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THE SHIP-BUILDING STORY
NCE upon a time there was 
a wide river that ran into the 
ocean, and beside it was a little 
city. And in that city was a wharf 
where great ships came from far 
countries. And a narrow road 
led down a very steep hill to that 
wharf, and anybody that wanted 

to go to the wharf had to go down the steep hill on the 
narrow road, for there wasn’t any other way. 

And because ships had come there for a great many 
years, and all the sailors and all the captains and all the 
men who had business with the ships had to go on that 
narrow road, the fl agstones that made the sidewalks 
were much worn. Th at was a great many years ago. 

Th e river and the ocean are there yet, as they always 
have been and always will be; and the city is there, but it 
is a diff erent kind of a city from what it used to be. And 
the wharf is slowly falling down, for it is not used now; 
and the narrow road down the steep hill is all grown 
up with weeds and grass. 

A great many years ago, when the ships still came 
to that wharf, a man used to go down the narrow road 
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very oft en, for, although he had no business with the 
ships that came there, he liked to look at them and to 
be near them. And at last he thought he would be a 
ship-builder; for he had studied the building of ships 
and he knew how. 

So he looked all around for a place that would be 
good for ship-building. He had to have a place that was 
pretty level and pretty smooth, and it must be beside 
the water, and the water right next to it must be wide 
enough, so that the ships, when they were launched, 
would not go slam-bang into the show on the other side; 
and it must be deep enough, so that the ships would 
not stick in the mud at the bottom. 

At last, when he had looked at a great many places, 
he found the right kind of a place for ship-building. 
It was a great meadow, all smooth and fl at, beside a 
wide river. Th e men who had owned it had used it to 
cut salt hay from; for it was not very far from the great 
ocean, and the tide came up and went down there, and 
sometimes the meadow was all covered with water at 
high tide. So this man, who wanted to build ships, 
bought the meadow and paid the men money for it, 
and it was his. 

Th en he began to make it ready for building ships. 
Th ere wasn’t very much to do to it. First he built a 
blacksmith shop in one corner, near the road. And 
what the blacksmith shop was for is told about in the 
Blacksmith Story. 

While the men were building the blacksmith shop, 
other men were building a shed on the other side of the 
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meadow. A part of the shed was all open in front, with 
only posts there, to hold up the roof. Th e other part had 
a wall all around. Th e open part was to put logs in, so 
that they would dry enough, and for the men to work 
in when it rained. In the part with the wall all around 
was a furnace and a boiler. And from the boiler was a 
pipe that went out through the wall at the back and into 
a long wooden box. Th en, when a fi re was built in the 
furnace, the water in the boiler got hotter and hotter 
until it boiled and turned to steam; and the steam went 
through the pipe into the long wooden box. You will 
know, pretty soon, why they wanted steam in the long 
wooden box. 

Th at was all there was to do to the meadow to make 
it a shipyard, and the master of the shipyard didn’t do 
anything more to it until he began to build a ship. Th en, 
one day, two men came to see the master. One was 
Captain Jonathan and the other was Captain Jacob. 

“We have decided to have a vessel built for us,” said 
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Captain Jonathan. “It will be a brig, and we shall call it 
the Industry. We should like to have you build it.” 

Th e master was very glad to hear Captain Jonathan 
say that, and he said that he would build the brig Industry  
for them, and he would make it very strong and very 
safe, so that it could sail through any kind of a storm 
and not be hurt. So Captain Jonathan and Captain Jacob 
and the master agreed about the brig Industry, and 
Captain Jonathan and Captain Jacob went away. 

Th en the master of the shipyard sent for a lot of 
men who knew how to build ships. And some of them 
he sent away to fi nd trees that were the right kind. He 
wanted all the trees to be live-oak, and some of them 
he wanted to be straight and some crooked. So the men 
went where those trees grew, and they picked out a great 
many live-oak trees. And some of the trees were straight 
and some were crooked; and the crooked ones were all 
kinds of shapes that were right to go in a ship. And they 
cut those trees down and they cut off  the branches, so 
that the trees were nothing but logs. It was winter, but 
no snow was on the ground, for snow does not oft en 
fall where those trees grow. 

