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Preparing Wawona for her final voyage 
Nathaniel Howe 
23 Feb 2009 
 
This is just a quick pictorial update covering all the activity that has been going on aboard 
Wawona during the past month. We will soon have her ready for her final run up the lake.  

 
Then (ca. 1897) 

 
Now (ca. June ‘08) 

 
In early January we learned that budget limitations meant that the aft deckhouse 

could not be saved intact as hoped. I happened to be at the SHA nautical archaeology 
conference in Toronto at the time so I talked to a few trusted colleagues and mentors, 
showed them the drawings of the aft cabins, and got their thoughts on how to proceed.  

They all agreed that, given the construction of the cabins, the interiors could be 
removed easily enough and advised me that the space be surveyed in detail with Total 
Station. Among those present was ECU nautical archaeology student, Eric Ray. He 
volunteered for the task and two weeks later we had him flown out to Seattle on 48-hrs 
notice. Huge thanks to Pat for making the travel arrangements! 
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Eric has an excellent command over the Total Station surveying system and shot in over 

160 key points in the aft cabins for us in three short days.  
 

 
All 160 points were marked with small red reflectors and an ID number. Eric and I placed 

them at key joinery intersections that will serve as crucial reference points when we 
reassemble the cabins for exhibit. The Total Station surveying equipment then measured 

the position of each point in 3-dimensional space, creating a ‘point cloud’ in the 
computer that will serve as the frame for building a highly accurate computer model to 

guide the reassembly.  
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With word spreading up and down the waterfront about Wawona’s imminent trip to the 
breaker’s yard, Wayne removed the ship’s wheel and National Historic Place plaque to 

prevent these iconic items from getting stolen. 
 

 
Seeing those two artifacts leave the ship seemed like Wawona’s official 

decommissioning, the end drawing near. Here Joe and Wayne ferry the wheel and plaque 
to the dock for transport and safe storage. 
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Then the artifact extraction began in earnest. On an early February weekend we held a 
work party onboard to remove fittings and hardware. The crew (Wayne Palsson, John 

Howe, Cynthia Howe, Emily Howe, Josh Frank, Dan Paull, and myself) accomplished an 
extraordinary amount of work in one day. Over 50 major items in all, including the huge 
(and ungodly heavy) manual bilge pumps, the cabin doors, the plumbing fixtures, half the 
cabin windows, window shutters, the fo’c’sle ladder, the donkey engine & machinery, a 

kevel, and plenty of other items. (above; pump, Josh, John, and Emily) 
 

 
Josh Frank in the cargo hold cutting through the bilge pump pipes with a Saws-all.  
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Here volunteer Dan Paull pries apart the sturdy, well-built donkey-house to free the 

winch machinery.  
 

 
A few hours later Emily and Dan had the winch machinery freed from its mountings and 
Dan and Wayne had the house cut apart. Most of the house was cut free but left in place 
as a rain cover over the Wisconsin gasoline engine. All Lake Union Dry-Dock Company 
will have to do is knock the house over and life out the machinery with their dock cranes.  
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Cynthia removing one of Wawona’s ten pocket window frames. 

 

 
I was the book-ends on the process, directing what was to be removed and then coming 

by afterward to carefully number and catalog each item. 
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Then artifact removal was really stepped up with the arrival of three shipwrights from 

Ocean Bay Marine. Brian Johnson (above), his son Christopher, and Jonathan Fay were 
hired to dismantle the cabin interiors. Highly experienced in working with wooden 

vessels after years spent repairing Alaska’s wooden fishing fleet o Kodiak, Brian led his 
team in carefully breaking down the cabins piece by piece.  

 

 
They started by setting up a tarp over the main hatch area to provide a staging area for the 
material as it was removed from the cabin. It was a good thing too, because from the day 
the work started we had snow and heavy rains—and I was the one working outside most 

of the time! 
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Then the crew set to work on the cabins. We looked them over and decided to start with 

the overhead panels. 
 

 
The overhead panels were beautifully made with layers of moldings and exquisite 

joinery. But decades of small leaks in the cabin top had soaked the panels and wasted 
away the square-shanked 1890s nails that held them together. When the panels came 

down, many of the moldings tumbled off in piles.  
 

 
Clipboard in hand, I dove in and gave each piece a number and cataloged them with 

information on exactly where they came from. It’s a good thing we are taking these apart 
now. A few more years and the cabins would have fallen apart piece by piece. 
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These overhead panels were really quite remarkable. All the delicate moldings with their 
perfect miter joints were layered up on top of a base board that was probably considered 
scrap wood at Bendixsen’s shipyard; rough-sawn redwood planks--but over 40cm wide! 

