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SHIPWRECKS AT POINT ARGUELLO

SAGA OF THE YANKEE BLADE

The S.S. Yankee Blade, a steamship owned by
Cornelius Vanderbilt, ran aground at Point
Arguello on October 1, 1854 — 79 years before
7 Navy destroyers ran aground at almost the
same spot. The Yankee Blade was traveling
from San Francisco to Panama with
approximately 800 passengers and a lot of gold
($153,000 in the safe - and perhaps millions
more carried by passengers on their way home
from the gold fields). But there is much more
to the story...

CORNELIUS VANDERBILT

This American capitalist was bom near
Stapleton, Staten Island, N.Y. on May 27, 1794.
When he was 16, he bought a sail boat and
began hauling farm produce and passengers
between Staten Island and New York. By the
time he was 19, he was carrying supplies to
fortifications in New York harbor and adjacent
waters. At age 23, he was a captain of a steam
ferry, and as his holdings and fleet increased, he
won the popular designation of "Commodore".
His interest in Pacific Coast shipping rose and
fell with the California Gold Rush while its
feverish pitch lasted.

PACIFIC MAIL STEAMSHIP
COMPANY

Even before California became a State, Oregon
was clamoring for Pacific coast shipping from
the Columbia River to ports on the east coast
around the homn. Settlers had arrived in covered
wagons on the deep grooved Oregon Trail, and
now they were appealing by petition to
Washington asking for a steamship mail-service.
With such a small population it didn't seem
likely they would be heard. However, the
Oregon country had just been won after a
dispute with the British, and the United States
was determined to hold it. Congress approved
Oregon's request and provided a combined mail
subsidy of $440,000 a year. This seemed very
extravagant since that was more than the worth
of all the settlers'holdings in Oregon. Portland
was the destination. San Francisco wasn't even
mentioned, and California was just in the

process of being ceded to the United States in a
treaty with Mexico.

Panama became the focal point. The United
States Mail Steamship company was to operate
the Atlantic side of the Isthmus and three
steamships were contracted to service the Pacific
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side up the coast. The 50 miles across from the
Atlantic to the Pacific wasn't given very much
consideration!

George Law and others formed the United States
Mail Steamship Company and W. H. Aspinwall
was in charge of the Pacific Mail steamship
company. Aspinwall was a New Yorker who
already had business experience with the
Isthmus, so it wasn't completely without some
awareness of the problem of transit. He ordered
the construction of three steamers one whole
year before the California Gold rush traffic
explosion put the whole system into chaos.
Even while the first ship the California had
rounded the homn, it was being boarded by men
from Peru who had learned of the gold in
California. By the time it reached Panama it
was o loaded it could only take on about 250 of
the 1000 Americans who had made their way to
Panama and across the Isthmus. By the time
two other ships had rounded the hom and picked
up the stranded argonauts, almost as many more
had made their way across Panama.
Meanwhile, gold fever had struck the eastern
seaboard with such an overwhelming force that
in 1849, 775 vessels had cleared from castern
ports with 90,000 passengers. 242 ships, 12
steamers and hundreds of barks, brigs and
schooners joined the stream of ships to San
Francisco - where many of them were
abandoned, filling the harbor with masts as far
as the eye could sec.

Traveling by sea was not a pleasant experience.
There wa¢ nn privacy on board the over—
crowded ships. Often disease took its toll and
accounted for many deaths during the voyage.
rayciing around the hoin was a grim adventurc
with provisions 1 short supply, water often
contaminated, and hot days followed by stormy,
freezing weather

The trp across Panama. though considerably
shorter, was not a healthy venture. The steamy
jungle was fraught with dangers, disease and
discomfort.  Passengers arrived at Chagres, a
tiny native village at the mouth of the Chagres
river, in such mass quantitics they threw
evervthing into confusion.  Assistance to travel
up the pver was difficult to obtain, and it led to
much nmusunderstanding and strained relations
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between the Americans and the natives. It was
"something to write home about”, and many
Argonauts did just that.

No amount of warning seemed to dissuade those
seized by gold fever. Towns in the east began
to suffer as their most enterprising young
citizens joined the exodus to California.
Leaving factories, farms, and all manners of
community enterprises, thc Argonauts threw
their hometowns into turmoil. Also, for most, it
was difficult to accumulate enough money for
the trip west, and many arrived in San Francisco
quitc penniless. Passage on ships may have
been procured, but crossings over Panama or
Nicaragua added to money needs, and then if
ships were not available when they reached the
Pacific shore, what little money that was left
was soon gone.

THE NICARAGUA ROUTE

"Commodore" Cornelius Vanderbilt realized vast
profits could be made in California shipping too
late to invest in the Pacific Mail Steamship line.
However, he kept secing Lake Nicaragua on the
colored map of the Americas on the wall of his
officc. The lake could be reached on the 119
mile long San Juan river and the lake, 92 miles
long and 30 miles wide, came within 12 miles
of the Pacific Occan. lake Micaragua was only
110 feet elevation above the Atiantic and the
descent to the Pacific was only 173 ft clevation
from the lowest pass between the lake and the
sea. The Nicaragua route would cut 500 miles
from the travel distance from New York to San
Francisco.

Vanderbilt was told the San Juan river could not
be negotiated by any Kind of river steam boat.
When it was flooded (it was in the Central
American rain forest) it was a muddy torrent.
When it was "dry", the Castillo rapids would
tcar out the bottom of the stecamboat  His
answer was to chomp down on his cigar and aim
the shallow draft river boat Director, up the San
Juan river. He took the wheel himself, and with
a full steam in the boilers and a thoroughly
frightened crew they sailed 119 miles up to San
Carlos where the river flowed out of Lake
Nicaragua.

Vanderbilt ncgotiated a contract with the
government of Nicaragua (with a proposal to
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build a canal — which never happened), and with
his Accessory Transit Company to cross that
country, his opposition steamship company was
under way. The plan was to send steamships to
San Juan del Norte, transfer passengers to river
steamers to sail up the San Juan river to San
Carlos, cross Lake Nicaragua on lake steamers
to Virgin Bay, and from there ride in "handsome
blue and white carriages" to San Juan del Sol.
From there, Vanderbilt steamers would carry the
passengers on to San Francisco.

If everything worked just right, it would cut
days of travel time. But connections with the
ocean paddlewheel steamers was no better than
the hit or miss conncctions at Panama. The
accommodations, where unforseen layovers
occurred were very bad and evoked horror
steries from stranded passengers. To arrive at
San Juan del Sol after the latest steamer had just
left, would leave the unfortunate traveler in a
small town with nothing but primitive
accommodations. The "thrce day trip" across
Nicaragua, may have stretched to more than a
week if conncctions all along the way were
missed. The river routc was divided by a
portage around the rapids, then there was the
uncertain connection with the Lake steamers.
But worst of all, was that last 12 mile descent to
San Juan de Sol. The road was just hacked out
of the jungle, and there never werc any

"handsome blue and white carriages".
Passengers had to hire a mule and a wagon - at
best. But at least their baggage was carried all
the way.

When the steamships were in place in Atlantic
and Pacific waters, and the crossing was
"functioning", