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Chapter One: Origins

The Friendship sloop has come to be rec-
ognized as an icon of traditional Amer-
ican sailing craft. Both functional and 

adaptable, the design evolved to meet the spe-
cific needs of a time and place in history. Why 
the design came about is a story of personalities, 
influences, and innovations. This story begins 
with a look at the time and place that the design 
evolved and the needs of the people who built 
these distinct and enduring boats.

 The fifty years after the American Civil 
War was a period of transformation for much of 
the preserved, but fragile, Union. The State of 
Maine was undergoing significant change. The 
development of railway lines to Bangor, Au-
gusta, Rockland, and Portland, and steamship 
connection to Boothbay Harbor, was turning 
these towns into cities. The demand for Maine 
lumber, granite, quicklime, and other raw mate-
rials promised growth and opportunity, at least 
for those Mainers who lived on the coast, near 
a railhead, or on one of the many rivers that led 
to the coast. 

For those Mainers who did not live on 
the ocean or a major river or near a railhead, 
travel was slow and difficult. People common-
ly spoke of distance in leagues, a unit of three 
miles, either nautical or statute—as much a unit 
of time as it was a unit of distance. Three miles 
was the distance that an average person could 
walk or row in an hour under normal condi-
tions. If someone told you that a farm was two 
leagues off, they were also telling you that it 
was two hours away. Settlements that were on 
the rivers or ocean were at a certain advantage 
because goods and materials could often be 
moved by boat far more easily than by cart; this 
was particularly true if the boat could be moved 
by wind rather than oar. 

The settlers of the coast, while enjoying 
some advantages, were certainly not living in 
the land of milk and honey. Winters were harsh 
and long, the growing season was short, and the 
ground required backbreaking clearing of trees, 
removal of ubiquitous rocks, and improvement 
of the soil in order to provide even basic suste-
nance of vegetables and hay. On the other hand, 
unlike settlers inland, settlers on the ocean also 
had access to an abundance of cod, mackerel, 
hake, haddock, clams, lobster, and mussels all 
within a league of most waterfront or island 
homesteads. To harvest this abundance one 
needed skill, a willingness to work, and a boat. 
Most coastal homesteads were just that, the first 
or second, or possibly third generation attempts 
to wrestle a decent living by combining the har-
vest of the meager farmlands and the available 
resources of the sea.  The farmer-fishermen 
who populated the coastal regions had to cul-
tivate a multitude of skills in order to prosper.

In the middle of the Maine coast lies 
Muscongus Bay, rich in resources and with 
unique geographical advantages. It was a place 
that would be transformed as a result of its loca-
tion. Fed by three rivers, the waters of the bay 

Friendship sloop heading out to fish.
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Friendship sloop built about 1900
Length on deck       28’ 6”

Waterline length     23’ 10”
Beam                           9’ 5”
Draft                           5’ 4”

Lines taken off by Howard I. Chapelle
Redrawn By T.B.R. Walsh 2014
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Friendship Harbor 1890s

were rich with wildlife and sea life. The edges 
of the bay were crenulated with natural harbors, 
carved into the mainland, like New Harbor, 
Goose River, Cushing, and Round Pound. Oth-
ers, like Bremen and Friendship, were places 
where the shelter of one or more islands com-
bined with a natural harbor or cove. Islands 
like Louds, Marsh, Hog, Bremen Long Island, 
Harbor Island, Hall, Friendship Long Island, 
McGee, Gay, Otter, and Black seemed strategi-
cally placed to take advantage of good fishing 
grounds and the proximity of natural harbors. 
The Georges Islands chain provided a slight 
separation and a natural breakwater between 
the aforementioned harbors and islands, and 
Hupper Island and Port Clyde. This bay of natu-
ral opportunities had been settled since colonial 
times, but now, comfortably located at just about 
the middle of the coast of Maine, it found itself 
ideally located between two of Maine’s growing 
commercial hubs, Rockland and Boothbay Har-
bor, each a day’s sail away.

It was here in Muscongus Bay that a boat 
design evolved that came to represent American 
adaptation, ingenuity, and resourcefulness—the 
Friendship sloop.
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 Where did the Friendship sloop come 
from? One would assume Friendship, Maine, 
but such a deceptively simple question becomes 
complex when one considers that the term 
“Friendship sloop” is not a specific design, but 
rather a general term for a family of craft that 
evolved from earlier designs to meet changing 
needs. 

The term “Friendship sloop” is like the 
term “clipper ship”, which came into use at just 
about the same period in history. Carl C. Cut-
ler, in his excellent book Grayhounds of the Sea, 
goes to great lengths to explain why no one can 
definitively say what was the first clipper ship. 
It was a collaborative effort of designers and 
sailors, merchants and markets, that resulted 
in something uniquely American and uniquely 
suited to the needs of the times. The Friendship 
sloop followed an almost identical trajectory, 
and, like the clipper ships, was a product of a 
time, a place, and a set of needs. 

In the 1970s, Bradley Beckett tried to 
find out who built the first Friendship sloop. 
This is what he wrote for the 1976 Friendship 
Sloop Society yearbook:

A short time ago I tried to find the original builder 
of the Friendship sloop.  Most believe Wilbur Morse of 
Friendship was the mastermind. Roy Wallace, a boat-
builder and a grandnephew of Morse, said Wilbur used 
to lobster in a peapod on Bremen Long Island in the late 
1800s. After a while, Wilbur wanted something better. 
What he came up with was the Friendship sloop.  Then 
I talked with Carroll Carter, another boatbuilder. Said 
he, “I was told ‘Waut’ Prior built the first one . . . But as 
far as a Friendship sloop goes, there is no Friendship 
sloop. (That is, the first ones were built on Bremen Long 
Island.) Of course, a lot of builders moved to Friendship 
and built over there. There was Wilbur Morse and his 
brother Charles. Then Al Morse was down in Cushing. 
There were a lot of others besides.”