 

 
 But then take a look at the end-grain! These growth rings are less than 1mm apart! This 

is true old growth timber—and just used as a lowly backing plate for the overhead panels. 
More impressive timber and joinery was to come… 
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As the overheads were dismantled we made a lot of interesting discoveries, mostly about 
the superb craftsmanship of 1890s joinery, but also a mummified rat that fell out of the 

overhead. 
 

 
Christopher with the mummy. 
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Then the crew began freeing the wall sections from the deck. Each little molding or pillar 

pediment that had to be removed was numbered and cataloged so it can go back in 
exactly the right spot. 

 

 
Tagging, cataloging, and bundling. 
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Once the walls were freed from the decks they were braced with 2x4s and 1x4s to keep 
them from flexing or falling apart. Bendixsen didn’t go for pre-fab construction back in 
1897 and these walls really didn’t want to come out as single panels. But Brian and his 

team coaxed them out very gently and locked them together with bracings. 
 
 

 
The coaxing was actually gentler than it looks but here you see Christopher and Jonathan 

‘easing’ a wall section out from under the overhead beams with a sledge and 2x4 
‘cushion’.  
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As they did so, the mitered and coped joints between the upper moldings began to open 

up, revealing their complexity and craftsmanship. 
 

 
Then it was time to knock the wall free. Here, Jonathan and the gang pop a wall from the 
deck and overhead. For Jonathan (foreground) this job was a bittersweet one. Back in the 
mid-1990s he spent many months rebuilding Wawona’s starboard bow with Bill White. 

Such optimism and hope in those days. 
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Once the walls were freed they were set aside, but pretty quickly we ran out of space to 
work and needed to get the walls out on deck. 

 

 
The wall sections would never fit through the small companionways so we set 

Christopher to work cutting through the forward wall of the deckhouse. It was an 
enormous project.  
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The aft deckhouse is built like a colonial fort. The walls are made of massive 18x45cm 
timbers stacked up on edge, each 10 meters long and half a ton or more. These are 
fastened together every 35cm with huge iron drifts, some over 2 meters long. This 

forward wall was designed to withstand the impact of boarding seas or even the entire 
deck load of lumber if it were to break free and slam into the house.  

 

 
After a lot of noisy sawing and plenty of cussing, a single piece of timber was cut free. 

With a bit of encouragement from a sledge hammer it finally tumbled out onto the deck. 
The whole ship shook as this one timber fell out. It was massive!  

 



 16

 
 

The single section of timber cut from the front of the deckhouse. Roughly 8in x 16in x 
10ft. The recessed portion is the window pocket carved into the timber. 

 

 
Then the walls were hefted toward the new opening… 
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…laid flat on their sides and slid out through the gaping hole in the forward wall. 

 

 
 

Then we rushed out on deck to receive them. 
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The wall sections were stacked on the main hatch where Brian added more braces to 
effectively crate them up for transport and storage, all set and ready for the shipyard 

cranes to lift them off. 
 

 
 

Work was going so fast and so efficiently that Shannon came by to discuss the budget 
and additional artifact extraction projects with Brian.  
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With time left in the week, the Ocean Bay Marine crew set to work removing the skylight 

cupola from the cabin top. 
 

 
Within hours they had freed the structure from the deck beams and were sliding it aside 

on runners, ready for extraction—all without cracking a single pane. 
 

 
 

They soon had Wawona’s huge billethead from the bow taken down as well. 
 



 20

 
 

In six short days, the Ocean Bay Marine crew did a spectacular job, extracting over 250 
individual artifacts for preservation (OBM all loaded up and headed ashore in the skiff 

with all their tools).  
 

 
 

Then this past weekend came another work party, the biggest yet. The job this week was 
to load all the artifacts onto palettes for transport. Through much resourceful scrounging 

Wayne had gathered up nearly two-dozen palettes piled here on the raft.  
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With a volunteer crew of 14 we accomplished an extraordinary amount of work in a 

matter of hours. All 300+ artifacts were loaded up on palettes, cataloged, and secured. 
 

 
Here Barb and Steve Williams and Cynthia Howe load a palette and record the artifact 

numbers. 
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Alice Winship making artifact tags with Cynthia and Barb. 

 

 
Gary Ritzman lashing chainplates to a palette with Moricio.  

 

 
Your project foreman overseeing the process. 
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…and chatting with Kent, our newest and possibly most enthusiastic volunteer. 
 

 
 

Pat graciously feeding the troops a generous lunch on the Arthur Foss. 
 

 
Then in the afternoon we hauled the gigantic billethead on deck and slid it forward, ready 

for removal by the shipyard cranes. 
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By day’s end, all was crated and ready to go. 

 

 
As the clouds gathered, we laid the tarps over the palette loads and called it a day. 

 

 
At long last, after an intense month of work, four years of surveys and negotiations, and 

her own journey of 112 years, Wawona is ready to depart on her final run. 
 

���������	
��
�



