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By Harold Burnham 
 
As a boy of fourteen I wound up jumping ship from my 

family’s Friendship sloop Resolute and sailing with our friend 
Bob Phaneuf and his 
friends aboard his Phil 
Nichols-built sloop, 
Surprise. Bob and his 
friends seemed to enjoy 
having a sober young boy 
along with them who 
could sail the boat and 
navigate.  

I learned a lot from 
those guys, and I just 
loved Surprise. Like her 
owner, everything about 
Surprise was big, from 
her enormous chest-deep 
cockpit to the end of her 
long hogged-down 
bowsprit. One aspect I 
was particularly fond of 
was her large, low-slung, 
hand-sewn, vertical-cut 
canvas mainsail.  That 
sail was a real driver and 
when I was sailing on 
other boats I could pick 
Surprise out as a speck on 
the horizon. From that 
experience I learned that 
despite all the labor that 
goes into building a hull, 
the sails are what people 
see first.  

 My father made 
several sails for Resolute. I 
used to think that this 
was to save money. I have come to realize that he just took 
great pleasure in making things himself and in learning, but 
it was torture to my mom’s home sewing machine. Of the 
several sails my father made, the last was a jib that just never 

set right. In fact it 
never set at all. It was flat 
and it constantly flapped, despite being re-cut several times. 
I think that the experience discouraged him, but I didn’t 

learn from his mistake.  
My first sail-mak-

ing venture also involved 
torturing my mom’s 
sewing machine, and I 
think I eventually killed 
it. That first sail was for 
a Beetle Cat that I had 
rebuilt.  

I remember going 
to Hood Sail Loft in 
Marblehead to buy some 
sail tape. The folks there 
were very kind, they lis-
tened to me and were 
very happy to help me 
out. Looking back, I 
think they were just 
happy to see a kid trying 
to make a sail. I remem-
ber that they offered me 
a job.  

The sail I made set 
all right, although not as 
good as my older Beetle 
Cat sail. The heavy cloth 
I used didn’t stretch like 
the cloth on the existing 
sail, which I roughly 
copied for the design, 
and the boom swung 
only inches above the 
coaming. There was 
nothing to do but re-cut 
the foot and put in new 

reef points. Since the sail had three sets of reef points and all 
of them had to be repositioned, when I was done it looked 
as if someone had shot the sail with a machine gun.  

Fortunately, another thing I learned from my father was 
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how to laugh at my mistakes. I sailed the boat that way for 
years until I eventually sold her with that sail on it.  

Many years later, I was building the Chebacco Boat 
Lewis H. Story for the Essex Shipbuilding Museum. As I 
was finishing the boat, there was no money for sails, and I 
had no sewing machine. A friend of mine and of the 
Museum had temporary possession of an old Singer 107, 
and we agreed that If I borrowed the machine and made the 
Story’s sails, I could keep the machine until its rightful owner 
needed it.  

With the 107 in hand, I bought a copy of The Sail-
Makers Apprentice from the museum store. This was a worthy 
investment and a valuable resource. I still keep a copy handy 
for reference and to lend to younger folks who help me out 
from time to time.  For the Story’s sails I also bought a then-
new material developed by North Cloth and Nat Wilson 
called Oceanus.  

Oceanus turned out to be exactly what I was looking for 
in a sail material. Oceanus looked, felt, worked, and handled 
like canvas, but did not mildew like my old canvas sails. It is 
strong and holds up well. For many years now I have worked 
with it exclusively.  

The sails for the Lewis H. Story came out very nice 
indeed, set very satisfactorily, and orders for other sails fol-
lowed. Every year since I have made one, two, or three sets 
of sails. While that hardly makes me a sailmaker, two or 
three sets of sails every year for 23 years does add up to quite 
a body of work. Many of these sails are for the boats I have 
built, rebuilt, or worked on and none of the sails I have made 
have been production.  