Next I went to see Newell McLain, another grand-
nephew of Wilbur Morse and boatbuilder. “The first 
Friendship sloop Wilbur Morse built,” said Newell, “he 
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There is no question that Wilbur Morse 
had much to do with the branding of the 
Friendship sloop. He certainly claimed 

to be the originator of the design. In fact he 
went so far as to declaim that the definition of 
a Friendship sloop “... is a sloop built in Friend-
ship by Wilbur Morse”. However, the histori-
cal evidence not only fails to support this claim, 
but it points to a more collaborative effort that 
many people contributed to in a process of trial 
and error, as is evidenced by what Mr. Beckett 
wrote in the 1970s .

What is now termed a “Friendship” 
sloop was originally known by a number of 
names: Morse boats, Muscongus boats, yacht 
boats, yacht sloop boats and eventually Friend-
ship sloops. These boats, whatever we call them, 
were a subset of the larger family of single mast-
ed vessels that were known from Eastport to 
Block island as just “sloop boats”, or perhaps 
more colloquially, “sloop-bo’ts”.

The sloop-bo’t was the small truck of the 
late 19th century and, like the small trucks of 
today, they came in a variety of shapes and siz-
es. In Muscongus Bay the sloops that were built 
by the McLains, Morses, Winchenbachs, Cart-
ers, Priors and Lashes were mostly a marriage 
between two major influences—the earlier 
Muscongus Bay sloops built in the area before 
the war, and the design innovations that were 
evolving in the Massachusetts building yards of 
Gloucester and Essex for the Gloucester fishing 
fleet.

Prior to the Civil War, fishermen in Mus-
congus Bay used a variety of local craft ranging 
from simple skiffs and dories to a type of open 
centerboard boat that was built locally. These 
centerboarders were small, typically around fif-

borrowed the mold off my grandfather (Rob McLain) to 
build her out of. But as far as he being the first one — no. 
Grandfather was the first one!” How did it evolve? Newell 
related the tale: “Fishermen used to have little 14 or 16-
foot centerboard boats. They’d sail out to the traps, take 
the mast out, and row around the traps.

“Well, Gramp Rob said he didn’t see why he couldn’t 
sail up to a trap, haul it, trim the jibboom, keep her off the 
rocks, and set the trap again. Well, ‘Waut’ Prior (a neigh-
bor) said it couldn’t be done. So they argued over it for 
years till after a while Gramp Rob said, ‘Damned if I don’t 
try it!’ and he built one he couldn’t take the mast out of, 
about 18 or 20 feet in length. So, he built the first Friend-
ship sloop and was the first ever to haul a trap under sail 
in Maine waters.” Shortly after, everyone was building 
them.

Newell told of the DICTATOR #2, a Friendship sloop 
that was the pride and joy of its turn-of-the-century 
builder, Newell’s father. “Father built her out of wood, al-
ready tucked right to the tiller for $425 — sails and eve-
rything!” Jarvis Newman of Southwest Harbor in recent 
years bought its remains. “What he wanted was its lines.  
Now he’s building fiberglass ones of that design and sell-
ing them.” A short time after visiting Newell McLain I paid 
a visit to Carleton Morse on Morse’s Island off Friendship. 
Said he, “There were a lot of people who built Friendship 
sloops but there was only one person who could have 
built the original — my father (Warren Morse)!”

Mr. Morse elaborated, “He did his own planning and 
designing. He had seen a good many vessels because he 
had been on voyages to the Mediterranean and Pacific.  
In addition, he had previously learned the boatbuilding 
trade even as a youngster in the shop with his father.”

“The early boats were shallow draft. He worked on 
those. It wasn’t much of a conversion to the deep draft.” 
Asked when his father made the change he replied, “I 
would say perhaps 1872 and he continued to build them 
right up until 1905, the year he died.”

So, who built the first Friendship sloop? Well, who 
really knows? What can be said is that Wilbur Morse can’t 
be unanimously claimed the original Friendship sloop 
builder. There are obviously many interesting versions 
and a lot of family pride interwoven.

But this is what makes history interesting and keeps  
family traditions alive.    

teen feet in length, clinker built, with rounded 
bows and frames that were either steam-bent, 
or bent from green wood. They were undoubt-
edly more maneuverable under sail than a dory 
or skiff, and they would have represented an 
improvement on the dory or skiff, but they also 
would have been too small to venture into deep 
water. 

Lobstering from a dory with bow-head traps.

The needs of the local fishermen-farmers 
were changing.  As those needs changed, boat 
design had to adapt to meet those needs. The 
demand was for a vessel that could be used to 
perform a greater variety of tasks, from jig-
ging cod and fishing mackerel in a small way, 
to moving goods. Additionally, the lobster traps 
of the time were large and heavy, and as fisher-
men looked to place more of them in the bay, 
there was a need for both a larger craft and one 
that was a more stable work platform. The boat 
that evolved to meet these needs was eventually 
called the Muscongus Bay sloop. 

Larger than the earlier open boats—any-
thing between twenty and thirty feet in length 
on deck—they owed much in terms of construc-
tion to the earlier centerboarders. They were 
still clinker built, with bent frames that were 


