WWW.HERITAGEPRESERVATIONCONSULTANTS.COM

P R E S E RVAT I O N
C H RO N I C L E S
THE MAGAZINE FOR CULTURAL RESOURCE MANAGEMENT PROFESSIONALS

INSIDE THIS ISSUE:

HISTORIC RAILROAD MUSEUMS: AN ELEGY
FOR THE GILDED AGE

PAGE 3

FADED GLORY: HISTORIC COLORS BRING
THE PAST TO LIFE

PAGE 11

ORAL HISTORY INTERVIEW OF MASTER

PAGE 13

ENGRAVER, SEAN MCVICKER
THE CLARKSBURG FERRY: A SUNKEN HULK
GIVES CLUES TO A MODERN MASTER

PAGE 23

A PUBLICATION OF
HERITAGE
PRESERVATION
CONSULTANTS

VOLUME 4, ISSUE 1

MARCH

2011

P R E S E RVAT I O N
C H RON I C L E S
THE MAGAZINE FOR CULTURAL RESOURCE MANAGEMENT
PROFESSIONALS

Feature Articles

Masthead
Publisher / Editor-in-Chief

3

Historic Railroad Museums

Brent D. Johnson
brentdjohnson@gmail.com

An Elegy for the Gilded Age
Advertising Sales

11

Faded Glory

Rene S. Johnson

Historic Colors Bring the Past to Life

13

Oral History Interview of Master Engraver, Sean
McVicker
Designs in Steel Recapture the Poetry of American Weaponry

23

johnson.rene@gmail.com
Web Master
Markus Diersbock
mdiersbock@gmail.com
Advertising/Marketing

The Clarksburg Ferry

(949) 709-5046

A Sunken Hulk Gives Clues to a Modern Master
Preservation Chronicles is distributed three times
a year to an audience of professionals who perform cultural resource management and historic
preservation services. All past issues of Preservation Chronicles are available in the magazine
archive so that all feature articles and advertisements are accessible in perpetuity. To review the
archive go to
www.heritagepreservationconsultants.com
Editorial content is retained by the editorial staff
of Preservation Chronicles.
Cover Photo: Old Number Nine, otherwise
known as the “Slim Princess” operated on the
narrow gauge railroad from Carson City Nevada to Laws, California. The locomotive was
the primary conveyance of men and materials
east of the Panamint Mountains in the Owens
Valley from 1887. Government regulations
regarding asbestos in the engine’s boiler
prevent it from running, but an overhaul may
bring it to life once again.

Advertising in Preservation Chronicles does not
indicate an endorsement by Heritage Preservation Consultants.
Heritage Preservation Consultants
PO Box 80142
Rancho Santa Margarita CA 92688

PRESERVATION CHRONICLES

Page 3

HISTORIC RAILROAD MUSEUMS: AN ELEGY FOR THE GILDED AGE
forward put an end to the provincialism
and separatism that had challenged the
Union with its greatest test since the wars
of revolution.
Steam locomotives were lifelines carrying mail, bank deposits, military
personnel, cattle, grain, and virtually
every modern convenience one could
imagine. When a train embarked across
the country it was in many ways selfsufficient. It had all the necessities and
even some of the refinements of modern
western civilization, which is why they are
a unique time capsule. They became an
island of civilization in the wild country of
the west.
The railroad infrastructure not
only changed the way that people travel,
but it altered their sense of scale. The
elegant iron lattice bridges of Isambard
Kingdom Brunel, which were designed to
support the massive steam engines, resulted in a new architecture that emphasized the iron superstructure instead of
hiding it within a masonry envelope, the
most exquisite example of which is the
Eiffel Tower, and which later inspired the
Chicago School of Architecture. The modern skyscraper is a direct consequence of
the railroad.
Indeed, the railroads were the
flashpoint of a new American economy,
offering greater mobility and freedom of
travel to itinerant and seasonal laborers,
and provided new markets for livestock
and agricultural products. The invention
of the first refrigerator cars, introduced by
the Southern Pacific railroad in 1886,
ensured that fresh eggs could be delivered to distant markets, and created the
southern California citrus industry by
making perishable fruit and vegetables
accessible to the eastern United States.

The age of the steam locomotive on the American scene was relatively brief, and yet its impact in determining the exploration, settlement, and development of the United States cannot
be overstated. One cannot but reflect on the linear dimensionality of the railroad as a metaphor for the growth of the young nation. It had a clear point of embarkation in the east, and
culminated in continental hegemony in the west. There was an assuredness and assertiveness in its forward direction.
When Abraham Lincoln signed the Pacific Railroad Act in 1862, which directed the
Union Pacific and the Central Pacific to construct a transcontinental railroad, he understood
that the railroad would bring an end to the secessionist leanings that had nearly ruined the
nation. The economic opportunities unleashed by the railroad system would from that day

By November 18, 1883 the
entire country had adopted the standard
time zones proposed by railway engineer,
Sandford Fleming. Now everyone was on
railroad time, setting their clocks to the
new meridians. Most importantly, however, the railroads connected people and
ideas, who were no longer isolated by
geography. The political concept of a
union of states was made an actuality by
the movement of its people through the
transcontinental railroad system.
Today, the railroads remain a
critical factor in the nation’s infrastruc-
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HISTORIC RAILROAD MUSEUMS
ture delivering long haul freight
throughout the national distribution network. Yet, the excitement
and the adventure of railroad
travel was eclipsed by the success
of the interstate highway system.
A few stalwart railroad museums
have attempted to reclaim the
memory of rail travel for their visitors, providing stationary displays
and, in some cases, offering rides
on historic trains. The challenges
of maintaining these vehicles,
however, is daunting, and as funding for railroad museums has diminished more steam engines are
now falling silent.

Lord Cultural Recruitment
Building Cultural Careers
Lord Cultural Recruitment is your global
recruitment partner, dedicated exclusively to the museum, cultural and
heritage sector.

The Laws Railroad Depot has been maintained in a condition

Max Cox was working much as passengers would have found it in the 1880s, with post
with a group that was trying to get office, telegraph, baggage claim, and general store services.
a 1927 railroad motor car working, which began his association with the Laws
arrived in Laws from Mound House, NeRailroad Museum; a relationship that is now in
vada in 1883 serving the local mines. The
its fifteenth year.
railroad operated until 1959, and the
“Basically, I like trains…mostly the
early history. I am not motive power specific,”
he says. “They are part of an infrastructure, the
whole package, it’s the community in the broadest sense,” he explains. “Railroads are time
binders. They tell you about the society of the
day. You see the hands of the people who
worked on them.”
The Carson and Colorado Railroad
Company formed in 1880 and the first train