Th en the men went to work with a great many yoke 
of oxen, and they hauled those logs to the river that 
was nearest, and they loaded the logs into a vessel that 
was waiting there. Th ey couldn’t load them on railroad 
cars, for they did not have railroads then. And when 
the vessel was all loaded so that it couldn’t take any 
more, the men got on and they sailed away out of the 
river and over the great ocean until they came to the 
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wide river that the shipyard was beside. And they sailed 
up that river until they came to the shipyard, and they 
tied the ship with great ropes to a wharf that the other 
men had built while they were away getting the live-oak 
logs. And they took all the logs out of the vessel and 
put them on the ground, not in a pile, but each one by 
itself. And the logs, put that way, each by itself, nearly 
covered the ground, so that there was hardly room to 
walk about without walking on the logs. 

Th en the master of the shipyard came and looked 
at each log carefully, and decided where it would go 
the best in the ship, and he had the men pile the logs 
in the open shed in order. And three of the largest and 
straightest logs he picked out for the keel of the Industry. 
For the keel is the very bottomest part of a vessel, so that 
it has to be laid fi rst of all; and it must be very strong, 
for all the ribs are fastened to it. 

So the men took their broadaxes and their adzes 
and went to work upon the keel logs, making them 
square and smoothing them off . A broadaxe is like a 
common axe, but it has a broad blade; and an adze is 
like an axe turned a quarter way around, so that it cuts 
like a hoe when it is used for weeding, except that it is 
sharp and heavy. And the sound of the adzes and of the 
axes on the live-oak logs was a pleasant sound, and the 
master of the shipyard liked to hear it. And the men 
talked with each other while they worked. 

While the men were making the keel logs square 
and smooth, the master of the shipyard looked to see 
where was the best place to lay the keel so that the 
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Industry  would slide off  nicely and easily into the water 
when it was all done and they were ready to have it slide 
off . And he decided where was the best place; and when 
they had fi nished making the logs square and smooth, 
and had fi tted them well together, they got out the old 
oxen. For there were two yoke of oxen that belonged 
to the master of the shipyard. And the oxen put down 
their heads and the men put the yoke over and the bows 
under, and they hitched a great heavy chain to the yoke. 
And the old oxen started, and they walked slowly along, 
and the driver walked beside them; and the great chain 
dragged along the ground. 

When the oxen had come to the largest of the keel 
logs they stopped, of their own accord. And the men 
lift ed one end of the log with bars, and they slipped the 
chain under that end and fastened it. Th en the driver 
of the oxen said: “Gee up, there!” And the oxen pulled 
and strained at the yoke, and at last the log started. And 
they dragged it along the ground, slowly, until they 
came to the place for the keel, and there they stopped. 
And the men unfastened the chain and the oxen went 
back for another log. 

Th en other men put that log in its place, and set 
it up on blocks of wood. Th e end that was nearest the 
water was to be the back end of the keel and the stern-
post would be fastened to it. Th e stern-post is another 
log that has been smoothed off , and it sticks almost 
straight up; or that is the way that they built vessels 
then. Now they make the stern-post slope a little. And 
they made the keel slope a little towards the water, so 
that the ship, when it was all done, would slide into the 



THEY DRAGGED IT ALONG THE GROUND, SLOWLY. 
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water stern fi rst. Why they make ships go into the water 
stern fi rst is a mystery, but that is the way they do. It 
seems a strange way, for a ship never sails backwards as 
long as it lives, aft er it has once got into the water. 

When the men had set the fi rst keel log in its place, 
they set the second log, that the oxen had dragged over, 
next to the fi rst one, and when they had got it straight 
and in line with the fi rst one, they fastened the two logs 
together with tree nails. Tree nails are round sticks as 
big around as your wrist and as long as your two arms. 
And they bore great holes that are rather a tight fi t for 
them, and they soak the tree nails in water, so that they 
will go in easily and then will swell up until they are 
very tight in the holes, and they drive them in with 
great mallets, or wooden hammers. And when they 
had the second log set in place, they set the third one 
in the same way, and blocked them all up with great 
pieces of wood. 

