
































Masts, Spar, Rigging, and Sails 

MASTS, SPARS, RIGGING, AND SAILS 

As completed in the spring of 1798, Constitution was equipped with a 
bowsprit and three masts. Each was composed of several sections, each 
successive section of smaller diameter and length, and each section made from a 
single tree. The actual dimensions of these masts and their spars can only be 
approximated as those used by her outfitters have not been found, and such data 
as exist indicate that there was a range of views on what was "right." For 
example, here are the views of four knowledgeable men at the time: 

Total length of Main Mast 
Total length of MnMast Yards 

Total length of Fore Mast 
Total length of FMast Yards 

Total length of Mizzen Mast 
Total length of MzMast Yards 

A B C D 

221. 7 214. 6 212.6 210.1
240.4 237.6 234.1 225.1 

197.1 199.8 198.0 197.4 
211. 5 218.0 220.0 214.1

177.1 161. 8 175. 8 156.0 
158.2 172. 6 176.0 137.1 

"A" is David Steele, British author of Steele's Elements 
of Mastmaking, Sailmaking and Rigging ( 1794). 

"B" is Captain John Barry, prospective commanding officer 
of USS United States. 

"C" is Joshua Humphreys, designer of the 44s. 
"D" is Captain Thoms Truxtun, prospective commanding 

officer of USS Constellation. 
[From the Secretary of War to William Pennock, Norfolk, VA, 8 Oct 1795, M739, 
Roll1, DNA.] 

Significantly, in January 1796, the Naval Constructors and Superintendents 
were told they were at liberty to determine mast and spar specifications for their 
respective ships. [Circular letter to Naval Constructors and Superintendents, 25 
Jan 1795, M739, Roll 1, DNA.] 

In July 1806, Naval Constructor Josiah Fox sent a letter to Commandant 
Thomas Tingey of the Washington Navy Yard providing dimensions for masts of 
several classes of ships. Whether these are his personal views -- he was the only 
Naval Constructor then -- or whether they can be considered officially decreed 
material is unknown. Given the informality of those times, it is probable that they 
are his personal views, but as the only officer of the Navy concerned with such 
things "full time," probably also may be take as official. 

"Table of Dimensions of parts of Masts for the first. .. class ... of frigates 

"The different parts of a main mast for the 1st class of Frigates [Dimensions 
follow in order: length (in feet), breadth at heel, breadth "in between," breadth at 
head, thickness at heal, thickness "in between," and thickness at head (all in 
inches). 

Lower spindle to line straioht 
29.11 X 20.5 X - I9 X 20.5 X - X 7 
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Second piece of spindle 
77.4 X 20 X - X 9 X 20 X - X 14 

Third piece of spindle 
48 X 16 X - X 14 X 8.5 X - X 11 

After lower fish 
57.8 X 17.5 X - X 14 X 14 X - X 14 

After upper fish 
50.1 X 15.25 X - X 14 X 14 X - X 14 

Fore lower fish 
87.7 X 17.5 X - X 14 X 14 X - X 14 

Fore upper fish 
40.1 X 15.25 X - X 14 X 14 X - X 14 

Larboard Side Tice [sic] 
81.8 X 19 X - X 17 X 12 X - X 6 

Larboard Cheek 
62.8 X 18 X 30 X 21 X 6.25 X 17 X 9 

Paunch 
54 X 12 X - X 14 X 5 X - X 8.25 

The parts of a fore mast ... 

Lower Spindle to the line Straight 
27.5 X 19.5 X - X 18 X 19.5 X - X 6.5 

Second piece of Spindle 
73.4 X 19 X - X 13.5 X 19 X - X 8 

Third piece of Spindle 
44 X 15.5 X - X 13 X 7.5 X - X 10 

Fore lower Fish 
80 X 16.5 X - X 13 X 13 X - X 13 

Fore upper Fish 
36.4 X 13 X - X 12.5 X 13 X - X 13 

After Lower Fish 
70 X 16.5 X - X 13 X 13 X - X 13 

After upper Fish 
45.4 X 13 X - X 12 X 13 X - X 13 

Larboard Side Tice [sic] 
75 X 18 X - X 16 X 11 X - X 5 

Larboard Cheek 
57.2 X 17 X 29 X 20 X 8 X 16 X 9 

Paunch 
48.6 X 11 X 11 X - X 13 X 4 X - X 7.5 
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Mizen masts for the first ... class of Frigates, each Mast to be of a solid stick 

Length 
Diam. Pam [?]

1st quarter 
2d quarter 

94' 
26" 
25. 5"
24.25"

3d quarter 
Hounds 
Heel 
Head 

22.25" 
22.25" 
22.25" 
16.25" 

Bowsprit [Figures, in order, are: length (in feet), breadth of heel, "breadth 
between," breadth at head, thickness at heel, "thickness between," thickness at 
head, and number of pieces.] 

Upper Tice rsicl 
6B x 16.S x 20 x 13.5 x 14 x 12.5 x 11.5 x 1 

Lower Tice rsicl 
6B x 16.S x 20 x 13.5 x 16 x 19 x 13.5 x 1 

Upper side of Larboard fish 
68 X B.5 X 11.5 X 7 X 25 X 29 X 21.5 X 2 

Upper side of upper fish 
68 X 27 X 29.5 X 21.25 X 7 X - X 6 X 1 

[Ltr, Josiah Fox to Thomas Tingey, 19 Jul 1806, M124, Roll 11, DNA.] 