Southern Pacific donated the site and several trains, including Old No. 9, also known
as the “Slim Princess.”
The Bishop Historical Society
started the Laws Railroad Museum in
1966, but the museum today is a county
facility, which owns all of the buildings,
however, the historical society has retained
ownership of the artifacts.
Cox
says
that the Laws Museum is typical of a
small branch station
of the period. They
have adaptively modified the buildings to
reflect what such a
town would have
looked like at the turn
of the century, including a post office, general store, trading
post, print shop, fire
station, and barber
shop.
Standing on
the platform and
looking across the
grounds of the Museum, one can well
imagine what Laws
must have been like
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HISTORIC RAILROAD MUSEUMS
in its heyday, as prospectors and cattle ranchers traded stories and
played cards while awaiting the next train from Carson.
The Laws Museum has twenty-two structures that comprise an entire village that require continual maintenance, but they
have only four permanent employees – an administrator, a maintenance manager, and two caretakers. When it comes to preserving
the historic trains Cox says that money and people are the two most
precious commodities. They have two dozen active volunteers who
dedicate 5 to 20 hours per week, and last year the Laws Museum
received 20,000 visitors.
“The Slim Princess” which is the steam locomotive that is
featured prominently in the main yard in front of the depot, will
likely never run again. The boiler has been condemned, and under
the current regulatory climate, which requires removal of asbestos
from the boiler, the cost of renovation would exceed a half million
dollars. Yet, Cox and the staff at the Laws Museum labor on, maintaining and repairing the rail cars with a skeleton crew, while offering assistance to other museums with similar collections.
“One of the things we are missing today is a lack of history,” laments Cox. “People don’t understand how we got to where
we are today. This railroad filled a need. It was part of society’s
growth.”
John Smatlak of the Orange Empire Railroad Museum
agrees with Cox’s assessment that the ultimate goal of the museum
is in preserving the culture of the rail transit system. The way Smatlak looks at it, they are not only preserving the artifacts, but a way
of life.
“The railways were a formative element in the places they
served,” says Smatlak. “The growth of California and the growth of
the railroads are one and the same.”
The Orange Empire Railway Museum is among the largest
volunteer-based museums in the country and in addition to its extensive collection of locomotives and railcars from the steam railroads, it also preserves a large collection of interurban trolleys and
city streetcars. It also maintains a large volume of historic railway
documentation from Southern California, including everything from
original engineering drawings to shipping receipts.
The museum was started in 1956 by a group of teenagers
who wanted to save streetcars that were then being retired en
masse, and its eventual growth was
aided by donations
from movie studios
that had preserved
historic trains as
props. Other trains
came to the museum from secondary uses such as
backyard
storage
containers,
which
was a common use
of trolley cars. One
of the railroad cars
in the collection was

even used as a home in the San Bernardino Mountains for 70 years.
The museum is currently planning a dedicated library and
archive on the site, which will break ground later this year. Smatlak
said it’s not just the rail vehicles they are interested in either, but
also the tracks, switches, turntables, signal lamps, and other equipment used throughout the railway system.
The museum’s strategic plan is based on improving the
visitor experience and doing a better job of presenting its collection.
In order to ensure their ability to conserve their collection they recently completed Car House 7, which has 64,000 square feet of
space. This has allowed them to place much of their collection in a
protected, stable environment. They are now focusing on making
the museum more accessible to the public and recently hired their
first paid full-time executive director, Jeffrey Levenson, who is directing a campaign to raise capital for the museum’s ongoing activities.
Volunteers continue to be the lifeblood of the museum, but they
recognized the need for consistent day to day operations.
Smatlak believes that it is becoming increasingly important
for people to witness operational trains, rather than stationary exhibits. In the 1950s, when people started to conscientiously save
historic equipment, there was still a large audience that had a direct
connection to the railway. Now, the museum regularly receives visitors who have never been on a train.
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Restoring historic locomotives like the Museum’s famous Emma
Nevada, which was built by the Baldwin Locomotive Works in
1881 and became the model for Walt Disney’s Disneyland train
ride, is no small task. Spare parts are hard to come by, says Smatlak. There is only a very limited secondary market for train parts,
and everything they use to restore the trains either has to be salvaged or built in the museum’s machine shop.

Railtown 1897 State Historic Park is one of the few railroad museums that
operates vintage steam locomotives for its visitors. Sierra #3 seen in this
photograph was recently renovated and its boiler replaced at a cost of $1.5
million.

“Running trains is contrary to preserving something as an artifact.
But that’s part of what we do,” says Smatlak. “It’s not just a train
ride. The museum is the story of California.”
“In Los Angeles today we have such crushing problems with
congestion and mobility…it’s such a relevant story,” he says. The
Pacific Electric, in particular, developed this sprawling region and Los
Angeles became synonymous with the automobile, which is a poster
child for pollution and congestion. The Pacific Electric was the
world’s largest interurban system with 1,000 route miles, before the
rails were torn up and paved over.

Another issue is the whether the train is identified as an
original or authentic train from a particular period. “Do you want
to back date it to its original condition, or preserve it as is?” The
problem, as Smatlack explains it, is that railroads commonly gutted the trains and stripped them right down to the frame and then
rebuilt them. This would happen several times over the life of the
train. So when it comes to restoring the train, are you going to
restore it to its 1930s condition, or 1920s, 1900s perhaps? This
issue is entirely unique in the preservation community. Smatlak
compares it to the apocryphal story of George Washington’s axe.
The handle was replaced three times and the head of the axe was
replaced twice, so is it still George Washington’s axe? The criteria
for preserving historic trains has to be different from traditional
notions of preservation by acknowledging that trains must change
and adapt in order to remain.
One of the ways that railroad museums are preserving
their rolling stock is by perpetuating the trades that support steam
engines. The state-run museum at Railtown, which is located in
Jamestown, California, offers training and instruction in such
things as hot riveting. They have six full-time paid staff, but all of
the trains are operated by volunteers who donated 29,000 hours
of their time last year.
The Sierra Railway was originally built in 1897 and was
operated through the early 1900s. It includes a six-stall roundhouse and a belt-driven machine shop. The Sierra Railway ran
Photo courtesy of Dave Henry/CSRMF
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Photo courtesy of Dave Henry/CSRMF
Sierra No. 3, seen here in the roundhouse at Railtown 1897 State Historic Park, was built in 1891 and has made hundreds of appearances in film, television, and commercials, including High Noon, Unforgiven, and Little House on the Prairie. The historic park works closely with the Tuolumne County Film
Commissioner, who maintains a database of filming resources in the area and provides support for theatrical productions that promote historic railroads.

from Oakdale to Jamestown, where it hauled marble and lumber
from the Sierra foothills. Eventually diesel engines replaced the
steam locomotives and the roundhouse, machine shop, and steam
engines were abandoned. The movie industry continued to use the
Sierra Railway as a backdrop for shooting westerns and the TV
show Petticoat Junction, which kept the facilities intact.

Individuals wishing to support the continued operation of the museums may contact the California State Railroad Museum Foundation CSRMF.org or the museums can be contacted directly about
volunteering your time.

