). Soon thereafter, the Alaska Packers Association, a San Francisco firm which harvested and 

canned salmon, chartered her to carry men and supplies north – to Alaska. 
 

Salmon Packet 

 

In 1902 the Balclutha began a new career in the Alaska salmon trade which was to last for 28 years. Each spring 

the ship loaded cannery supplies and carried north as many as 300 men for the fishing season. In the fall she 

returned to San Francisco with the pack from Chignik cannery, in a good year 78,000 cases of tinned salmon. In 

1904 while on her third voyage to Alaska, the ship ran aground on an offshore reef and was badly damaged near 

Kodiak Island. She was then sold to the Alaska Packers Association for $500. After extensive repairs, they 

renamed her Star of Alaska (all Packer iron and steel sailing vessels had a "Star" prefix to their names). She then 

continued to work in the Alaskan salmon trade until 1930.  

 

During this career, the ship sailed up the West Coast from Alameda, California, carrying supplies and cannery 

workers. Star of Alaska anchored out in Chignik Bay, Alaska, during April. After the supplies were unloaded 

and the cannery workers had settled into the company’s camp ashore, only a shipkeeper or two remained on 

board. In early September, her hold packed with cases of canned salmon, Star of Alaska started the 2,400-mile 

voyage back to San Francisco Bay. She was considered a fast sailer, averaging better than twenty-two days for 

the trip north and fifteen days when homeward bound. During the winter the ship was laid up with the rest of 

the Packer’s fleet of thirty-odd vessels in Alameda, where shipwrights performed maintenance and renovation. 

In 1911, the poop deck was extended to house Italian and Scandinavian fishermen. Later, additional bunks were 

added in the ‘tween deck for Chinese cannery workers. As Balclutha, the ship carried a crew of twenty-six men; 

on Star of Alaska, over 200 men made the trip north. 

 

Star of Alaska was the only sailing ship the Packers sent north in 1930, and when she returned that September 

she, too, was retired. 

 

 

Life on the Sea 
 

The long months at sea made for a hard and lonely existence. Crewmen, hired by the voyage and not paid until 

the voyage ended, were often "encouraged" to jump ship (without pay, of course). Only the captain, who 

commonly stayed with a ship for many voyages, had any measure of job security. Only the captain, whose wife 

sometimes accompanied him, had any opportunity for family life. On Balclutha’s last voyage under the British 

flag, Captain Durkee’s wife, Alice, gave birth to a daughter. They named the little girl India Frances because 

she was born on the Indian Ocean while the ship was bound for San Francisco. 

 



 

 

A Short History of San Francisco 
 

The area we now call San Francisco has had a long and rich history. The first settlers were the Ohlone 

Indians. The Ohlone lived as hunter-gatherers, feasting on an abundant supply of deer, elk, rabbit, seal, whale, 

duck, geese, turtles, fish, shellfish and grizzly bear, as well as various grains, seeds, and nuts.  They lived 

peaceably for generations, migrating to the hills for the acorn harvest, the marshes for waterfowl, the ocean for 

fish, then back to the meadow s and forest for the elk and deer.  

 

By the 1760’s, the Spanish occupied California and began to establish permanent outposts (missions) 

along the California coast.  On the morning of March 28, 1776, the Spanish reached “San Francisco” and set 

about building the sixth California mission. When the Spanish arrived, the native inhabitants perplexed them. 

The Ohlone lived in balance with the land, working within the guidelines set by the environment.  They did not 

have the need to “wrestle” nature by trying to dominate their surroundings. The Spanish could not understand 

why the Ohlone did not “better utilize” the resources, domesticating plants and animals. The Spanish also did 

not recognize the belief system of the Ohlone as a religion. Religion to the Spanish and religion to the Ohlone 

was very different. The Spanish made it their goal to “save” the Ohlone through the introduction of Christianity. 

