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ALMA is the only extant San Francisco Bay Scow Schooner. More 
than four hundred of these craft were built for service on San 
Francisco Bay and its tributaries between 1850 and 1906. The 
scow schooners were flat-bottomed, shallow draft, centerboard 
vessels mounting a schooner rig. The scow schooners carried 
cargo and served to connect the many communities of the San 
Francisco Bay area before the construction of major bridges and 
the advent of widespread commercial trucking. The waterborne 
link provided by the scow schooners was a key to the region's 
economic growth. 

Principal Dimensions 

Length: 59' -0 11 

Breadth: 22' -6 11 

Depth: 4 ' - 0 11 

Designer 

Gross tons: 41 
Net tons: 39 

There is no specific designer listed in any historical documents 
relating to the ALMA. Most scow schooners were vernacular 
vessels built without formal plans and along lines dictated by 
the builder's prior experience. It is probable that the builder, 
with input from the eventual owner, constructed ALMA as he saw 
fit rather than according to a separate designer's 
specifications. 1 

Builder and Location 

Men that took a turn at building scows ranged from anonymous 
amateur carpenters to noted luminaries of West Coast shipbuilding 
such as Matthew Turner. In addition to a multitude of builders, 
the industry was characterized by a plethora of building 
locations. Scow schooners were built throughout the San 
Francisco Bay area; they came together on ways in yards and 

1 Roger Olmstead, Scow Schooners of San Francisco Bay (Cupertino, CA: 
California History Center, 1988), 22; Barbara J. Fetesoff, "San Francisco's 
Alma," WoodenBoat Magazine 1, no. 3 (1975): 10. 
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vacant lots from within sight of the Golden Gate to the banks of 
the Sacramento River. 2 

Despite the decentralized nature of the industry, one area, 
Hunters Point in San Francisco, was a locus of building activity 
and home to many prominent scow builders. Throughout the last 
decades of the nineteenth century and the first decade of the 
twentieth century, dozens of these vessels were constructed or 
repaired in this neighborhood each year. 3 As is perhaps 
befitting the last of a once prolific breed, the ALMA took shape 
on the shores of Hunters Point in the heyday of scow building. 

Fred Siemer built the ALMA in the yard behind his house in the 
Hunter's Point area of San Francisco for his son-in-law, James 
Peterson. In addition to ALMA, Fred Siemer built the scow 
schooner ADELIA, named after Siemer's daughter and Peterson's 
wife, for James Peterson. The ALMA and ADELIA were the only two 
vessels known to have been constructed from keel up by Fred 
Siemer. His normal activities centered on the repair of existing 
vessels rather than new construction. 4 

Fred Siemer emigrated to the United States from Northern Germany 
in about 1865. His wife and six children accompanied Siemer in 
the move to America. There do not appear to be any surviving 
accounts detailing the route or modes of transportation used by 
the Siemer family in their move. His first home in California 
was Tulare County and later the family moved to San Francisco. 5 

Before moving to the United States, Siemer worked as a foreman in 
a Bremerhaven shipyard. His knowledge of shipbuilding stood him 
in good stead in his new home. Siemer first secured employment 
in San Francisco as a ship carpenter at the Montgomery Street 
Shipyard and later bought the Hunter's Point yard in which he 
built ALMA. 6 

A loan of $350 from Hanson's Hog Ranch furthered Siemer's efforts 
to establish a shipyard. 7 There is no explanation in the 

2 Olmstead, Scow Schooners, 19. 
3 Olmstead, Scow Schooners, 22; Anita Mozley, "Scow Schooners of San 
Francisco Bay," Sea Letter 5, no. 1 (1967): 3-4. 
4 Fetesoff, "San Francisco's Alma," 10. 
5 Barbara J. Fetesoff, "The Scow Schooner Alma, 1891-1975: A History" 
(Master's thesis, San Jose State University, 1975), 8. 

6 Fetesoff, "Scow Schooner Alma, 1891-1975." 
7 Fetesoff, "Scow Schooner Alma, 1891-1975," 8. 
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historical record that offers insight into why a hog ranch was 
involved in providing start-up capital to a fledgling shipyard. 
It appears to be a somewhat incongruous financial relationship, 
and one that remains a mystery. 

Almost every source relating to the ALMA names Fred Siemer as the 
builder, his granddaughter as the vessel's namesake, and his son
in-law as the owner. There is, however, a single citation that 
contradicts the generally accepted scenario. An obituary 
published by the San Francisco Examiner on December 8, 1988, 
names the H.P. Anderson & Company Shipyard as ALMA's builder. 
According to the obituary, ALMA was built under the direction of 
Hans Peter Anderson, a shipbuilder originally from Denmark who 
arrived in San Francisco in 1872 aboard the clipper ship DAVY 
CROCKETT out of New York. The Anderson yard was founded in 1892, 
a year after the ALMA is generally thought to have been 
constructed. 8 

There was a Hunters Point shipyard run by the Anderson family and 
it did, in fact, produce a number of scow schooners. 9 Moreover, 
Alma appears to be a family name in the Anderson family. 10 

Despite these bits of corroborative evidence, the version of 
events offered in the Examiner article appears inaccurate. The 
preponderance of information, developed by several researchers 
using documentary, photographic, and oral history sources, points 
to Siemer as the builder. There is no clear explanation for the 
errors printed by the San Francisco Examiner other than befuddled 
memory or misunderstanding by a newspaper reporter. 11 

Date of Construction 

Fred Siemer completed ALMA in 1891. The exact date construction 
began is unknown, as is the date of completion. 