Kim Baker, who is the Park Superintendent at Railtown,
and has undergone training in preservation, archiving, and restoration throughout her career as a state park ranger, says that one of
the main challenges is running the equipment to remain relevant.
“It’s the closest you can get to a living machine,” says
Baker. “You have to see them work to understand the power of
them. It really is remarkable when you see them in person.”
Railtown’s Sierra #3 was originally a coal burning steam
engine that has been converted to oil. Today, they use a processed reclaimed motor oil to run the engine. The crew comes in at
6:00 am to fire up the engine, and it takes three hours to build up
enough pressure in the boiler to get the engine moving. Sierra #3
was recently restored and the boiler was replaced at a cost of $1.5
million. Sierra #28 is not currently operational and needs firebox
repairs.
“Almost all the parts are one-off,” says Baker. Some of
the specialized parts they have been able to order from Strasburg
Railroad Remanufacturers, but many of the parts are made on-site
in the machine shop. Railtown’s own chief engineer, George Sapp,
has been maintaining the engines for almost 22 years.
The biggest challenge of running the museum is funding.
Baker says that in England there is a lot of private funding that
keeps vintage trains running, but the energy and enthusiasm for
historic trains has waned in the U.S. comparatively speaking. The
California state legislature would like the museum to pay for itself,
but Baker says they would have to increase the ticket price from
$13 to $50. The budget also doesn’t address long term deferred
maintenance and staff costs.
“It takes a lot of work to operate and maintain a vintage
steam engine,” says Baker. “With funding challenges, the reality
may be that we will be operating them less and less.”
Photo courtesy of Dave Henry/CSRMF
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FADED GLORY: HISTORIC COLORS BRING THE PAST TO LIFE
Arbogast has witnessed the modern development of
scientific paint analysis first-hand with the adoption of
the Munsell Color System and the first application of
the stereo microscope, which was introduced by Penelope Hartshorne Batcheler in her work at the Independence National Historic Park in the late 1960s.
“In the early 1960s it was really quite primitive,” says Arbogast. “It was not unusual to scrape a
few layers and observe them under a looking glass to
determine the color, which was a prime coat, not a
finish coat.” He explains that the work of analyzing
paint for historic architecture overlapped with advances in fine art restoration, which was being developed by Joyce Plesters of the National Gallery in London. “There was cross-fertilization between the two
fields.”
As Arbogast has seen his practice expand, he
is frequently asked to give lectures about the science
of paint analysis, in addition to consulting on numerous
projects for the National Park Service as well as private
estates. Arbogast estimates that more than ninety percent of the time he is making a determination of the
historic paint color for an impending renovation or resArchitectural conservator, David Arbogast is witnessing a kind of renaissance in his
profession, where architectural historians are realizing that authentic paint colors have toration project, however, he does get requests from
something to say about the intentionality of the original designers and owners.
clients who want to date a specific artifact, or in one
instance a client asked him to analyze the successive
layers of mold and white paint that were used to cover
The field of historic paint analysis has been an area of concern for
up a water infiltration problem in a basement.
architectural conservators who have come to the growing consenPaint samples are mailed to Arbogast from all over the
sus that color matters when interpreting historic buildings. Exterior
country. He prefers manila coin envelopes for sample collection
or interior paint colors did not happen by chance, any more than
because there is little possibility of the sample migrating from
the columns, pilasters or fenestration selected by the architect. Far
the envelope. Once he has the samples he looks at paint stratifrom being an accidental quality, or merely a disinfectant, architecgraphy down to the oldest layer using an optical microscope. “If
tural historians have come to the understanding that color was
I can identify a prime coat I’m home free,” says Arbogast. “A lot
used with purpose to define thresholds, to articulate the space,
of times I’ll note if the paint layers are latex, or include lead, or
and to announce transitions and high notes in the building’s deother materials.”
sign.
“Lead, of course, is the primary environmental probArchitectural conservator, David Arbogast has been perlem,” he says. Lead abatement or encapsulation is effective in
forming paint analysis on some of the country’s most revered builddealing with the issue. There are a variety of heavy duty paints
ings in a career that has spanned over thirty years. Yet, only recently has he seen a determined effort in the preservation community to treat historic paint with the same respect as some other
architectural materials such as glass, wood, and plaster.
In some cases, Arbogast believes that you can have some
insight into a person’s character by the way they painted their
homes. He recalls a project in Brenham, Texas where he was
asked to identify the original suite of colors used on the Giddings –
Wilkin House. Historic accounts of the mansion’s construction
described a bright yellow orange prime coat, and then a finish coat
of lavender. According to newspapers of the day, the house was
the talk of the town, which apparently was the precise impact the
owner wanted. He had the reputation of being the town character;
the colors he chose cemented his reputation.
“People are becoming more aware of paint analysis,”
comments Arbogast. “There is a growing curiosity about the tastes
of older generations, and a growing desire for accuracy.”
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that will encapsulate the paint and keep it contained. He has
found Sherwin Williams to be one of the most capable manufacturers in terms of matching authentic colors.
Mercury is also a deadly ingredient that was briefly used
in latex paint, explains Arbogast. Lead works well against mold
and mildew, but when lead was no longer used mercury was
added to some latex paints to offer the same mold and mildew
protection. “However, mercury off-gases into the atmosphere,
where lead does not,” warns Arbogast. “So potentially it is a
greater hazard and it is vastly more toxic.”
If the client is looking for the original color, he gives them
the Munsell notation. In ninety percent of the cases the colors are
matched but the materials are not. If the owner has included historical research or photographs so much the better. In one case
he had a project that involved a historic railroad car that had two
exterior paint samples; one was yellow and the other green. Both
were semi-gloss paint. However, the light reflection in the historic
photos indicated that the railcar had been painted with very dark,
high gloss paint. Arbogast says that it was typical to paint railroad
vehicles black and then paint a coat of varnish over the black
prime coat. He says if he didn’t have the historic photo, he could
not have made that determination from the existing paint samples.
The most challenging projects are where paint layers
have been lost over time, he says. The old southern plantations
pose some of the most difficult problems. The high humidity can
take its toll on the wood exteriors. In addition, the period of Reconstruction after the Civil War was closely followed by the Great
Depression, so there was no money to repaint many of the homes.
In some cases, there are no identifiable traces of paint to indicate
what the original appearance might have been.
The polar opposite of having no identifiable paint samples is having too much paint. Arbogast has seen paint chips that
contain multiple layers, consisting of a variety of materials ranging
over more than a century of use. For example, at the SaintGaudens National Historic Site, Cornish, New Hampshire, he was
told that the original owner had a particular affinity for the white

The Saint-Gaudens National Historic Site is a good example of how paint
can phase shift through years of photo exposure, misleading conservators about the nature of the authentic color scheme.

and blue color combination that was on the exterior of the building. However, after some investigation he discovered the
owner originally purchased a dark green
paint from the local hardware store, which was
used on the exterior.
Over time, the dark green
turned into a metallic
blue. When the trim was
painted decades later,
the painters matched the
metallic blue color. As
that blue paint faded, it
was, in turn, matched
until the final result was a After Arbogast’s surprising discovery of a
hidden paint chip, the Arlington House
robin egg blue color. The underwent a major color change from
story is not an unusual marbled grey to sienna.
one for historic buildings.
As paint becomes weathered and photo exposed, it can phase shift throughout the range
of the spectrum, which keeps owners and custodians alike
guessing at the authentic nature of the historic layers.
One of Arbogast’s biggest challenges was the Arlington
House at Arlington National Cemetery. “The house had a very
long and difficult history,” says Arbogast. It was originally built
for the step-daughter of George Washington, whose descendants
married into the Lee family of Virginia. In time, it was the plantation home of General Robert E. Lee. The house was confiscated
by the Union during the Civil War and was used as a cemetery by
the Union Army. The house has extraordinarily large columns
that were designed to be seen from across the Potomac. The
columns are stucco over brick, but were originally marbleized to
imitate actual marble. In the early twentieth century was renovated at which time the columns were marbleized to resemble
white marble with gray veins based upon a photograph taken
during the Civil War. In the mid-twentieth century it was restored.
In an investigation in the early 1980’s Arbogast found a coat of
ochre paint in a sample from the ceiling of the portico that had
never been reported and was totally unexpected. He realized
that the original columns must have been a marbled sienna
color, instead of the grey. When he submitted his recommendation for the authentic sienna color scheme, he braced himself for
the public outcry that almost always accompanies an alteration
in a major historic monument, but to his surprise the new color
scheme was welcomed without any attendant controversy, and
the conservators and preservationists at the Cemetery are very
happy with the new appearance.
Conservationists who are interested in developing their
skills in paint analysis can take Arbogast’s three-day course at
the Campbell Center for Historic Preservation in Mount Carroll,
Illinois. He also recommends becoming apprenticed to a paint
analyst. In addition, there are a number of reference materials
available to the conservator about paint analysis, but as a general resource Arbogast recommends Paint in America by Roger
Moss.
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ORAL HISTORY INTERVIEW OF MASTER ENGRAVER,
SEAN MCVICKER
next mornin’ and stick my fingers in the bullet
holes.
And, Americans, even Irish, second
generation, say, “Ireland wasn’t in the war.”
Really! North of Ireland was blitzed. I
watched Stukas, watched them dive down our
street. And, why would they do that? Because it had the biggest docks in the world. It
built the Titanic. I was born and raised in the
slums at the docks. Bonnie, my wife, was
awestruck at the scene—a mile and a half
from where I was born and raised in the
slums, where the Titanic was built. If you think
Germany’s gonna let that shipyard go, had the
biggest rope works in the world, the biggest
cotton manufacturing machines in the world,
the biggest cotton and linen industry from it,
right? The next mornin’ after the Blitz—six
thousand people died.

Sean McVicker is a man who walks a thin line. He has seen humanity at its worst, and yet strives to believe that man is good,
despite all evidence to the contrary. As a survivor of the Blitz, a
former military member, and a refugee from attacks in Northern
Ireland that caused the deaths of family and friends, he is haunted
by the ghosts of war. And yet, through his music, poetry, and engravings he celebrates life by creating small acts of beauty, as
though in defiance of the tragic events that have transformed his
life. The following is an oral history interview recorded at his home
on Tuesday, February 15th, 2011 for Preservation Chronicles.
World War II – The Blitz

There is no way Hitler was gonna let
the biggest dockyards in the world get out of
this war. But, the problem was twenty-six
counties were called Free State, and they
declared neutrality. With the blackout (no
lights to show after dark) German Bombers
had only to follow the brightly lit Southern
Highway, all the way up to the border which is 37.5 miles from
Belfast. And, immediately they hit the border.
They came down our street, and I remember my
mother used to grab me and we would run to one of the giant
warehouses at the docks. The air raid warning sirens would be
screaming and I could hear the anti aircraft fire from the guns on
the roof of the building. The giant barrage ballons, with the long
steel cables attached to catch the wings of the dive bombers,
the search lights were fantastic white beams that searched the
sky for hours on end, while my family crouched together listening
to the awful sounds outside. At long last, the “all clear” would
sound and everyone would start talking at once. The Germans

Although the free counties of Southern Ireland maintained diplomatic relations with the Axis powers throughout World War II,
Northern Ireland remained part of British territory, and as such was
a major contributor to the war effort, delivering food and naval
vessels from the Harland and Wolff shipyards. Belfast became the
target of intense air bombardment, resulting in thousands dead
and over 100,000 homeless. The following is McVicker’s account
of the bombings.
SM: I brought Bonnie back a few years ago to Belfast, and I tried to
explain to her that during the Second World War, we were blitzed
night after night. Our city hall in Belfast is reputedly one of the most
beautiful city halls in the world. And, it’s a copy that Sir Christopher
Wren done of St. Peter’s in England. Not one shell hit it. For some
reason, every time they went down the main circle, they banked
and missed the city hall. But, the library—the only thing they didn’t
rebuild in Belfast is the library, and it’s Italian marble slabs. It’s so
beautiful, but they left every bullet hole. I used to run down the

Devastation on Donegall Street, near McVicker’s primary school, in the
aftermath of a nighttime attack by German bombers on May 4, 1941.
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named this period of the war “The
Blitzkreig” and the family always referred to
it as “The Blitz”.
My first communion photo, I’m
standing with my cousin outside the warehouse on Great Georges Street, what you
can’t see is the two giant petroleum (gas)
tanks 50 feet away, our so called shelter
during the Blitz is directly underneath.
At the top of our street was the
main gate of Victoria Military Barracks. The
barrack’s wall surrounded the whole area.
Many thousands of troops would march up
our street after unloading from the docks.
They would drive giant flatbed trucks, with
their loads covered by canvas. But us kids,
we knew what they were by the shapes,
propellers, bombs, but we loved the Americans. Later in the war as they marched by,
they would throw chewing gum, chocolate
In this picture taken at St. Patrick’s Primary School, in Belfast Ireland, Sean McVicker is seen here
bars and American coins.
seated in the second row from the bottom, the fifth boy from the left.

During the later years of the war,
my Mother, along with many others, worked at the Docks in an old
unheated warehouse, where waste paper (newspapers, cartons)
were collected from all over, tons of mixed paper. This had to be
sorted by hand. This was done by women on the top floor and sent
down separate chutes in bales. They weighed about 100 pounds.
My Mother used a Docker’s Bailing hook that she had attached to
her wrist by a string. It had been stolen often.
One particular time, she dragged the bale over to the
chute, but did not pull the hook out fast enough, consequently she
dropped two floors. Thank God the deep paper piles broke her fall.
But it also broke her wrist. The women helped her set her wrist,
wrongly, as it turned out, the rest of her life she was in pain.
German prisoners were there at the top of our street, and
they used to wear gray with patches, dark patches. And, my mother
would send me up ’cause I could reach the bars at Victoria Barracks. We’re called the Barracks People where we lived. I climbed
up—they’re only eight feet, and I would pass ’em eggs and butter
from my mom, remember, and bread and cigarettes. They made
me toys at Christmas, but you know what killed me, Brent? Christmas, they would sing “Silent Night” in German. And, they were being blitzed—while they were there at the top of our street to the
docks. And, their own planes were bombing them going down our
street. I don’t want to forget that, you know? But, when I came to
America and people would say, “Oh, I was in Ireland last year. We
were all over it.” I said, “Oh, what did you think about Belfast” “Oh,
we wouldn’t go there.” “Man, you missed Ireland; you missed Belfast.”
Grandfather’s Barbershop
As a young boy Sean worked alongside his grandfather at a barbershop in Belfast near the wharf. The navy men returning from overseas would stop in for a shave and regale the young boy with stories of their adventures, which led the young man to leave his native Ireland and become a citizen of five countries. Here McVicker
describes his first job as soap boy at the age of nine.

I was called the soap boy. And there were three giant tubs, beautiful brass and copper, shining at the back of the barbershop. I
know now what they were. They were hot water geysers. There
was no hot water in those days. You turned on the gas, and it
heated the water in them. You come in; you go in the first chair;
I put the drape on you, the old man called it. I get the towels out
of the bottom of the geyser where they’re steaming hot. And,
believe me, it hurts when I hit you with them, but it’s the start of
the regeneration of the pores. It softens them.
So, what would happen is you’d come in off a winter’s
night in Hill Street, and we’re right at the docks. You need a
shave; you’re goin’ out that night with the old lady. But your
beard is purple with the cold. You can’t even touch—it hurts. So,
you come in. Now, my granda is on the second chair working by
brushing with soap and massaging the beard by hand. There’s a
man in each chair. He’s on the second, first one is finished. He
started the second, so I get you, bring you out, and I’m only nine
years old. I’ve got a stool to stand on, so I put you down, put the
drape on. I get the towels, soften you up, okay? He’s finished
his second one. I’m already over; I’m cleaning you up, brushing
you off and getting you out the door. I take a second man, put
him on. I go back to the first. He is softened up, so I took my
wobbling brush, and I start to soften you up. I spend at least
seven to ten minutes depending on the—I could tell a beard
(snaps) like that. Otherwise, the old man used to hit me.
And then, on Friday night get their money and come
down to the barbershop, and then they would all sit and sing.
And, they had—their gargle bottles would be passed around.
And, as the old man would—he was singin’ too. But, what
amazed me was—’cause he’d been gassed in WWI—his hand
was goin’ like that (trembling). He never seen blood once in the
years I was with him. I never seen him draw blood, and it’s all
open razors by the way. And, he honed razors for other barbershops. I never seen him draw blood once. And, the men that
were there are singing the old tunes from the First World War
1914-1918—that’s how I learned ’em.
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An Apprentice in Ireland’s Printing Industry
Employment in Ireland was controlled by trade groups who indentured boys from an early age for apprenticeship of five years, which
was a lengthy and arduous training process that groomed the
young recruit to one day take the place of his master. Once selected for a particular trade, the tradesman’s path in life was
largely determined. The manufacturing techniques employed by
the various trades were protected by unions and Masons who jealously guarded their trade secrets, even preventing members from
traveling to the Americas where they might establish a shop beyond the reach of the union. In this excerpt McVicker discusses his
work as a letterpress operator during the evolution of the business
from letterpress to linotype.
SM: The family printing business got very
big, became a factory, publishers. Now,
letterpress was the thing at the time. All
of the world, even in America—all printing
was done letterpress. Letterpress is exactly what it means. You take a plate, ink
it, put paper on it, roll it, and it comes out
like that. And, up until my—oh, jeepers,
forty years ago, even newspapers were
done that way, every publication, every
book, until Multilith came in. So, to do
that—could you imagine that every one of
those letters was done by hand?
Can you imagine the time for me
to set this a letter at a time in what’s
called the stick? The stick was a box with
a movable unit to clamp it. It’s all I done
all day long. The newspapers would put
them in, all columns.

send it down beside it. All the lines slid down beside ’em. He
would check it. If there was a mistake, he’d do it again. Before
that arm was holding all the letters, but as soon as he hit it, the
arm moved again and brought the letters over the respective
places and distributed them again in the proper cases. The most
used letter in the alphabet is an E, never missed, machine was
perfect. And, for 210 years, that machine ruled the world in
newspaper.
And then, of course, to do that as a compositor, you
had to go to school. Now, you’re askin’ me how you start. Okay,
so you go to school. First thing you learn is how to set type.
Then you have to do three years college of art for design work if
you’re goin’ into book publishing. Then,
you have to do printing.
And, as far as my life as an
apprentice, I hated every minute. Anyway, in those days, you done five years.
The government made it compulsory
that you got a day off to go to a college
of technology, but you must go two
nights. They pay for everything. You
got three exams a year, one went to
your father, one went to your boss, and
one went to the government. And, if
you didn’t pass, you’re out. You can’t
go back. And, you can’t as an amateur
after you’re a plumber and retire become a printer. You know what I’m
gettin’ at. You can’t do that. The unions won’t allow you. You’ll never get
work. And, the old thing about-uh—
that’s trade secret. You could be killed
if you give away trade secrets. That’s
how they held the union and held the
grip, the newspapers, all of it.

But then, this guy came up, and
The longest running, strongest
I—there’s nobody I’ve ever met, profestrade union in the world was the printsors, scholars—anybody that said he was- During his apprenticeship as a printer and engraver,
ers. They ruled all of Fleet Street, all of
n’t mad. You can’t invent that stupid ma- McVicker mastered the operation of Melie, Hiedelberg,
chine, but he did. And, his name was and Platen printing press machines like Mergenthaler’s England, Ireland, Scotland, Wales, Germany, France. They ruled it, all of it.
Mergenthaler. And, he looked at this one linotype machine depicted above.
And, if they went on strike, there was no
day and said, “That’s stupid. I can build a
computer, nothin’, no telegraph, no
machine that’ll hundred times—” He beat
writers. They could bring the world to a standstill.
it by five hundred fold. He designed the linotype machine. And,
that’s exactly what it was, line of type. He measured in picas,
So, if you became a young apprentice, and it was so
which really is called Ms and Ns. Twelve M, twelve picas, eighteen
strict that you could not hire more than one apprentice to three
picas, twenty-four. Whenever a guy was doin’ a newspaper, he
tradesmen or masters—and they kept it level. When a tradesshout out to me, “Hey, make it two Ns!” Two picas or two Ns. N is
man or master died off, the apprentice moved in. And, they
half a pica, an M is a full one. And, I still have my scale.
picked him by a thing called a Muir and Audi exam. Muir and
Audi were two lawyers that set up an exam system for the govSo anyway, the idea was what he could do—this stupid
ernment, and the government—I must admit British went into
machine, the first time in my life, I was frightened. The guy had a
Ireland, even Northern Ireland, and they would pick a kid from
typewriter, and he would sit and type it like that. What was happenthe slums like me. And, I didn’t know what I was gettin’ into, but
ing is, an arm would—it was very high. An arm would come down,
if I passed the exam, you’re in. But, you can’t be over fourteen.
and every time he hit the letter, a brass pica of an A, an N, and a D
Today it’s sixteen. And, the thing is, if you fail your exams, you’re
would come down. And then, he’d hit the space. The arm would
come down, pick up the brass like that, take it up, dump it into hot out. They pick another kid to give him a chance, and you’re finished.
metal. There was a pot in the back of the machine of hot lead,
would put it in, cut it to a line of six-uh—this space, and that line,
Uh well, I had done engraving through that period. To
eighteen picas, would pick it up, cool it, cut it, bring it back, and
become a general manager—you had to learn it all—
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managership, accounts and statements, banking, and in a printing
industry for publishing, you have to do book binding and letter press
printing. I could run a Melie, Heidelberg, Platen; I could hand feed
when I was ten years old at five hundred an hour. If you go down to
Old Town San Diego, there’s an old Platen there on display. I could
get it goin’ tomorrow.
Engraving in the American Style
Trained as a master engraver in Europe, after immigrating to the
United States, McVicker pursued his childhood dream of engraving
guns and weaponry in the American style. His pieces are highly
prized among collectors and are considered some of the finest in
the world. In the following exchange, which includes comments
from his wife Bonnie McVicker, Sean discusses his passion for the
art.
SM: When I was a kid, I was like any young American kid. I wanted
to see Gene Autry and Roy Rogers and all that. I would walk out of
Gene Autry’s picture; humming his tunes and I wanted to do that
engraving. I saw the cowboy guns, but to my knowledge at the time,
it was a five year jail term. If you were caught in Britain, Northern
Ireland, with even an empty pistol, it was worse off than 1968.
BM: You went to-uh GRS Tools in Emporia, Kansas, to learn Western style engraving.
SM: Western style. I had done bank note—I worked for Browning’s; I
worked for the bank note. They do not like your (American) style—
Now, while I was at this—you’ll want to know, and this I want people
to know. While I went to college, I met a man that owned a factory
in the college, just a dream of a man named Donald Glaser. Donald
Glaser, wonderful man, and this man you’ll want to write about because the world knows about him now.

Now, let me give you a basic. I’m an engraver. I start off, and it’s
called “push.” I get a little cutter, and I’m trying to push. What age
am I gonna get ’til I can’t do it anymore? But, that’s not the problem. I have a gun I’m doin’ from Gettysburg. I could cut it with my
false teeth, but then they started to do American steel. Then they
done case hardened; then they done case color hardened steel;
then they got into carbide. I cut it. I learned to do it, and I make my
own cutters, burins they’re called. But, Mr. Glaser came up with a
system to save thousands upon thousands of old engravers like
me, and he became our friend. And, he designed a machine besides that would help them to cut through carbide with the same
tools, and it’s a little air unit. A simple little jack hammer that enables old engravers, like me to handle the strongest metals.
BM: Mr. Glaser created this machine called the Gravermeister. But,
it’s—I guess the only way to describe—that it’s like a miniature jackhammer, you know? But, you’re still doin’ everything by hand, but
air makes it pulsate—which helps cut through the heavy steel. And,
this teacher, Lee Griffiths, is one of the masters. His work is unbelievable, and that’s where Sean learned Western style engraving, which makes it larger
scrolls where bank note and the bulino—bank
note engraving is smaller—much smaller. And
there’s different styles of engraving, like, when
Sean engraves, for example—he’s got a Colt
that went through Gettysburg. He engraves it
in the style of the era. He wouldn’t put modern
scrollwork on a Civil War gun. He would engrave it in the Civil War Period and the style of
that time in the style of the engravers.
SM: And-uh, all right, I got a gun that was at
Gettysburg. But when the lady brought it in,
she said the kids were using it as a hammer.
And, that great American that said, “Any man
that loves whiskey and hates kids can’t be all
that bad,” W. C. Fields—so when I looked at
that, and I looked at the gun, and I realized that
some young officer, Union, as you can tell by
the frame, that has put his life on the line—uh,
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BJ: I know that you’ve made quite a career at engraving guns of
all different types. Uh, I understand that you were also involved
with the Canadian government and engraving some currency.

it’s hard to take. But, it’s even worse because I couldn’t get real—
people to realize how many Irish kids died at Gettysburg—how many
died at Antietam in the gulch, and they wouldn’t believe me when I
told them. So, I wanted to lecture, so I did.
BM: We went to the Gene Autry Museum up in Los Angeles for an
exhibit called Dazzling Pistols, and they got a lot of the pistols that
Colt made for presidents from private collections and a lot of other
guns from private collections. The exhibit was unbelievable. And,
they asked Sean to go up—and a few times while it was here in Los
Angeles—to sit and demonstrate and talk and lecture on hand engraving. And, we did that. Sean did that, I should say, and then the
show went on the road from Los Angeles to Redding, and it went to
Lafayette, Louisiana, and then to Texas.
SM: She wouldn’t let me go on the road.

SM: In the Canadian Bank Note—now there’s the British American Bank Note—they’re downtown. The Canadian Bank Note
was on Richmond Road in Ottawa. And, I was offered a job as an
engraver at a Canadian Bank Note in Ottawa. So, what they
done was they asked me to run a department of letterpress andengraving. But, they had a new system. The system is called
Elrod, E-l-r-o-d, and Ludlow. And, it was actually the hand process of what I told you, linotype. You done it by hand. It had progressed to where you do it yourself, so I went on from there. I
took over the engraving department, and where’d I go from—
Montreal? Oh! I went back to—to Ireland and stayed on the pro
circuit musician, and then I ended up here.
The Irish Show Bands
In the eighteenth century, the Gaelic language was outlawed as
subversive by a series of measures enforced by the British government. However, the Gaelic culture was not so easily extinguished. Through songs that serve as a kind of daily communion that are sung throughout Ireland’s pubs and barbershops,
the people are united in their ancestry. No wonder that some of
the outstanding musicians of the twentieth century have
emerged from the lounges of Belfast and Dublin. Here McVicker
talks about his career on the road with the Irish Show Bands,
The Witnesses, The Clipper Carlton, and The Fred Hanna Showband.
BJ: I am also interested in your musical career, and if we could
talk a little bit about that now.
You had learned how to play
guitar from-uh Mr. Lowry, and—
and were these traditional Irish
folk tunes or what—