Th en the keel was all ready. It got gradually narrower 
toward the bow, or front end, until, at the very front 
end, it was not much wider than a brand new pencil is 
long. To this end the men would fasten the stem. Th e 
stem is a log that curves a little out, and it is set up 
sloping a little out. Th at is the part of a ship that goes 
fi rst in the water. 

And then the men were very busy, getting the ribs 
ready, and the stern-post and the stem. And the master 
of the shipyard was very busy, fi nding what logs would 
do for ribs, for each rib curves diff erently from the 
others, and he had to fi nd logs that curved the way the 
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ribs ought to curve, and only needed to be smoothed off . 
And when the master had found the right logs, he told 
the men to smooth them off  with their adzes and their 
axes. So, from all over the shipyard came the sound of 
the axes and the adzes, and the sound was so pleasant 
to the master that he was smiling all the time. 

And the stern-post was set up, with a framework 
of sticks to hold it, and it was fastened with tree nails; 
and the stem was set up, with more framework to hold 
it, and that was fastened with tree nails. Th e framework 
of sticks they call a scaff olding. And the ribs were set up, 
each one in its place, and they were fastened together 
at the top by sticks to hold them in place until the ship 
should be so far done as to hold itself together. And 
they were fastened to the keel by tree nails. 

So, in time, the ship took shape. And the brig 
Industry looked like the skeleton of a ship, but the 
master of the shipyard was glad as he saw the vessel 
grow. And it was time to put in the great beams to hold 
up the decks, and the knees to fasten the beams to the 
ribs. Knees are shaped like a bent knee. And one part 
of the knee goes against the rib and the other part goes 
under the deck beam and holds it up. And the ship is 
held together this way, too, because the knees and the 
deck beams and the ribs are all fastened together. Th e 
knees are made of that part of a tree where a big branch 
grows, and one part of the knee is the trunk of the tree 
and the other part is the beginning of the big branch. 

So the men hewed out the knees and fi tted them 
in their places, and fastened them to the ribs with tree 
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nails. And they hewed out the deck beams and laid 
them on the knees, and they fastened them to the knees 
with tree nails. Th e Industry  had only one deck along 
the middle part of her, and two decks at the bow and 
two at the stern, and a little bit of a deck, that was no 
more than a fl oor over the bottom. And when they had 
done most of the deck beams in this way, they began to 
cover the outside of the skeleton ship with planks. For 
the ship was strong enough. 

Th e planks for the outside were great thick planks 
of oak, as thick as a little boy’s hand is long, and they 
were straight, while the outside of the ship was curved. 
And to make the planks curved so that they would fi t 
on the ribs, outside, the men used the long wooden box 
and the pipe that went into it from the boiler. Th ey put 
planks into the long wooden box, as many as it would 
hold, and they fi lled the boiler almost full of water, and 
built a fi re in the furnace under the boiler. And the 
water got hot, and it began to boil, and steam went into 
the pipe and into the long wooden box and into the 
planks that were in the box. And when the planks had 
stayed in the steam for a long time, so that the steam 
had gone into them, they would bend into any kind of 
a shape, like a piece of lead. And if they were held in 
that shape while they dried, then, when they were dry, 
they would keep that shape. Little boys’ hockey sticks 
are bent that way. 

So the men put the planks into the wooden box, 
and, when they were all bendy, they took them out 
and put them on the ship where they belonged. And, 
when they had dried, they fastened them to the ribs 



12

THE  SANDMAN:  HIS  SHIP STORIES

with tree nails, and they drove in the tree nails with 
their great mallets that they swung in their two hands. 
Th ese mallets are called beetles. And the sound of the 
mallets was a diff erent sound from the sound of the 
axes and the adzes. Th e sound of the axes was a soft  
kind of sound because the axes cut when they hit; but 
the sound of the beetles was a hard sound. 