This confirms the fact that the shift, noted in 1801 in Constitution's case, had 
been made from all pole masts to only the mizzen being a pole mast. Whether or 
not these dimensions were faithfully followed for all ships is unknown. 

A table of data relating to "Old Ironsides" during her frontline service is to be 
found in Appendix F. During her initial commission, she experienced repeated 
problems with her masting, apparently due in large measure to their insufficient 
size and strength. 

American rigging practice is known generally to have employed rope of 
somewhat greater dimension that British practice in a given situation. Appendix E 
provides specific data regarding Constitution's standing rigging as recorded by an 
officer present at her launching and may be used as a basis of comparison with 
the many British source books on the subject that are available. 

Because detailed records do not seem to have been kept, precise information 
on sail dimensions also is lacking. The only such record presently known in 
Constitution's case, from 1824, is reproduced in E. 

Known changes in masting, rigging, and sails following commissioning 
follow: 

Oct 1798 -- Fore, main and mizzen topgallant and royal masts mentioned. 
[NDQW; Journal of Midshipman James Pity, DNA.] 

Oct 1798 -- Two mentions of a spritsail. [Midshipman James Pity Journal, 
DNA.] These are the only references to the actual use of a 
spritsail in this ship's history. 

8/9 Jan 1799 -- Ship's company made splinter nettings. [Ship's logs.] 
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24 Jan 1799 -- "Carryed [sic] away the maintopmast crossbraces and main 
topmast stay ... " [Ship's log.] 

Jan 1799 -- Sailmakers making awnings. [Ship's log, USSCM.] 

Jun 1799 -- Sailmakers making awnings. Tarred rigging. [Ship's log, USSCM.] 

Jun 1799 -- The yards were blacked. [Ship's log, USSCM.] 

Jul 1799 -- The masts were painted. [Ship's log, USSCM.] 

Dec 1799 -- Main shrouds in the 44s are 10 1/2"; number of strands not 
mentioned. [Ltr, Secretary of the Navy Benjamin Stoddert to 
Joshua Humphreys, 25 Dec 1799, RG45, M209, Roll 1, DNA.] 

14 Jul 1800 -- The new mainmast, a "made" mast, is to be 101' 6" tall, "which will 
be four feet shorter than the one she now has ... " [Ltr, Captain 
Silas Talbot to Navy Agent Stephen Higginson, 14 Jul 1800. 
Mystic Seaport Library.] 

Aug 1800 -- Painted the mainmast. [Ship's log, DNA.] 

5 Nov 1800 -- The new main topsail is to be 50' at the head and 80' at the foot, 
the new fore topsail, 46' at the head and 72' at the foot. 
[Ltr, Captain Silas Talbot to Navy Agent Stephen Higginson, 
Boston, MA, 5 Nov 1800, Mystic (CT) Seaport Library.] 

Aug 1801 -- Iron hoops were purchased for the fore and main masts and 
bowprit, showing they were to be "made masts." [Receipt for 
hoops from Ebenezer Leman, Samuel Brown Papers, MHS.] 

Dec 1801 -- Masts for 44s: fore, 95' x 32"; main, 105' x 35"; mizzen, 92' x 24"; 
and bowsprit, 64' x 34". [Ltr, Secretary of the Navy Benjamin 
Stoddert to Navy Agent William Pennock, 5 Dec 1801, RG45, 
M209, Roll 2, DNA.] 

11 Jun 1803 -- "The Main Mast ... is a made Mast Consisting of 28 pieces ... " 
[NDBW, vol 1, p. 450.] 

3 Dec 1803 -- Painting bowsprit. [Ship's log, DNA.] 

9 Jan 1804 -- Blackening lower and topsail yards. [Ship's log, DNA.] 

15 Jan 1804 -- Used 36 fathoms of 9" and 46 of 6" to gammon and woold the 
bowsprit. [Ship's log, DNA.] 

25 Jan 1804 -- Painting the masts. [Ship's log, DNA.] 

Feb 1804 -- " ... scraping the topmasts ... " [Ship's log, DNA.] 

Sep 1804 -- " ... blacking the yards ... " [NDBW, Vol. 5, p. 57.] 
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This sketch, believed to be from 18D9, shows Constitution following her 18D8 overhaul. Note the 
open waist and bulwarked forecastle. Commodore John Rodgers' broad command pennant (burgee) flies 
at the main. 

Jun 1810 -- Mast hoops were 2.5", 3", or 3.5" wide and 3/8" thick. [Ltr, 
Secretary of the Navy Paul Hamilton to Navy Agent James 
Beatty, 2 Jun 1810, RG45, M209, Roll 4, DNA.] 

Jul 1810 -- The rake of the foremast from the trestletrees is 3' 6 1/2"; that of 
the mainmast, 2' 7 1/4"; and the mizzen 4' 1 3/4". [Ship's 
log, DNA.] 

Jul 1810 -- Blacking the yards. [Ship's log, DNA.] 

Oct 1810 -- Blacking the yards. [Ship's log, DNA.] 

Mar 1811 -- Varnished spars. [Ship's log, DNA.] 

Apr 1811 -- Tarring rigging. [Ship's log, DNA.] 

Oct 1811 -- 11 . . .  blackening the yards ... 1
1 [Midshipman Frederick Baury Journals,

MHS.] 

28 May 1812 -- Painted the main and fore tops. [Midshipman Frederick Baury 
Journals, MHS.] 

1 Jun 1812 -- Trysail mast was swayed up abaft the mizzenmast. [Midshipman 
Frederick Baury Journals, MHS.] It continues to this day. 






























































































































