Original Price 

No extant records detail the cost of constructing ALMA. 
Likewise, there are no hints as to her original purchase price. 

8 San Francisco Examiner, 8 December 1988. 
9 Olmstead, Scow Schooners, 22. 
10 San Francisco Examiner, 8 December 1988. 
11 Stephen Canright (San Francisco Maritime Park), Letter to Author, August 
2001. 
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Even if there were surviving records pertaining to this subject, 
the familial connection between builder and owner might obscure 
the costs incurred by the average purchaser of a scow schooner. 

Original Construction 

ALMA is an excellent example of a scow schooner; she is 
representative of the group as a whole and in one important 
construction detail as part of a distinct and significant subset. 
It is perhaps best to begin with the features ALMA has in common 
with the majority of the type before progressing to the unique 
feature found in a small number of peers. 

ALMA's design, while never formally recorded for posterity by her 
builder, was nonetheless anything but haphazard or coincidental. 
The planned use dictated the shape of the finished vessel. She 
was meant to carry large amounts of bulk cargo in shallow waters. 
Not only would she need to clear shallow spots along trading 
routes but her travels would carry her into areas where tidal or 
seasonal fluctuations might often require the vessel to actually 
rest on the bottom during low tides. Her trips upon the area's 
waterways would involve maneuvering in confined areas. Trading 
voyages would also require ALMA to sail to windward at times. 
The nature of the cargo she would carry made deck loads the most 
suitable carrying method and required a high degree of initial 
stability to prevent the cargo from shifting or even toppling 
overboard as a consequence of a freshening breeze. While the 
ability to navigate on San Francisco Bay was extremely important, 
the vessel was not intended for use on the open ocean and was not 
built to survive in that environment. 

Local mariners built and operated scow schooners as business 
ventures and, as such, economic efficiency was paramount. The 
costs of building the vessels could not be prohibitively 
expensive when compared with the income they would generate. 
Beyond construction costs, owners minimized operating costs by 
designing and building scow schooners so small crews could handle 
them. 

The shape resulting from these prerequisites was a typical scow 
shape: a beamy, shallow draft vessel with a flat bottom, transom 
ends, and hard chines. ALMA's 2.6:1 length-to-beam ratio and 
flat bottom provided high initial stability. The flat bottom and 
attendant shallow draft made it possible to access shoal areas 
and rest on the bottom in an upright orientation during loading 
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operations. The transom or square ends improved the vessel's 
maneuverability. 

While the flat bottom makes for ease of loading and shallow 
draft, it does have certain drawbacks. A keel-less vessel is 
very prone to leeway or sideways slippage when sailing. A vessel 
shaped like the ALMA and mounting no underwater appendages would 
tend to slip downwind as much as it would progress in the 
direction of its heading. To counteract this problem, scow 
builders constructed their craft with centerboards. These long 
fins are raised or lowered through a trunk along the centerline 
of the vessel and serve to minimize leeway while sailing. In 
some sailing vessel designs, the centerboard is in an offset 
position. In San Francisco Bay scow schooners, however, the 
centerboard trunk typically passed through the keel. The 
greatest advantage of the centerboard design is that while it can 
serve the same hydrodynamic purpose as a fixed keel, it can also 
retract to minimize draft and allow intentional grounding. 

In the early years of sailing scow use in the region a few scows 
were sloop rigged, but the most common rig was a two-masted 
schooner carrying a topmast on the main. 12 AlMA's rig was 
typical. She outfitted as a gaff-rigged schooner, meaning she 
carried a mainsail, foresail, and jib. The advantage of the 
schooner rig is twofold. First, the fore-aft orientation of the 
sails allows the vessel to sail to windward. Second, the 
division of sail area into several sails makes individual sails 
smaller and easier to manage by small crews, but incurs no loss 
of overall sail area. In addition to the three lower sails, 
there is evidence that, like the vast majority of her peers, ALMA 
carried a topmast atop the mainmast. 13 This offered the 
opportunity to fly a topsail when conditions were right. 

Many scow schooners on the West Coast could also mount a 
fisherman sail. This is a loose-footed sail flown off the deck 
between the masts. ALMA may have carried a fisherman, but if so, 
it went up the mast only rarely, as was the case with all scow 
schooners. Most accounts suggest that the fisherman only went up 
the mast on special occasions, such as races, when the extra crew 
could properly handle the sail. 14 

Like virtually all scow schooners built in the area, ALMA was 

12 Olmstead, Scow Schooners, 14. 
13 Fetesoff, "Scow Schooner Alma, 1891-1975," 11. 
14 Olmstead, Scow Schooners, 72. 
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built out of locally available wood. In ALMA's case the building 
material was Douglas fir, also known as Oregon pine, that was 
free of knots. ALMA's timbers came from the Pope and Talbot 
Lumber Company and almost certainly originated in that company's 
vast holdings in the Pacific Northwest. 15 

