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THE FIRST TRANSATLANTIC RACE

THEN AND NOW

The radical idea of racing a boat across 
an ocean dawned in 1866 when three 

young members of the New York Yacht 
Club —Pierre Lorillard Jr. and George and 

Franklin Osgood—were enjoying a friendly 
argument about the merits of their big racing 
schooners, each over 100 feet. 

Lorillard, a tobacco heir, had the 105-foot center-
boarder Vesta, and the Osgoods owned the 106-foot 
keelboat Fleetwing. That summer and fall, those two 
boats and the 107-foot keelboat Henrietta, owned by 
young James Gordon Bennett Jr., had taken turns 
sailing in four wild high-stakes challenge matches in 
the windiest part of the sailing season. The last race 
was held on the ocean in an October gale, and Hen-
rietta and Vesta both suffered damage; Vesta’s was 
so severe that she had to heave-to for an hour, which 
turned out to be Henrietta’s winning margin.

As the evening wore on and their drinks were 
replenished, they talked themselves into wagering 
$30,000 on each boat. At this time a 100-foot rac-
ing schooner cost $40,000 to build and equip, and a 
professional crew of eight men—captain, mate, cook, 
steward, and four deck hands—were paid a total of 
$1,800 for a six-month season. Once the wagers were 
settled, they agreed to sail in the windiest, wildest 

and darkest month of the year, December. When 
young James Gordon Bennett Jr. heard about all this, 
he asked to be allowed to join in. At 26, he was the 
oldest of the three. 

Deciding that the NYYC should bless the venture, 
they went to Commodore William C. McVickar, and 
he initially turned them down. This seemed to be a 
commercial venture; Lorillard’s sails might display 
an image of a snuff box. Eventually, though, McVick-
ar relented, and the club endorsed and started the 
race. The commodore even went to England to ob-
serve the finish and take part in the festivities at the 
Royal Yacht Squadron. 

Actually, there was a commercial factor. Bennett’s 
Scots-born father owned the New York Herald, 
which he had founded with $500 in 1835. With a 
blend of timely financial news, scandal-mongering, 
exhaustive coverage of yacht racing and other 
sports, and a policy of verbally assaulting anyone 
who looked at him cross-eyed (six of his targets as-
saulted him personally), Bennett turned the Herald 
into the country’s most successful paper. Now he 
had a stake in the first transatlantic telegraph cable, 
which after many troubles was finally laid by the 
Great Eastern and opened for business in late July. 
Bennett was eager to have some international news 

TRANSATLANTIC RACING: 

A FRIENDLY ARGUMENT AMONGST NEW YORK YACHT CLUB 
MEMBERS LAUNCHED THE FIRST CROSS-OCEAN CHALLENGE

BY JOHN ROUSMANIERE 
EXCERPTED FROM HIS BOOK, THE NEW YORK YACHT CLUB: A HISTORY

CRWTA11_003-017.indd   8 6/9/11   11:44:50 AM

TRANSATLANTIC RACE 2011   9

to publish. What could be better than tales of his 
son’s mad race? He called his assistants into his of-
fice and issued the following cryptic order: “This 
Race. Yachts. One of ’em’s me son’s. Cover it. Fall 
in the sea for all I care but get the news. Properly. 
Understood?” 

 “Mr. Bennett did more than any other single man 
of his time to further the sport of yachting,” a his-
torian of the sport accurately noted in 1901, adding 
that “Young Jim” Bennett was always ready “to race 
any one, over any course, for any amount.” He did 
his first racing on the 1857 Annual Cruise, when he 
was admitted to membership at the age of sixteen—
the youngest member in NYYC history. A year later 
he competed in the club’s first long-distance race, 
counterclockwise around Long Island. The racing 
between the eight entries was close, with cries for 
sea room as they skirted the Long Island beaches 
on the way out, and also cries of “protest” when the 
sounds of oars were heard in the night. The first 
boat to finish, by a healthy four hours, was Ben-

nett’s Rebecca, but she was disqualified for cutting 
through Plum Gut, close off the Long Island shore, 
instead of carrying on to the Race, as was required 
in the race instructions. 

All three owners in the 1866 race claimed they 
intended to sail, but only Jamie Bennett made the 
commitment. Almost everybody on board was a pro-
fessional seaman, 22 per vessel. In command of Ben-
nett’s Henrietta was a legendary, hard-driving clip-
per-ship skipper named Samuel Samuels, nicknamed 
“the Bull of the Atlantic” and “Bully.” When he took 

command of the 107-foot Henrietta in December 
1866, he referred to her as “the little plaything.” The 
man never seemed to sleep. The desire and ability 
to push hard at night were much valued in that first 
transatlantic race. 

The start in 1866 was off Sandy Hook on December 
11 in a strong winter westerly, with the yachts broad-
reaching under square sails before a large spectator 
fleet cheering them on. In swept a snowy gale, and 
then on the eighth day came a southwest howler with 
overtaking seas that flooded the yachts’ decks. 

As the evening wore on and their drinks were replenished,  
they talked themselves into wagering $30,000 on each boat
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