If the project is local, I generally measure the boat and 
the spars myself. If it is for a customer from away, I have 
them measure the spars as well as send me photos of the 
various parts of the boat. I enjoy carefully drawing every sail 
before we build it and usually in conjunction with the boat 
they are on. Occasionally we see problems that need correct-
ing, better ways to rig the boat, or make recommendations 
for changes in the spar plans, and we wind up building the 
spars as well.  All of this leads to a final product that works 
the way the owner wants and looks as I envision it. 

I have heard people say that traditionally-cut Oceanus 
sails do not perform as well as modern sails laid out and cut 
by computers. To those who believe this, I would say first 
that the people I’ve heard the most about this from either 
own the computer cutters or have just bought sails from 
those that do.  

Second, there are many factors involved in how boats 
sail. With a lifetime of building and racing traditional vessels 
behind me, my experience leads me to believe that the sail’s 
size relative to the boat, shape, and position are as important 
as what cloth they are cut from. Whether or not the vessel’s 
bottom is clean, and the size of propeller and aperture are 
both important factors, and often the most critical factor in 
what makes a boat go is who is driving it.   
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All “real” sailmakers know this, and that is why the most 
successful ones often race with their best customers and vol-
unteer to take the wheel when things are tight.   

While I am a tradition-
alist, I believe in using mod-
ern materials where they 
make sense. I use plywood 
decks, and Oceanus is 
woven from Dacron fibers, 
which are stronger and hold 
up better than cotton.  On 
the other hand, my opinion 
is that those white comput-
er-cut hard Dacron or car-
bon fiber sails look as out of 
place on a traditional boat as 
a giant spoiler would on the 
back of a Model A, and they 
increase performance about 
as much.  

As sailmaking for me is 
supplementary to my boat-
building and charter busi-
nesses, I don’t keep secrets 
about it and I have taught 
classes on sailmaking for the 
Essex Shipbuilding 
Museum, Lowell’s Boat 
Shop, and the Gloucester 
Maritime Heritage Center. I 
have also had several eager 
apprentices, including my son Alden, who started working 
with me at a very young age and in recent years built sails for 
his own Friendship and for a customer’s Friendship. Aaron 

Snider built several sails for me, including a set for the 
schooner Isabella. Chuck Redman built the Ardelle’s first set 
of sails; a set of sails for the Fame, a set for a Friendship 

sloop and a set for a No 
Mans Land boat.  

John Emmet, who has 
really got the bug and 
works full-time for North 
Sails, also has done a lot of 
sailmaking in our shop. 
Along with Susannah 
Winder and Katherine 
Dench he built a set of sails 
for a catboat, a set for the 
Fame, a set for a friend’s cat 
yawl and a set of sails for 
my old sloop Chrissy. 
Incidentally, I horse-traded 
that set of sails for Chrissy 
for the schooner Sylvina W. 
Beal and while I will reserve 
judgment on whether or 
not that was a good idea, it 
certainly has changed my 
life and am grateful to John 
for his part in that.  

After over a hundred 
sails and more than twenty 
years, I did eventually 
return the 107 to my 
friend’s grandson and pur-

chased a new-to-me Singer 111 from Parisi’s Sewing 
Machines in Danvers, Mass. Over the years Parisi’s has been 
instrumental in keeping my machines going and me in busi-

ness. The pulse of the needle in the 
work is music to my ears.  

I am also grateful to my cus-
tomers as I consider it a privilege 
to work for them and sailmaking a 
most enjoyable work. I keep the 
wood stove going (which is sus-
pended above the loft floor) and 
the radio on. As pleasant and com-
fortable as the work is, the real sat-
isfaction of sail making comes 
from watching one of my boats 
develop from a speck on the hori-
zon as they come into view.   b 

 
National Heritage Fellow 

Harold Burnham’s current project is 
the 1911 sardine carrier Sylvina W. 
Beal. For more info, visit schooner-
ardelle.com.
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