The timbers purchased from Pope and Talbot were hand fashioned 
and joined to form a frame to which planks were joined. 
Fastenings in the form of bolts came from the C.J. Hendry ship 
chandlery. The same supplier provided the oakum used to seal the 
gaps between planks. ALMA was built with ceiling and hull 
planking of varying dimensions. A single level deck stretched 
over the entire length and breadth of the vessel. This created a 
cargo hold, accessible by a hatch, and more important, created a 
large, flat main deck for carrying bulk cargo. The scow's hull 
was white as were all those in Peterson's fleet; most other scow 
hulls were red or green. 16 

The steering mechanism consisted of a wheel linked to the rudder 
by a system of pulleys and lines led to a rudder stock. ALMA's 
wheel could be raised well above its normal position at deck 
level if the helmsman needed a new vantage point to see over 
stacked cargo. 

In addition to the masts, ALMA's spars included booms for the 
gaff-rigged sails, a jib boom, topmast, and a bowsprit. There is 
no surviving historical information regarding these structures. 
However, the time period, their relatively small size, and the 
abundance of local timber suggest they were probably fashioned of 
solid lengths of Douglas fir or other pine rather than laminate 
or sectional construction. 

Mounted on the after portion of ALMA's main deck, just forward of 
the helm, was the vessel's only cabin. This space was roughly 8' 
x 12' and served as the living and galley space for the entire 
crew. It contained bunks, a stove, and a table. 17 

As originally built, ALMA carried little in the way of machinery. 
A hand-operated windlass provided the only source of mechanical 
advantage used by the crew other than simple block and tackle. 18 

15 Olmstead, Scow Schooners, 76; Fetesoff, "Scow Schooner Alma, 1891-1975," 
10. 
16 Olmstead, Scow Schooners," 48. 
17 Fetesoff, "Scow Schooner Alma, 1891-1975," 11. 
18 Fetesoff, "San Francisco's Alma," 10. 



SCOW SCHOONER ALMA 
HAER No. CA-60 

(Page 9) 

In the available sources there is no mention of pumps aboard the 
vessel. This probably reflects a gap in the historical record 
rather than reality as scow sailors would have needed some way to 
free the hull of water and most scow schooners mounted a 
diaphragm bilge pump with several intakes. 19 

As noted previously, ALMA had much in common with other San 
Francisco Bay Scow Schooners of the day but she was also 
significantly different in one regard. The most common 
orientation for bottom planking on these vessels was fore-aft. 
This simply means that the hull planking on the scows ran 
parallel to the keel and perpendicular to the frames. ALMA did 
not have fore-aft bottom planking. Rather, she was planked 
athwartships, or "cross-planked." This type of construction was 
also termed "log-built" because of the thick timbers used for the 
bot tom planking. 20 

"Cross-planking," much like any other choice of competing 
alternatives, carries with it certain advantages and certain 
disadvantages. On the negative side, "cross-planking" resulted 
in a vessel that produced more drag as it passed through the 
water. It also necessitated removal of the entire plank if any 
portion suffered damage; fore-aft planked vessels could be 
patched without removal of entire planks. A third disadvantage 
was that fore-aft vessels could be finer in the ends while their 
cross-planked cousins were limited to a more boxlike shape. 
Finally, there was the perception that "log-built" scows were 
somehow less handy or maneuverable than other scows. 21 

Positive attributes linked to "cross-planking" included a lower 
price tag for the construction of the vessel. Maritime historian 
Howard I. Chapelle, writing about scows in general, noted that 
construction" ... requires cross-planking on the bottom; 
longitudinal planking almost invariably adds greatly to the cost 
and labor of construction. 1122 Scows with athwartships bottom 
planking were cheaper because their interior structure was 
simpler with fewer frames and an absence of floors. Furthermore, 
the planking itself did not require steaming to fit the shape of 
the hull. Beyond savings during construction, "cross-planked" 
scows were reputed to be sturdier than their counterparts. 23 

19 Olmstead, Scow Schooners, 72. 
20 Fetesoff, "Scow Schooner Alma, 1891-1975, II 10. 
21 Olmstead, Scow Schooners, 76. 
22 Olmstead, Scow Schooners, 71. 
23 Olmstead, Scow Schooners, 71. 
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Despite their economy and sturdiness, "cross-planked" scows were 
not the norm on San Francisco Bay. According to the Historic 
American Merchant Marine Survey (HAMMS), most scows found in the 
area were of the fore-aft planked variety. 24 This is contrary to 
patterns seen elsewhere in North America. No historian has 
offered a fully developed explanation for this deviation from 
normal building patterns. The only proffered suggestions are 
those given by Roger Olmstead in his history of the type. Roger 
Olmstead, citing an old scow builder, suggests that ''cross
planking" may not have been as rare as suggested by the HAMMS 
reports. He also suggests that the "cross-planked" scow's 
reputation as poor performers limited its production in the San 
Francisco Bay area. These explanations are intriguing but 
somewhat contradictory, and Olmstead does not offer an in-depth 
explanation of either in his history of San Francisco Bay scow 
schooners. 25 

Pursuing two avenues of inquiry could solve the contradictions 
regarding the prevalence of the two bottom planking types. If a 
significant number of scow remains were located and studied, it 
could yield a determination about the incidence of each type. An 
examination of builder's plans would yield similar information. 
Both avenues, however, are closed. Builder's plans were rare or 
entirely nonexistent in the local scow building industry, and 
there are no scows left to study, not even derelict hulks. 

ALMA was a vessel well suited to her intended trade. Relatively 
inexpensive to build, she was sturdy and a crew of two or three 
could safely man the vessel. The fore-aft rigging and the 
centerboard meant she could work her way to windward. Her 
shallow draft and flat bottom allowed her in any water deeper 
than 4'; the flat bottom also permitted her to rest upright while 
aground. ALMA looked like little more than a simple raft with 
sails, but she was, in fact, an efficient economic competitor 
able to move large amounts of freight at a low cost. 

Alterations and Additions 

From the time of her launch until July 1918, ALMA served as a 
sail powered, bulk cargo carrier. During this period changes to 
the vessel were limited to repairs required by normal wear and 

24 Olmstead, Scow Schooners, 71. 
25 Olmstead, Scow Schooners, 71. 
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accidental mishaps; no major modifications are recorded for the 
period. 

In 1918 James Peterson stripped ALMA of masts and bowsprit as a 
conversion from sailing vessel to barge. At this time the main 
hatch into the hold was enlarged. The vessel served as a barge 
carrying bulk cargo for eight years. 26 

ALMA's owner converted her from barge to an oyster shell dredger 
in 1926. Her new occupation took advantage of the bay's numerous 
oyster beds, but not as a source of seafood. ALMA's owner was 
not trying to obtain live oysters for human consumption; instead, 
he was targeting the dead portions of the oyster beds. The empty 
oyster shells were hauled up and eventually sold as agricultural 
products or building materials. The shells were most often sold 
to the egg industry based in Petaluma, California. The calcium 
rich shells became an important additive in chicken food, one 
that promoted the development of strong eggshells. 

The vessel's conversion to a dredger entailed extensive 
alterations. ALMA traded her sails for mechanical power with the 
addition of a forty-horsepower gasoline engine turning a single 
propeller. The engine was offset to port of the keel. Bulwarks 
reaching 8' above the main deck were added and shell washing 
machinery was installed. The conversion also included the 
construction of living quarters and a raised wheelhouse. 27 

The conversion also included the installation of equipment for 
dredging operations. A 4" column pump, powered by a four
cylinder gas engine, sucked shells off the bottom and fed them 
onto a trammel leading to the rinsing station. Twin gasoline 
powered pumps provided water for rinsing the shells. The rinsed 
shells moved to the holding bin via a conveyor belt suspended on 
one end by a newly installed mast and boom. Finally, a slip
scraper distributed the load within the holding bin. 28 

Peter Gambetta bought ALMA in 1943 and put her through an 
overhaul in his shipyard. The mast and boom were removed. Any 
planks that showed signs of teredo damage were replaced. The 
dredging machinery was updated with the replacement or rebuild of 
all pumps and engines. A flume system replaced the old conveyor 

26 Allen Welts, National Register of Historic Places Inventory Nomination 
Form: Alma (San Francisco: National Park Service, 1975), Section 7, Page 1. 
27 Welts, National Register, 7 /1. 
28 Fetesoff, "Scow Schooner Alma, 1891-1975, 11 19. 
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belt distribution system. The improvements to ALMA's dredge 
equipment improved her efficiency dramatically. After the 
overhaul the time it took to load the vessel to capacity averaged 
four to five hours; before the change in ownership it took 
approximately ten hours to fill the holding bins with shell 
material. 

Garnbetta's alterations extended beyond the dredging equipment; he 
also worked to improve the vessel's handling characteristics. 
The forefoot, which ran approximately one quarter of the hull's 
length, was removed to improve the vessel's ability to track 
through the water on a straight course. 29 Steering was improved 
when the rudder was modified with the addition of sister rudders 
mounted with outriggers on either side of the original rudder. 
The rudder modifications tripled the number of surf aces steering 
the vessel, and channeled the flow from the prop over those 
surf aces. 30 

The 1943-1944 overhaul cost an estimated $13,000, but the 
investment appears to have been sound. ALMA spent the next 
thirteen years engaged in year round dredging operations until 
her replacement by a purpose-built vessel. 31 

The state of California acquired ALMA in 1959. In the first 
years of state ownership workers removed the old scow's deckhouse 
and dredging machinery. Little other work took place during this 
time except covering her with fresh paint. 32 Restoration of the 
ALMA as a historic vessel began in 1964. At that time a crane 
lifted the hull out of the water and placed it on blocks at the 
end of a pier. Once the vessel was safely ensconced in its new 
terrestrial home, state employed shipwrights launched a slow but 
extensive restoration program. 