And at last the ship was all covered with planks 
from stem to stern-post, and the decks were all done, 
and the beams covered with planks. And the men 
caulked the ship. Th at is fi lling all the places between 
the planks with oakum. Th e places between the planks 
they call the seams; and oakum is the fi bres of rope all 
picked out, like excelsior. And when they had driven the 
oakum into the seams of the outside of the ship and the 
seams of the decks, they smeared it well with pitch, both 
within and without, so that water couldn’t get in. And 
over the planks they put a sheathing of thin boards, and 
over the sheathing of thin boards they put thin sheets 
of copper where it would be in the salt water, and they 
fastened the sheets of copper with copper nails. For 
barnacles and weeds that grow in the water can’t grow 
on copper, but they would grow on the bottom of the 
ship if it didn’t have the copper, and they might grow 
very large, so that the ship could not sail fast. 

Th ey built the cabin and the galley, that is the 
kitchen of a ship, and fi nished the Industry  so far as 
the carpenters could fi nish it. And they hung the rudder, 
and they put in place the great bowsprit, but they didn’t 
put in the masts. Th e riggers do that aft er the vessel is 
in the water. And they painted the Industry  within and 
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without, and the outside was painted black, with two 
gold stripes around, where the deck is, and at the very 
top of the rail, where the sailors lean over. And around 
was a white stripe, and in the white stripe were black 
squares, to make her look like a warship; for warships, 
then, were like that, and behind every black square 
was a gun, and the black squares would lift  up. But 
the Industry  hadn’t any guns, and the black squares 
wouldn’t lift  up. Th ey were only shams. And the inside 
of her was painted white. 

Th en, one day, when the brig Industry  was fi nished, 
even to the painting of her 
name in gold letters on her 
stern, Captain Jonathan and 
Captain Jacob came, and they 
stood beside the master of the 
shipyard and looked at her. And 
the master took them all over 
the vessel and showed them 
how strongly she was built and 
how well. For he was proud of 
his work. 

And Captain Jonathan thanked the master for 
building the brig Industry so well and making her so 
strong; but Captain Jacob said nothing. And the master 
answered Captain Jonathan, and said that everything 
was ready for the launching. How they launched the 
Industry  you shall hear in another story. 

And that’s all. 
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NCE upon a time there was 
a wide river that ran into the 
ocean, and beside it was a little 
city. And in that city was a wharf 
where great ships came from far 
countries. And a narrow road 
led down a very steep hill to 
that wharf, and anybody that 

wanted to go to the wharf had to go down the steep 
hill on the narrow road, for there wasn’t any other way. 
And because ships had come there for a great many 
years, and all the sailors and all the captains and all the 
men who had business with the ships had to go on that 
narrow road, the fl agstones that made the sidewalks 
were much worn. Th at was a great many years ago. 

Th e river and the ocean are there yet, as they always 
have been and always will be; and the city is there, but it 
is a diff erent kind of a city from what it used to be. And 
the wharf is slowly falling down, for it is not used now; 
and the narrow road down the steep hill is all grown 
up with weeds and grass. 

A great many years ago, when the ships still came 
to the wharf, a man had begun to make a shipyard 
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beside that wide river. First he built a blacksmith shop 
in one corner of the shipyard. Th e other things that he 
did are told about in another story. And in building 
the blacksmith shop, he didn’t make any inside to it, at 
fi rst, but just the walls and the roof. Th e fl oor was the 
ground, because that wouldn’t catch fi re. 

In the middle of the blacksmith shop he built a 
chimney straight up through the roof. And on each 
side of the chimney, on the ground, he built a kind of 
square table of brick about as high as a regular table. 
For the chimney and the tables of brick, he dug down 
into the ground, fi rst, and built a foundation, just like 
a foundation for a stone wall. Each of these tables had 
a hollowed-out place in the top, just like a basin, and 
in the bottom of each hollowed-out place was a hole. 
In this hole was a pipe that curved around and came 
out at the back, beside the chimney. And into the end 
of the pipe, where it came out beside the chimney, the 
nozzle of a great enormous bellows fi tted. Th e table of 
brick is called a forge, and a fi re is built in the hollowed-
out place. 