 

The missionaries immediately set about the “save the Indian’s souls.” Unfortunately for the Ohlone, this 

meant forcing many Ohlone men into the mission where they could be taught to “act properly.” The natives 

were crowded into barracks and taught to garden, weave and “become civilized.” They were limited in 

practicing their traditional pastimes, with their days being filled with dull tasks. If they tried to leave to rejoin 

their families, they would be caught and brought back to the mission as criminals.  

 

In 1786, the French explored California, looking for new areas to colonize. The Russians established a 

trading base at Fort Ross, 60 miles north of Yerba Buena, in 1816.  

 

In 1821, Mexico won its independence from Spain, gaining California as a province.  Mexico was eager 

to populate California, so they gave away huge pieces of land for people to develop. Many of these colonists 

found that the warm weather and large valleys were perfect for raising cattle. Within 10 years, a busy cowhide 

and tallow trade was established with Yerba Buena (San Francisco) as a main port. Whalers also stopped in 

Yerba Buena, replenishing their supplies with goods from the fertile area. Soon, word of the protected Bay and 

the unpopulated fertile land began to spread. The United States of America and England also set their eyes 

toward California. In 1835, President Andrew Jackson offered Mexico $500,000 for the Yerba Buena Bay, 

which they declined.    

 

One American who found his way to Yerba Buena was Richard Henry Dana. Dana left Harvard Law 

School in 1834 and signed onto a sailing ship headed for the Pacific. When he sailed into the Bay in 1835, 

Yerba Buena was almost deserted. In his book, Two Years Before the Mast, published in 1840, he described the 

Bay with its “large and beautifully wooded islands…the abundance of water, the extreme fertility of its shores; 

the excellence of its climate, which is near being perfect as any in the world, its facilities for navigation 

affording the best anchorage-grounds on the whole western coast of America, - all fit for a place of great 

importance.” By the time of Dana’s visit, trade increased to the point where ships’ chandlers and middlemen 

were needed. William Richardson was the first Englishman to make Yerba Buena home. Within a few years he 

set up a business ferrying goods around the Bay. Yerba Buena began to grow. By 1845 several hundred people 

called it home. 

 

For a few years, California was a peaceful land. Large ranchos dotted the valleys. The rancheros, the 

temporary heirs to California, enjoyed a carefree life. Word of the area’s charm, hospitality and fertile fields 



soon spread. By the early 1840’s, the slow trickle of Yankee migration began to pick up momentum. Settlers 

came both by ship and by land, hoping to make a new life. While many of the new settlers were families 

looking for a better life, some were lively and “crude”, spending much of their leisure time drinking, dancing 

and smoking.  

 

Both these groups of immigrants worried the Mexican government. Restrictive laws were passed, 

forcing some of the rowdier settlers to leave. Yet in the end, it was the family-oriented settlers who brought the 

most harm to Mexico. As time passed, more Yankees came to California, weakening the hold Mexico had on 

her. John Fremont, a captain in the U.S. Army Topographical Corps, along with 40 men, set about exploring 

California, believing in America’s manifest destiny in the West. After publishing articles on the region’s 

potential and Mexico’s weakness, he returned to the West and helped create the rebellious fervor that led to the 

Bear Flag Revolt. 

 

The “war” between Mexico and the United States had been going on for a month and a half when a 

group of rebellious Americans stormed General Vallejo’s estate. After numerous brandies offered by the 

General, they announced the formation of a California Republic. They quickly sewed together a flag featuring a 

grizzly bear, which was raised above the plaza in Sonoma on June 14, 1846. 

 

The small village of Yerba Buena became part of the United States on July 9, 1846. Seventy soldiers and 

marines from the ship Portsmouth, which had been lying in the Bay, marched on shore and raised the American 

Flag in the plaza. The take-over was bloodless. 

 

On July 31, the population doubled when a ship, the Brooklyn, arrived from New York. Aboard were 

238 newcomers, one of whom was Sam Brannon. Sam Brannon was one of the more colorful characters in San 

Francisco’s past. He performed the first marriage in San Francisco and was the first defendant in the court of 

law under American jurisdiction. It was Brannon who, after cornering the market in mining supplies, paraded 

down Montgomery Street announcing the discovery of gold. 