The restoration aimed to return ALMA's appearance to that of her 
time as a scow schooner. This effort was somewhat hampered by 
the absence of builder's plans for the vessel. To overcome this 
lack of information the restoration team consulted drawings of 

29 According to Fetesoff, the forefoot was not a historic feature and was 
probably an added feature. As a counterpoint to Fetesoff's analysis, Howard 
Chapelle mentions the utilization of a forefoot in his description of typical 
scow construction in The National Watercraft Collection, 323. 
3° Fetesoff, "Scow Schooner Alma, 1891-1975," 22-23; Olmstead, Scow Schooners, 
79. 
31 Fetesoff, "Scow Schooner Alma, 1891-1975," 24-25. 
32 Welts, National Register, 7/1; Fetesoff, "Scow Schooner Alma, 1891-1975," 
28. 
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other scow schooners done by the HAMMS teams and pored over 
historic photographs of scow schooners, including a few of ALMA. 
These observations were combined with measurements taken from the 
existing vessel. 33 The synthesis of historic research and 
contemporary measurements served as the basis for the restoration 
as it provided shipwrights with a 'best guess' estimate of ALMA's 
historic construction and appearance. 

The restoration program involved the replacement of a great deal 
of historic fabric, either because it was unsalvageable or 
because it was simply missing. Much of the replacement material 
was new lumber or fittings, material with no historic value but 
shaped and used in a manner consistent with the vessel's original 
construction. In addition to new material, ALMA's restorers 
tapped another valuable source during the restoration. During 
the mid-1960s a number of scow schooner remains lay derelict in 
the San Francisco Bay area. These were stripped for parts 
whenever possible. The current ALMA's hawse pipes came from the 
HERMINIE BLUM. The MATILDA provided a sheethorse. Restoration 
workers found a serviceable windlass aboard ANNIE. Small 
fittings such as cleats and chocks came from a number of 
abandoned or unused vessels. A naval architect, working pro
bono, designed a new set of sails, and a ship chandlery that 
supplied sails to scow schooners in their heyday donated the 
sails. 34 

There is a fine line between restoration of an existing vessel 
and replication of a historic vessel. The demarcation between 
the two categories can be argued ad infinitum, and ALMA could be 
considered either or both. ALMA is representative of the scow 
schooners once common to San Francisco Bay. In her current 
incarnation she is an amalgam of old and new material, which 
occurs with any wooden vessel since the replacement process 
begins almost immediately after entry into service. The 
restoration effort made every attempt to rebuild her in a 
historically accurate fashion. She is not the same vessel that 
slid off the ways in 1891, but she is a reasonable representation 
of that vessel. Moreover, as is perhaps befitting for a museum 
craft, the inclusion of material from other local scow schooners, 
" ... make her more of a representative than she was originally. " 35 

Over the years since the initial restoration, state, federal, and 

33 Fetesoff, "San Francisco's Alma," 14. 
34 Fetesoff, "Scow Schooner Alma, 1891-1975," 32-34 
35 Fetesoff, "Scow Schooner Alma, 1891-1975," 32 
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private employees have pulled ALMA out of the water for periodic 
overhauls. In addition to these yard periods, professional 
caretakers maintain ALMA while she is afloat. 

Original and Subsequent Owners and Masters 

James Peterson was ALMA's original owner. He used the vessel as 
part of his fleet of freight hauling scow schooners operating on 
San Francisco Bay. The number of vessels in the fleet varied 
over time but at its peak numbered over a half dozen vessels. 
This was relatively rare in an industry where most scow schooner 
freight concerns were single-vessel and owner operated affairs. 36 

The list of men who served as Master aboard the ALMA during the 
years of Peterson ownership is extensive but contains gaps. 

Masters serving aboard the ALMA during this period included: John 
A. HAckney, 1891; Carl L. Aagar, 1899, 1906; William Jensen, 
1900; F. White, 1901-1902; Vincenzo Monteverd, 1903-1905; and 
Erik Carlson, 19-08-1909. 

James Peterson himself is occasionally listed as master in 
archival records. Whether he actually filled in as a relief 
captain or simply listed himself as a bookkeeping convenience is 
unknown. 37 

It is interesting that the names of men acting as master do not 
f~ll into any single ethnic category. Maritime activity on the 
West Coast during the late nineteenth and early twentieth century 
is often characterized as dominated by a "Scandinavian Navy." 
While the majority of ALMA's masters appear to have been 
Scandinavian, the exceptions suggest that, while the "Sandinavian 
Navy" may have dominated maritime trades, it did not monopolize 
those trades. 

James Peterson operated ALMA as a sail powered cargo carrier 
until July 1918. At that time, her masts and spars were cleared 
away and the vessel became a barge towed by a Peterson owned 
tugboat. The barge phase of ALMA's career lasted until 1926. 38 

36 Olmstead, Scow Schooners, 30. See Appendix A for a list of scow schooners 
owned by James Peterson. 
37 Fetesoff, "Scow Schooner Alma, 1891-1975," 14. 
38 Fetesoff, "Scow Schooner Alma, 1891-1975," 15. 
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Frank Resech purchased the ALMA in 1926 for the sum of $10 cash 
as well as "other considerations." The other considerations were 
unnamed so it is difficult to judge the scow's value at that 
time. 