BM: And, it was supposed to come
off the road, but they put on one
more show in Indianapolis at the
Eiteljorg Museum.
When they
SM: Oh, no! I wanted to do the
found out that Sean was available,
Beatles. Although, before that it
they asked him if he would go to
was all jazz, forties and thirties—
Indianapolis. For two weeks, actuso I learned all that. My mother
ally, a year ago today we were in
was a recording artist, believe or
Indianapolis to lecture and demonnot, in the thirties. Yeah, and
strate on gun engraving. So, we
she taught me the songs of her
went, and people couldn’t believe
era. At that time Irish Music
the guns that were there back in
wasn’t cool. And, I was on the
the 1800s and the engravers were
pro circuit at home for nine
gone. Mrs. Autry had a gun there
years. Yeah, I worked all over
that was made-—engraved at TifEurope playing that—the music,
fany—had jewels on it. They didn’t
bought our homes. Some of the
realize the older guns were more
top artists in the world come
valuable because the engravers
from Ireland. I worked with—I
Sean
McVicker
and
Joe
Clarke
are
seen
here
in
Quebec
perched
on
the
were dead and they couldn’t get it
backed up a lot of the big stars,
as good as that anymore. They hood of McVicker’s 1963 Corvette. McVicker is strumming a very rare
Gretch White Falcon (stereo model).
Gerry Dorsey, who became
couldn’t get that. And, a lot of the
Engelbert Humpredinck. Uh, I’ll
styles of engraving today, when
tell
you
about
him.
Wonderful,
wonderful kid. I had a ball with
they say, oh, it was factory engraved, they don’t know who the enhim! Thank god, he couldn’t play poker. Uh, what else about
graver was, but it was done in the style of the old engravers.
that period?
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We were owned by a
company in Northern Ireland, and
like I say you don’t get a choice.
You don’t even get your wages
but sixteen percent.
Sixteen
percent was given you at the end
of the month. The rest of the
money went back to your family
or the corporation. There’s no
screwing around. You show up
drunk, hangover, you get fined.
You lose a week’s wages. And,
your family’s back home, and
they know all about it. The way
the unions worked, you couldn’t
go back to Europe and just bring
your outfit with you. There were
no groups in those days; there
were orchestras.
Our lead singer was
Colm Wilkinson from the south of
Ireland. The last gig I worked
with him was in Montreal, Que- McVicker, second from the left in front, is seen here posing with the Fred Hanna Showband during the 1960s.
bec, Canada and we played in
the Hotel Bonaventure, Pentand brutally beating every person they could grab. In that period
house. After that, Colm was picked to play on Broadway. He was
I was the guitarist with the Clipper Carlton Showband. We were
the first lead in “Les Miserables” and he later performed in “Jekyll
doing quite a few gigs in England. The activities of the “Troubles”
and Hyde”, and “Joseph’s Technicolor Dreamcoat.” And of course,
in Belfast had escalated terribly. Bombings and murders were
because of his surname, he was nick named “The Blade”. I am very
taking place everyday. I hated to be “On the Road” with the
proud of the fact that I backed him up on guitar.
band away from my family. When I got back home I learned that
my son, Tony, who at the time was only 10 years old, had by
Later when American Artists started working in Britain or
inches escaped being killed by a drive-by shooting.
Ireland, they had to use Union Musicians. And, if you wanted—what
you done was you came back with your MD, musical director, and
The Troubles
you had your music library, we called it, and you used a union orchestra, and they were top dog in the world. And, that’s how it
The conflict in Northern Ireland that boiled over in the 1960s,
worked, but then in the sixties and the Beatles and the rockers and
having resulted from voting rights discrimination and unfair
housing laws, pitted neighbor against neighbor and resulted in a
all, I was one of the guys that would be used on the gigs.
bloody exchange between the Loyalist Protestants and the
So, there was a young fella—’63, ’64, and they got EMI,
Catholic Republicans. When McVicker’s family was bombed in
biggest in the world at the time because they owned the Beatles.
1968, he left Ireland for America, but the conflict followed him
They-uh got this young fella. His name is Gerry Dorsey. Ah! Oh,
across the sea.
man! Truthfully, you know, Brent if I had-uh looked like that, I
would’ve ruled the world. So, EMI told him or told me you’re goin’
on—take him out to the strips, so we done Northern Ireland, SouthSM: There’s nobody in the world can circumvent the fact that all
ern Ireland, Scotland, a couple of gigs here and there. They’re all
we did as Catholics in Northern Ireland was defense because I
pubs and lounges, you know, get him goin’ and that. Man, he used
was there. I came back from overseas from the conflict, and I
to swing the mic, and it was all his. He copied nobody, swinging the
saw—I was there. So, believe me, everything that happened on
mic, catch it at the end, rock and roll. He was fabulous! And, they
the side of Republicans or IRA or Catholic was defense at the
made him. And, they told him, No more rock, frilly shirt, dress up,
start. My brother acted in defense of his family, his home, right?
no more movin’. You’re it. They already had Tom Jones. We don’t
And, for what it’s worth, let me tell you one thing. We were seneed another. You’re it. And then, they changed his name—and
lected to represent the North of Ireland in shooting for the world.
everybody laughed—from Gerry Dorsey to Engelbert Humperdinck.
I was an international shooter, for what that’s worth.
Then came his first recording, I could not believe they picked a very
old country song. It was an immediate number one on the hit paBut anyway, when the conflict started in 1968, and it
rade, so much for Rock-n-Roll. But, he was great, and he does dewas during the period of the bad times in Nam and the political
serve it. And, he was a nice guy.
conflict—in America when the Civil Rights broke out. It wasn’t
just a conflict, but because of cable television everybody in
Then came 1968 and in the cities of Derry and Belfast,
Europe including Ireland saw—they saw about Mr. Mandela.
civil rights’ marches were being televised in detail in America.
They saw about everything, so they decided it’s time to get EngDrunken mobs numbering thousands roamed through Catholic
land out of Ireland. Now, when that started, the other side went
districts, burning homes and putting whole families on streets,
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haywire, drunken—son, if you’ve ever been frightened, and you turn
a corner and see twenty-five thousand drunk rioters coming toward
you, it’s worse—all right, okay. I’m just saying. Anyway, my brother
defended himself and our family. We got ’em out of there, whatever the year, and the American government really helped him and
me even while—while it was turned against us.
One of the family printing factories had been torched and
destroyed, because it was situated in a district that was predominately Protestant. Years before I had purchased a new home away
from the streets of my childhood. But I was dangerously located
and I had made a heartbreaking decision to sell, my wife was a
Canadian, and did not deserve to live and raise five children in this
terrible environment.
Years later, in America, I had gotten Pleurisy for about
nine weeks. And, one year— I was down, and Bonnie said to me,
“There’s some gentlemen at the door that wants to talk to you.” I
said, “Well, tell ’em to come in.” She said, “They won’t come in.”
Right? So—I went to the door, and as God is my judge, it was the
men in black. I looked, right? There was three. One on the walkway, one on the first stoop, and one at the door, black glasses,
black suits, the whole—(laughs) Like the Blues Brothers! And, I
looked at them, and I said, “Oh, Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, I’m being
deported.” And, I had a temperature of 104 or somethin’. I didn’t
want to be there. If they had-uh given me trouble, I would’ve killed
’em. So, I looked, and I said, “Sir, what can I do for you?” And, he
looked at me, and he looked me up and down. And, I knew he was
sayin’ this is a joke, you know? But, we had just done the first (St.
Patrick’s) parade. Oh, the Queen was coming to visit America. And,
he looked at me, and he was smilin’, big guy like you. And, he saiduh—he didn’t even want to say this. It’s as if he was reading it, and
he said, “Uh, Mr. McVickers—” I said, “Sorry Son, I’m not plural. It’s
McVicker.” And, he smiled, and he said—“Do you intend to protest
the Queen’s visit? “In Los Angeles?” (laughs) And, some of the Irish
were camping outside the consulate, but they had seen us. And,
they’d filmed the Saint Patrick’s Day Parade, where I had been the
headliner for the entertainment, and all the idiots and wannabes.
So, I said-uh—I could hardly stand up straight, so I held the door,
and I stood up and I said, “Tell her Majesty—” and it was not in disrespect, believe me, because I served. And, I gave it proper, and I
said, “Tell her Majesty—” which that was the joke end, of course
you wouldn’t. “Tell her Majesty I said to have a happy holiday.”
And, remember? They walked away, and they were laughing all the
way down the pathway.
Colonel Paddy
Sean McVicker’s military career is shrouded in mystery. After quadruple bypass surgery saved his life last year he is reluctant to discuss details of his service, which brings forth strong emotion and
painful memories. However, he felt that was important to go on
record and celebrate the life of someone who he fears will be lost
to history. In the following exchange he talks about the modern
inventor of the Special Forces, Colonel Blair Mayne.
BJ: Well, I think that we’ve covered-uh a lot of the things that I
wanted to talk about. I know you’d rather not talk about your military service. Um so, we can just leave that alone.

SM: Well, I can—I can go so far. To get the money from the British Government as an apprentice, you become a military apprentice. And, there were men that taught me in the military that I
respect so much. I would love his name to be known. It’s not
right, and in the whole world I never heard one person praise his
name. And son, that’s got to be wrong, okay? I’ve got to praise
him because a week after he gave us a lecture, he wrapped himself around the telegraph pole. And, he couldn’t live with himself, but there is no one now. I have a colonel—nobody’s even
heard of—even the Irish. He was a drunkard, an alcoholic, but
while I tell you—he was not obnoxious. He was very quiet.
BJ: Is he the one who trained you or what is his role with you?
SM: He lectured my reserve units. He won the International
Boxing Championships. He took the first national’s wrestling.
The reason they called him “Paddy” because he was an Irishman. There he is. (shows photograph of Colonel “Paddy” Mayne.)
And, he designed the badge that you see there, and it
says, “He who dares, wins.” And, there was no Special Forces in
America, and they copied him—President Kennedy asked for a
Special Forces unit. He was the first, and it was the Second
World War. He always served—every year was always behind
German lines. He was never out of it. They would ride up in the
jeeps and hit the planes and then ride out, and they were never
caught. But, he stopped one time because of the officer’s quarters, and he wanted to kill most of them in it. But, when he went
up, they had been torturing a young French guy. So, he went in,
stopped, and asked the officers. And, they brought the kid out.
They (the Germans) had been putting hot cigarettes and cigars
on him, so he came out. And, he didn’t write this by the way; he
did not write this, and he didn’t like it. But, he went out, and he
brought the kid outside. And, he said to him—and he didn’t know
that his senior was watching him. And, he said to the kid, “Do
you want to go back in?” And, the kid said, “Yes.” And he gave
the boy his own Sterling; I handled this Sterling that he done it
with. He said to the kid, “Here, go on.” And, kid went in and
killed six of them and came out and handed it back. And, when I
heard that, I—way to go! Way to go! Way to go. Well, that’s Colonel Paddy.
He was literally telling stories of the Second World War.
And, I notice now—the ones that I remember—never spoke about
himself. It was always—the other guy, by the way, was a man
called Bob Sterling. Sterling was the innovator in history of the
first Special Forces. But, in the 60’s they were flown into Belfast
where they disgraced the memory and honour of Colonel
“Paddy” Mayne. They went into Northern Ireland and they murdered a lot of people, and they killed my friends. They killed my
people. And, sort of cut them in my eyes. But, I respect that
man with the Second World War, but—when it got to the sixties,
and these ones went in. They’re just murderers.
Sean McVicker’s work can be viewed at the Gene Autry Museum of Western Heritage In Griffith Park, Los Angeles. He also gives live engraving
demonstrations and musical performances at the Veterans Museum and
Memorial Center at the Old Navy Chapel in Balboa Park, San Diego. For
a calendar of his upcoming events go to www.storiesinsteel.com
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THE CLARKSBURG FERRY: A SUNKEN HULK GIVES CLUES TO A
MODERN MASTER