 

Gold fever took the United States by storm. In 1847, before the rush, the population of San Francisco 

was 459. After the announcement of gold in 1849, 50,000 people arrived in San Francisco. Not all of these 

people were looking for gold. Some came for the “wild and free” society; others came to make a fresh start. In 

the classic book, El Dorado, Bayard Taylor described San Francisco: 

 

“Hundreds of tents and houses…scattered all over the heights and along the shore for over a 

mile. A furious wind was blowing through a gap in the hills, filling the streets with clouds of dust. On 

every side stood buildings of all kinds, half finished, and the greater part of them mere canvas sheds, 

open in front and covered with all kinds of signs in all languages. Great quantities of goods were piled 

up in the open air, for want of a place to store them.  The streets were full of people, hurrying to and fro, 

and of diverse and bizarre a character as the houses: Yankees of every possible variety, native 

Californians in serapes and sombreros, Chileans, Sonorians, Kanakas from Hawaii, Chinese with long 

tails, Malays armed with their everlasting creeses, and others in whose embronzed and bearded visages 

it was impossible to recognize any special nationality.”     

 

Most of the gold found in the Sierras ended up in the city of San Francisco, nourishing the economy and 

spurring on growth. Within a year, frame houses began to replace those of canvas and the population of 6,000 

grew to 30,000. Restaurants, hotels, theaters, bars and gambling houses sprang into existence. In the 1850’s, 

San Francisco probably had more college graduates than any other city in the United States. By 1853, there 

were 12 newspapers being published.    

 

San Francisco continued with the ebb and flow of life. New businesses opened, established businesses 

failed. The gold rush wound down and San Francisco began to settle into its role as the “Paris of the West.” In 



the years that followed, through economic decline and re-growth and the disappointments that accompanied 

them, the city grew and moved steadily into the new century. 

 

While the growth of the city was stable, the ground was not. San Francisco had experienced earthquakes 

as long as the inhabitants could remember. Yet no one was prepared for what happened on April 18, 1906, at 

5:12 a.m. While plates were being cleared from late night dinner parties, the Barbary Coast revelers were 

finishing their fun, and most of the town slept, the San Andreas Fault slipped, taking much of the city with it.  

 

The greatest damage occurred in the financial district and North Beach, where marshes had been filled 

in to allow for growth. Yet it was not the earthquake that caused the majority of the damage, but the fires that 

followed. During the quake, gas mains twisted and ruptured, gas lanterns and candles fell to the floor, and the 

city began to burn. The fire department was almost helpless. The fire chief was one of the first causalities of the 

quake and water mains from the peninsula had been broken. Three quarters of the housing in the city burned, 

leaving an estimated 250,000 people homeless. By the end of the three day ordeal, when the fires finally burned 

themselves out, 500 people were dead, 500 square blocks and 28,000 building lay in ashes, and the financial 

loss estimates ranged from $350 to $500 million. 

 

Tents were erected in the parks. Kitchens moved out onto the streets and temporary schools were set up 

as the city began its recovery process. Water and food were ferried over from Berkeley and Oakland. Trainloads 

of goods arrived from Portland, Seattle, Los Angeles, Chicago, Denver and New York. Students from an Indian 

school in Oregon baked 830 loaves of bread and sent them to San Francisco. Other children from around the 

country sent pennies and nickels to a school fund. Even people from Japan, Mexico, Cuba, Australia, Russia, 

France, Belgium, England and Scotland sent money to help rebuild the city. 

 

San Francisco did rebuild, bigger and better, while holding onto the qualities that made her “everyone’s 

favorite city.”    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 



 
24-Hour Time 

 

Time at sea is kept differently than time on land.  On land, time is kept by clocks that are numbered from 1 to 

12. If you asked someone on land what time it is, they might say “4 o’clock”, but unless you already knew if it 

were day or night, you would not know if it was 4 a.m. or 4 p.m. This method is not exact enough for sailors 

because crews work “around the clock”” on vessels.  To solve this problem, sailors use 24-hour time. 