After Resech purchased ALMA, he had an engine installed and 
converted the barge to the role of oyster shell dredger. During 
her time as an oyster dredger, Resech and his wife operated ALMA. 
The owner-operators lived aboard ALMA during the dredging 
season. 39 

Advancing age, both his and ALMA's, led Resech to sell the oyster 
dredger in April 1943. Peter Gambetta purchased the vessel for 
$4,000. Gambetta followed up the purchase with an overhaul that 
cost $13,000. 40 

Gambetta personally operated ALMA as a dredger until August 1957. 
That year he completed building a newer dredge boat and no longer 
required the ALMA as part of his operation. Gambetta left ALMA 
aground on a mudflat near Alviso for the next two years. 41 

The state of California purchased the derelict vessel in August 
1959. Peter Gambetta received $500 for the old scow and the 
state acquired the last floating remnant of the San Francisco Bay 
scow schooners. 42 The National Park Service assumed ownership of 
the vessel in 1977. 

Source of Original Name 

Fred Siemer or James Peterson named the vessel after Alma 
Peterson, Peterson's daughter and Siemer's granddaughter. She 
was three years old when her grandfather built ALMA. A historian 
interviewed the vessel's namesake in the 1970s. Alma Peterson, 
at the age of ninety-seven, remembered the scow's construction, 
but, as can be expected from one who was a toddler at the time, 
her memory of the specifics surrounding the event was vague. 43 

39 Fetesoff, "Scow Schooner Alma, 1891-1975," 18-19. 
40 Olmstead, Scow Schooners, 80. 
41 Olmstead, Scow Schooners, 81. 
42 San Francisco Examiner, 22 August 1959. 
43 Steven E. Levingston, Historic Ships of San Francisco: A Collective History 
and Guide to the Restored Historic Vessels of the National Maritime Museum 
(San Francisco: Chronicle Books, 1984), 72. 
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Two works constitute the main body of literature dedicated to 
scow schooners operating on San Francisco Bay. The husband-wife 
team of Nancy and Roger Olmstead carried out the most 
comprehensive work. Their published work, Scow Schooners of San 
Francisco Bay, is an invaluable source for any research involving 
scow schooners. This work also contains a useful history of San 
Francisco Bay and early maritime activity in the region. Barbara 
Fetesoff' s unpublished master's thesis, -"The Scow Schooner ALMA, 
1891-1975: A History," focuses specifically on the ALMA and 
contains a wealth of information about that vessel. It also 
contains detailed information about the class as a whole. 

The San Francisco Bay scow did not develop as a wholly new type 
of vessel. It is a variant of a much larger group, the scows, 
that sprang up wherever there was a need for economical cargo 
carriers capable of accessing shoal waters. 

The origins of scows are unknown. They probably developed in 
different forms in different locales at different times. There 
is no evidence of a common ancestor or seminal design. The 
etymology of the word itself is Dutch (schouw) and signifies a 
large, flat-bottomed lighter or punt. 44 Its introduction to the 
United States came during the colonial period when several 
distinct scow types were developed and termed flats, radeux, or 
gondalows. 45 The scow was a success in the New World, where 
according to Chappelle it: 

... was employed in great numbers and had an extraordinary 
spread throughout North America. Not only were there 
examples of the type in use along the entire Atlantic 
Coast, from the Maritime Provinces to Mexico, but on the 
Great Lakes, on Champlain, and on any river large enough to 
be used for small-craft navigation. Flat-bottomed boats 
and vessels of scow construction were used on the Pacific 
Coast and in the Canadian Northwest as well. 46 

The first sailing scows employed in the colonies carried 
single spritsails, as was the norm in Europe. From these 

44 Oxford English Dictionary. 
45 James P. Delgado and Kevin J. Foster, Scow Schooner Alma: A National 
Historic Landmark Study (National Park Service, n.d.), 1-5. 
46 Howard I. Chapelle, American Small Sailing Craft (New York: W.W. Norton, 
1951). 
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first North American sailing scows developed a number of rig 
types. Scows were built with ketch, brig, and ship rigging in 
a few instances. More commonly, they were sloops or 
schooners. 47 

Early Americans knew sailing scows by a variety of colorful 
names that sometimes provide a clue as to their occupation. 
In Massachusetts, they were known as granite sloops. Square
toed frigates plied the coastal waters of Maine. Georgians 
operated rice flats. Texans referred to sailing scows as 
buttheaders. 48 

As settlers spread across country they introduced sailing 
scows to new locales. Soon after San Francisco began a boom 
spurred by the promise of gold, scows were plying the waters 
of San Francisco Bay. The gold rush brought tens of thousands 
of new inhabitants to Northern California. These immigrants 
needed transportation from entrepots such as San Francisco to 
settlements throughout the region. Various and sundry goods 
arriving by ocean going ship required an inland distribution 
system. In the era before railroads and extensive road 
networks, the easiest way to accomplish the transport of 
people and material was to move them on the San Francisco Bay 
and associated river systems. 