The story of the ferryboat system in Yolo and Sacramento County is
one of the forgotten episodes in the development of the region, yet
the role of the ferryboat is a significant one. Long before the
bridges and highways crisscrossed the river area of lower Sacramento, the ferryboats unlocked the vast potential of the delta region, transporting farmers and drovers, dairy products, and beef
cattle through the labyrinth of lesser sloughs and channels that
reached an assortment of island villages.
Most of the farm land surrounding the river is below the
level of the river and the levies, which were constructed in the
1880s, are beginning to fail in some places from erosion and tree
root intrusion. When the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers began planning repair of some levee sections in 2009, it discovered the wreck
of an historic vessel in the direct path of required construction activities. As a structure of historic potential, the wreck qualified for
evaluation under Section 106 of the National Historic Preservation
Act; and the maritime archaeology firm Panamerican Consultants
Inc. was brought in to evaluate the eligibility of the vessel as a historic property.
Panamerican’s Andrew Lydecker, who became involved in
documenting the Clarksburg Ferry, explains that the ferry sank in
shallow water along the banks of the Sacramento River in 1928
only 500 feet from its landing. The ferry is a rare example of the
ferries that were used on the river delta. The wooden side wheel
ferry driven by diesel engines was built by the Nunes Brothers in
1920 to carry automobile traffic and agricultural products across
the river.
Lydecker says that side wheel paddle boats were often
used as ferries because they had such a shallow draft, and the side
wheels could be easily reversed. A propeller has to be on one end
or the other and generally works better in only one direction. The
side wheelers operated better in shallow water, and the paddles
didn’t bite as deep, usually striking the water just below the surface
and above the keel of the boat, which allowed them to maneuver
through the sand bars and tidelands of the river delta.

The wreck that Lydecker and his team discovered on the banks
of the Sacramento appeared to be the Clarksburg Ferry, but for
the purposes of mitigation they had to be certain. So began an
investigation that yielded some surprising conclusions about the
legacy of the shipwreck.
“We discovered from the Yolo County Archives that the
ferry was built by the County as a response to public demand,”
says Lydecker who discovered the minutes of the Board of Supervisors, as well as the request for proposal, and the design
requirements and specifications for the ferry. The Nunes Brothers were the lowest bidder for the project; however, the ship was
actually designed by the County Engineer, who may or may not
have had experience in naval architecture. Lydecker checked
the plans against the wreck, which matches perfectly, with a few
small exceptions.
The ferry was put into service in 1921 and worked until
1928 when it was finally sunk. “The design was very poor, but it
was very well built,” says Lydecker. The disadvantages of the
design seem to have been compensated by the craftsmanship of
the Nunes Brothers.
The Nunes brothers, Antonio and Manuel, were born in
the Azores. Manuel came to the United States first and began
his boat shop in 1898, working from a barge on the Sacramento
River. Antonio arrived in Sacramento in 1905 and went into
partnership with his brother. From the barge boat shop, the
Nunes brothers built fishing boats, hay barges, sailboats, small
tugs, and later on, speed boats. In the 1920s, the brothers settled permanently in Sausalito at the foot of Main Street near
Second Street. They named their venture Nunes Brothers Boat
and Ways Company, establishing a marine architecture firm that
was instrumental in developing a new class of pleasure boats for
racing. They also built some of the first jet boats in the 1940s
and 50s and held regattas to publicize the new boats.
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THE CLARKSBURG FERRY
that it started taking on water. They tried to get to the landing,
but they ended up sinking 500 feet short of their destination.
Newspaper articles from the time seem to support the
story. Lydecker found documents that showed the lumber company sued the County for $843 for negligent operation of the
ferry. The claim was denied. The lumber company also sued in
Admiralty Court where they settled for $500.
The pilot house, the engine, and paddle wheels are
now all gone. The deck is still there, but there is a large hole
where someone cut through the deck to salvage the engine.
Lydecker visited the wreck in October and November of 2010
when the river was low and the entire starboard side facing the
bank was exposed.

Original drawings of the Clarksburg Ferry discovered in the Yolo County
Archive corresponded neatly with the wreck encountered by the Army
Corps, confirming the identity of the historic vessel for investigators.

One of the unusual design features of the ship is that it
had four rudders, one at each corner. This is something that
Lydecker, an experienced marine archaeologist, has never seen
before. Initially they wanted to conserve the rudders, but they
were buried in silt and the rudder shaft was still intact; making
the recovery impracticable.

The original two brothers who built the ferry passed away
in the late 1940s, but their sail boats are still highly prized as some
of the finest yachts built on the west coast, the most famous being
the legendary Zaca. The 118-foot gaff-rigged schooner was commissioned by railroad tycoon Templeton Crocker and was designed
by naval architect Garland Rotch to be the most luxurious yacht
ever built. The yacht was eventually purchased by Errol Flynn in
1945 and would serve as the nautical star of the Orson Welles and
Rita Hayworth film, The Lady from Shanghai in 1947.

Wood analysis of the hull and deck showed that it was
built of Douglas-fir, oak, and teak. An expensive wood like teak
is very unusual in a utilitarian vessel. Lydecker believes that the
teak may have been borrowed from another ship the Nunes
were building at the same time. Instead of ordering new wood
for the ferry they simply used what materials they had available.
Lydecker also says that the dimensions of the timbers didn’t
match the construction drawings. He thinks the boat builders
probably used their own dimensions based on what they knew of
naval architecture versus what they might have perceived as the
inexperience of the boat’s designer.

The Clarksburg Ferry is no Zaca. The ship was 60 feet
long and 30 feet wide, which gave it a bowl shape. The original
plans for the ferry called for a 48-foot long boat, but the Board of
Supervisors changed the dimensions to the 60 foot length that was
eventually constructed. It is a utilitarian design for an unglamorous
yet much needed purpose.

The wreck will eventually be covered with crushed
stone, soil, and native species of plants as part of the existing
levy system, but a full recording of the ship, including measured
drawings and photographs will be maintained by the U.S. Army
Corps of Engineers, and the National Archives.

The pilot house was located in the center of the craft and
the cars were positioned on either side,
three to port and three to starboard. The
problem with the design is that if the
ship weren’t balanced properly it would
list to one side, and the paddle wheels
would pull it in circles until the load was
corrected.
An oral historical account of the
sinking by a local townsman that was
discovered by Lydecker suggests that a
load of lumber destined for the high
school gym was driven onto the ship.
The truck driver didn’t explain to the ship
captain what was loaded on the truck,
and the captain didn’t bother to ask. So
the truck and trailer were positioned on
one side of the pilot house and three
Ford Model Ts were positioned on the
opposite side of the pilot house. The This was the last view of the Clarksburg Ferry as it appeared before it was entombed in soil and plants,
ship immediately became so unbalanced becoming a permanent part of the Sacramento Delta levee system and its history. Efforts at salvaging
the craft were thwarted by California environmental laws that prevents the creation of a silt plume.
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