 

When using 24-hour time, each day begins at one minute after midnight. When written, 24-hour time always 

has four digits. When spoken, time is expressed in “hundreds”. 

 

As an example, 1 in the morning is written as 0100 and called “zero one-hundred hours.”  11 in the morning is 

written as 1100 and called “eleven-hundred hours.”  12 noon is written as 1200 and called “twelve-hundred 

hours.”  1 in the afternoon is written as 1300 and called “thirteen-hundred hours.”  2:30 in the afternoon is 

written as 1430 and called “fourteen-thirty hours.”  (Notice that you add 1200 to all p.m. times.) 

 
  

Bell Time 

 

Sailors have yet another way to keep time.  It is called bell time.  Most sailors prior to the 20
th
 century did not 

own watches, so they could only tell time by a ringing bell.  It is not so important for sailors to know what time 

it is by the clock, but more so to know where you are in your “watch”. 
 

A ship functions 24 hours a day.  The day is divided into duty periods of four hours each.  This means that each 

sailor works for four hours, then has four hours off.  These four-hour shifts are called “watches”.  Bell time is 

structured around this four-hour watch schedule.  There are six watches in a day, and bell time repeats itself six 

times in a 24 hour period.  Each period of 8 bells starts at 12 noon and 12 midnight, 4 a.m. and 4 p.m., and at 8 

a.m. and 8 p.m. and is struck every 30 minutes.  The first half hour into the watch is 1 bell; the second half hour 

is 2 bells, etc. Therefore, if it is 7 bells, you know you have either one half hour left of your watch or one half 

hour before your watch starts. 
 

When keeping bell time, each bell stroke equals one half an hour.  When the bell is rung on the hour, the 

number of strokes sounded is even.  When the bell is rung on the half hour, the number of strokes sounded is 

odd.  Bells are always rung in pairs.  (A continuous ringing of a bell signals an emergency, such as "man 

overboard", fire or "abandon ship.") 
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12. If you asked someone on land what time it is, they might say “4 o’clock”, but unless you already knew if it 

were day or night, you would not know if it was 4 a.m. or 4 p.m. This method is not exact enough for sailors 

because crews work “around the clock”” on vessels.  To solve this problem, sailors use 24-hour time. 
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Bell Time and 24-Hour Chart 



12 midnight (2400 hours)  

12:30 am (0030 hours)  

1 am  (0100 hours)  

1:30 am (0130 hours)  

2 am  (0200 hours)  

2:30 am (0230 hours)  

3 am  (0300 hours)  

3:30 am (0330 hours)  

4 am  (0400 hours)  

4:30 am (0430 hours)  

5 am  (0500 hours)   

5:30 am (0530 hours)  

6 am  (0600 hours)  

6:30 am (0630 hours)  

7 am  (0700 hours)  

7:30 am (0730 hours)  

8 am  (0800 hours)  

8:30 am (0830 hours)  

9 am  (0900 hours)  

9:30 am (0930 hours)  

10 am  (1000 hours)  

10:30 am (1030 hours)  

11 am  (1100 hours)  

11:30 am (1130 hours)  

12 noon  (1200 hours)  

12:30 pm  (1230 hours)  

1 pm (1300 hours)  

1:30 pm (1330 hours)  

2 pm  (1400 hours)  

2:30 pm (1430 hours)  

3 pm  (1500 hours)  

3:30 pm (1530 hours)  

4 pm  (1600 hours)  

4:30 pm (1630 hours)  

5 pm  (1700 hours)  

5:30 pm (1730 hours)  

6 pm  (1800 hours)  

6:30 pm (1830 hours)  

7 pm  (1900 hours)  

7:30 pm (1930 hours)  

8 pm  (2000 hours)  

8:30 pm  (2030 hours)  

9 pm  (2100 hours)  

9:30 pm  (2130 hours)  

10 pm  (2200 hours)  

10:30 pm (2230 hours)  

11 pm  (2300 hours)  

11:30 pm  (2330 hours)   

     

 

 