During the first years of the Gold Rush prices for small craft 
rose sharply even as oceangoing ships, abandoned by crews 
bound for the interior, rotted in local harbors. The initial 
scramble among entrepreneurial shipping concerns to acquire 
carrying capacity pushed wages earned by inland sailors well 
above their 1848 level. At the same time, the cost of small 
craft rose five to ten times their pre-Gold Rush level. The 
prices for vessels and crew stabilized in the early 1850s as 
local builders began producing suitable craft and a number of 
individuals decided to capitalize on the area's economic 
growth as sailors rather than as miners. 49 

It was during this first period of local shipbuilding that the 
immediate predecessors of the San Francisco Bay Scow Schooners 
emerged. These rough built scows were probably of numerous 
varieties, reflecting the scows in use wherever the builder 

47 Delgado and Foster, National Historic Landmark Study, 1-5. 
48 Delgado and Foster, National Historic Landmark Study, 1-5. 
49 Olmstead, Scow Schooners, 10-12. 
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had learned his trade. 50 By 1860 the type had evolved to its 
fully developed form and was recognizable as a class of 
vessel. 51 Though significant variations remained in regards 
to hull shape within the class, the general trend was from 
cruder, boxy hulls to finer varieties. 52 The origins of the 
type remain unclear. In the words of the foremost authority 
on the subject: 

The San Francisco scow could have been a descendent of one 
or more of the other scow types in use at the time, or it 
may have evolved from rigged barges and lighters. The San 
Francisco scow schooner apparently did undergo local 
development, and was not borrowed whole from some other 
locality, for not only was the type quite unlike the scows 
used in other parts of America, but scow men do not 
generally agree as to its origin. 53 

From unclear origins the scow schooners grew to widespread use on 
the San Francisco Bay. They were well suited to their role as 
bulk carriers on inland waters and, though they carried a variety 
of cargoes, most commonly they were loaded with lumber, bark, 
salt, fertilizer, produce, grain, and hay. The sight of a scow 
schooner loaded with hay became so common that they became widely 
known as 'hay scows. ' 54 'Hay scow' cargoes reflected a 
burgeoning agricultural industry rather than a mining boom. 
Though the Gold Rush was indeed wildly lucrative for some, the 
real economic value of California, as evidenced by the scow 
schooner's cargo, was as an agricultural center. 

As noted there was no truly typical scow but they did generally 
fall within certain parameters: "The average scow was sixty feet 
long and twenty feet in the beam. Size ranged from 11.62 gross 
tons for the Star (37' by 15') to 142 gross tons for the Mono 
(89' by 31'). Depth of hold was usually about four feet." 55 

Life as a "scow man" was tough but not without its rewards. 
Sailors made their way from port to port under sail when possible 
but if the wind died or blew from a contrary direction the scow 
sailors were not above poling themselves along through shallow 

50 Olmstead, Scow Schooners, 16. 
51 San Francisco Maritime Museum, ALMA-Last of the San Francisco Bay Scow 
Schooners (San Francisco: San Francisco Maritime Museum, 1959). 
52 Olmstead, Scow Schooners, 17. 
53 Olmstead, Scow Schooners, 16. 
54 Fetesoff, "Scow Schooner Alma, 1891-1975, 11 8. 
55 Fetesoff, "Scow Schooner Alma, 1891-1975, 11 6. 
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waters. In some cases they even pulled the vessel along by 
hauling on lines led to shore. Once in port, it was the crew's 
job to load or offload any cargo consigned to the vessel, there 
were no longshoremen. 

There were several benefits to working in this physically 
demanding profession. First, scow sailors made more money than 
their deepwater counterparts. The discipline on an oceangoing 
ship was much harsher and sailors often suffered unwarranted 
punishments. Physical danger from the elements and accidental 
mishap was more prevalent on deep-sea voyages. Food aboard the 
scow schooners was generally better than that aboard merchant 
ships and could always be augmented by food acquired, 
legitimately or otherwise, from farms bordering the shoreline. 
Many men working on the scows shared in the prof its or even owned 
their own vessel, an economic opportunity virtually closed to 
crew on larger vessels. Finally, scow sailors were home often 
and not forced to endure separations from family that stretched 
out over years rather than days. 56 

Scow schooners and their small crews plied the inland waters of 
Northern California throughout the latter half of the nineteenth 
century and into the early years of the twentieth. Scows built 
at Hunters Point and elsewhere on the bay numbered between 200 
and 400 by the early 1900s. The sailing scows would, however, 
all but disappear within two decades of their peak. 57 

Just as the sailing scow became popular due to its economic 
efficiency, it was doomed by more efficient technologies. The 
growing availability of internal combustion engines made sail 
power a less than ideal motive force. Engine powered vessels 
were no longer reliant on the vagaries of wind and tide. At the 
same time, improved road networks and railroads began to offer a 
viable alternative to waterborne transportation in general. 

The sailing scow's demise was rapid. The last of the kind, 
EDITH, was ordered from Emil Munder's yard in 1906. By 1920, the 
number of sailing scows had dropped from its peak to a total of 
twenty-eight vessels. A mere five years later, only four scows 
operated under sail power alone. 58 Curiously, no work on the 

56 John Kowalla, "The Scow Schooner James F. McKenna" (J. Porter Shaw Library, 
San Francisco, CA. n.d. photocopy), 2-3. 
57 Kowalla, "Scow Schooner James F. McKenna," 4. 
58 Olmstead, Scow Schooners, 59. 
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subject mentions the name of the last scow to operate exclusively 
under sail. 

