





Tall ship to teach sailing, travel the coast
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By ERIC TUCKER
Associated Press Writer

NEWPORT, Rhode Island (AP) — This oceanside city of luxurious Gilded Age mansions has long been an epicenter of yachting, its waters plied by sleek luxury vessels and sailors in the America’s Cup races.

But a large jet-black hull berthed in a wharf here breaks from the leisure boat culture.

The Oliver Hazard Perry — named for a Rhode Island-born commodore who routed a British fleet during the War of 1812 — is conceived as a “tall ship,” a loosely defined term generally applied to majestic-looking vessels with soaring masts that conjure an earlier era of sailing.
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Tall Ships Rhode Island, a Newport nonprofit, bought the 132-foot-long (40-meter-long) steel hull in September from two Canadian businessmen with the goal of converting it by 2011 into a towering training ship that will serve as a floating sailing school for students and apprentice seamen.

“The ship will never carry a passenger,” said its director, Capt. Richard Bailey, who has sailed the Atlantic and Pacific oceans. “It will carry only those who come aboard to learn. The lessons may be very different for different age groups, but the ship’s mission is education.”
The ship capitalizes on the Ocean State’s maritime heritage and could lend modest aid to Rhode Island’s flagging economy by training aspiring sailors and giving work to local boat builders, crew members and office staff.

The Tall Ships organization periodically hosts popular summertime exhibitions of behemoth vessels from countries including Norway and Germany as well as from other states. 
“To have our own ship as pride of place leading the parade, it would have made the event perfect and would have put us out and said, ’Here’s Rhode Island,’” said Perry Lewis, the organization’s vice chairman.

Other states, such as South Carolina and Maryland, host tall ships with similar sailing education programs, but those tend to be smaller schooners. The three-masted, square-rigged Oliver Hazard Perry is intended as the second-largest sailing training ship in the country, behind only the USCG Eagle, the Coast Guard barque in New London, Connecticut.
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Once complete, the ship will be 207 feet (63.1 meters) long and stand 13 stories tall with a main mast 130 feet (39.6 meters) above water.

“I think it leapfrogs us ahead of any other state vessel in terms of presence,” said Bailey, who previously captained the HMS Rose, which was featured in the 2003 Russell Crowe film “Master and Commander: The Far Side of the World.”

“It puts Rhode Island on equal footing as far as tall ships are concerned with major maritime vessels of the world,” he added.

J.B. Smith, captain of the 100-foot-tall (30.5-meter-tall) Spirit of Massachusetts, a schooner launched in Boston in 1984 and now owned by a Maine organization, said even though he associates Newport with yachting — the city hosted the America’s Cup races from 1930 to 1983 — it’s fitting for the city to claim its own tall ship.

“Newport has represented sailing for a very long time, even before, of course, the more modern side of it,” Smith said. “It certainly is in keeping with the motif there.”

The Oliver Hazard Perry is expected to sail 40 weeks a year, traveling the East Coast and Canada in the summer and to the Caribbean in the winter and serving as an ambassador for the state by flying Rhode Island flags.

It will spend the rest of the year docked in Newport.

The ship will be manned by a core professional crew, with berths for about 30 or more high school and college students looking for sailing training and participating in semester-at-sea programs, Bailey said.
The organization is raising $5 million to build the ship and will operate it on a $1 million annual budget, drawn mostly from tuition.

Michael Jarret, who teaches marine technology at Chariho Regional High School in Richmond and sent 18 students last year on tall ship sailing education programs, said he expected his students to benefit from the new ship.

“If it got to a point where the programming was something like semester-at-sea, then Chariho students would be involved in that,” Jarret said. Bailey said he learned from a friend last year that a hull in Canada was for sail.

A Canadian group had intended to build the hull into a replica of the HMS Detroit, a British ship from the War of 1812. But the project never materialized, and Tall Ships bought the hull in September for a bargain price of $339,000.

The hull was towed from Canada to Newport in October and is berthed in Bowen’s Wharf, where it’s visible to strollers walking among the waterfront restaurants and clothing shops.

It will remain there until next year, when it will be taken to a commercial shipyard for construction work before returning to Newport to be fitted with its spars, rigging and hardware.
The vessel is expected to launch in 2011.
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