Th en, when the blacksmith wants the fi re to burn 
fi ercely, he leans on the long wooden bar which makes 
the bellows blow, and the bellows blows a lot of air 
through the pipe into the bottom of the hollowed-out 
place, and the air comes out through the fi re and the fi re 
gets very hot. All the smoke is caught by a hood, which 
sticks out over the forge just above the blacksmith’s head, 
and the smoke is sent into the chimney by the hood, 
and out at the top. Some forges didn’t have hoods, nor 
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even chimneys; but then the blacksmith’s shop would 
be a very smoky place. 

While the men were building the brig Industry in 
the shipyard, the blacksmith got a lot of iron bars. And 
these iron bars were almost as long as the blacksmith 
shop, and some were round and some were square, and 
some were fl at and some were eight sided; and some of 
each kind were large and some were small, and some 
were middle sized. 

And when the blacksmith was ready, he built a fi re 
in the hollowed-out place of one of the forges. And he 
made the bellows blow, and the fi re got hot, and he 
stuck into the fi re the end of one of the large fl at iron 
bars; but fi rst he had to cut it off , for it was much too 
long to handle. And, pretty soon, he took the iron bar 
out of the fi re, and the end, where it had been in the 
fi re, was all hot and glowing white, and spitting sparks. 
And he laid it on his great anvil, and he took his small 
hammer; and the man who helped him took a great 
heavy hammer, that he had to hold in his two hands. 

Th en the blacksmith tapped with his small hammer 
to show the helper where to strike. And the small 
hammer made a small sound, ting. And the helper 
struck with his great hammer in exactly that place where 
the small hammer had struck. And the great hammer 
made a great sound, TING. And the blacksmith held 
the iron with a pair of long iron tongs, and turned it 
when it needed to be turned. And there was a merry 
sound of the hammers on the hot iron: ting—TING, 
ting—TING, ting—TING, ting—TING. But at last the 



HE STUCK INTO THE FIRE THE END OF ONE 
OF THE LARGE FLAT IRON BARS. 
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iron bar was all black, and too cold to hammer. So the 
blacksmith put it back into the fi re and he made the 
bellows blow again; and again he took it out, and they 
hammered it again. 

And, at last, it was all done, and when the iron had 
got black, but was still hot, the blacksmith stuck it into 
a tub full of water and held it there a minute, and then 
he threw it on the ground. It was one of the great iron 
straps that would hold the bowsprit of the brig Industry  
in place. 

And, in this way, they 
made all the other straps 
and the plates to hold the 
rigging that would hold up 
the masts and the great iron 
things that fasten the rudder 
to the ship, like hinges; and 
everything that is of iron that 

belongs to a ship, even to the straps and the rings and 
the hooks that would fasten the ropes to the yards. But 
the anchors they did not make, for they are too large to 
be made easily in a blacksmith shop. But the chains for 
the anchors they made in the blacksmith shop. 

For the anchor chains the blacksmith took round 
iron, of a middle size, and he bent each link and welded 
the ends together, taking great care in the heating of 
the iron not to get it too hot, for that burns the iron, 
and makes it weak. And the blacksmith remembered 
that the master of the shipyard had promised Captain 
Jonathan and Captain Jacob that everything about the 
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Industry  should be strong. And each link, before it was 
welded, was put through the last link of the chain, so 
that the chain kept getting longer. To weld the ends 
together, he heated them in the fi re until they were 
just hot enough, and then he hammered them together 
until they were like one piece, and they were as strong 
as one piece. 

In this way the blacksmith made three anchor 
chains; one for each anchor and one to spare. And he 
made the little short chains that go at the bottom of the 
rigging, and the chains that go underneath the bowsprit. 
But the anchor chains he made the last of all. 

And the work of the blacksmith for the brig Industry  
was done, and the blacksmith was well pleased, for he 
knew that it was good. 

And that’s all. 