This does not mean the hulls themselves disappeared at the same 
time as the rigging. Many scow owners converted their vessels to 
barges. Some were fitted with engines and served as motorized 
cargo carriers or shell dredgers. Indeed, scow schooner hulls 
mounted some of the earliest internal combustion gasoline engines 
available to the public. 59 Conversion to power scows extended 
the life span of many vessels but it was merely a temporary 
reprieve for the class. The remnants slowly fell by the wayside 
through a process of attrition and abandonment. By 1955, ALMA 
was the only working survivor of the once numerous fleet. 60 

History 

ALMA's career, other than its length, was relatively 
unremarkable. In her days as a sailing vessel, ALMA underwent 
yearly haulouts at the Peterson yard. During these yard periods, 
workers scraped the hull and painted it with anti-fouling paint, 
the masts received coats of oil, and the rigging benefited from 
fresh coats of tar. 61 It is also safe to assume that repairs to 
damaged portions of the vessel took place during these haulouts. 

A number of scow schooners were involved in mishaps during their 
sailing careers and ALMA was no exception. On the morning of 
April 20, 1909, the wooden steamer KVICHAK lost steerage while 
steaming past the Steuart Street Wharf. The out of control 
steamer collided with ALMA and capsized the smaller vessel. ALMA 
suffered $2000 worth of structural damage and lost a cargo of 
fertilizer worth $5500 in the collision and capsize. Also 
consigned to the bottom were the citizenship papers of ALMA's 
master, Erik Carlson. The tug PILOT towed ALMA to China Basin 
for repairs. Carlson's citizenship papers were replaced, 
Peterson signed papers releasing KVICHAK to proceed to Alaska for 
the fishing season, and ALMA herself returned to service after 
repairs. The collision, though serious, did not end ALMA's 
career and appears to have been the only major mishap during her 
sailing days. 

59 William Olesen, "Cargoes of San Francisco Bay Scow Schooners" Nautical 
Research Journal 43, No. 4 (1998): 219-220. 
60 Olmstead, Scow Schooners, 64. 
61 Fetesoff, "Scow Schooner Alma, 1891-1975," 14. 
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After conversion to a barge ALMA carried loads of salt and 
fertilizer for eight years. Though this period could be viewed 
as less than glamorous, it has been suggested that the exposure 
to salt during this period served to preserve the wooden vessel 
and is at least partly responsible for its survival until the 
1950s. 62 

ALMA's use as a barge ended when Frank Resech purchased the hull 
and converted it to an oyster shell dredger. During the dredging 
years ALMA steamed slowly across the oyster flats with Frank 
Resech working the dredge equipment and his wife manning the 
helm. In rough weather the Resech's steamed in a straight line; 
on calm days they followed a circular course. It usually took 
two days to fill the shell bin and once it was full ALMA steamed 
for Petaluma where the cargo was offloaded. 63 

Frank Resech sold ALMA to Peter Gambetta in 1943 and though 
Gambetta carried out a thorough overhaul, the vessel's occupation 
remained unchanged. Gambetta was able to dredge from 55 to 60 
cubic yards of bottom per hour on a year round basis. If the 
cargo was bound for Petaluma, he dredged off Bay Farm Island and 
if it was bound for Alviso, he worked on San Mateo shoals or off 
Palo Alto. 64 

During Gambetta's ownership the dredger caught fire once, 
collided with a bridge, and ran aground on a levee. Despite 
these mishaps, ALMA was still in sound working condition when 
Gambetta replaced her with SOUTH BAY in 1957. ALMA could still 
work but she could not work as fast as the new vessel. SOUTH BAY 
was capable of dredging 200 cubic yards every hour. ALMA's 
working career had come to an end. It was a career that spanned 
sixty-six years and three distinct occupations. 

The state acquired ALMA in 1959 but it was several years before 
the scow would return to its glory days as a sailing vessel. 
ALMA's first use under state ownership was as a floating work 
platform used to facilitate work on other historic vessels. In 
the mid 1960s the vessel was restored to the form of her sailing 
days and became a functioning museum piece operated by the state 

62 Fetesoff, "San Francisco's Alma," 11. 
63 Fetesoff, "Scow Schooner Alma, 1891-1975," 19. 
64 Fetesoff, "Scow Schooner Alma, 1891-1975," 24. 
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and after 1977 by the National Park Service. The restored vessel 
was placed on the National Register of Historic Places in 1975. 65 

Today, ALMA ties up at the Hyde Street Pier along the San 
Francisco waterfront. The scow schooner benefits from 
professional maintenance, " ... with in-kind replacement of 
materials in the manner of her original construction. 1166 In its 
role as an educational vessel and floating symbol of San 
Francisco's maritime past the vessel makes regular trips on the 
San Francisco Bay under the supervision of a professional captain 
and volunteer crew. 

65 Delgado and Foster, National Historic Landmark Study, 2. 
66 Welts, National Register, 7 /2. 
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A comprehensive list of the scow schooners owned by James 
Peterson: 

NAME OWNERSHIP BUILT 
ADELIA Until 1917 1886 
ALMA 1891-1926 1891 
EMILY LUNDT Prior to 1898 1861 
EXCEDERE 1898-1905 1869 
HECTOR Until 1886 1858 
MIAMI Pre 1898-1917 1887 
PIKE COUNTY Pre 1898-1918 1851 
STAR 1898-1917 unknown 
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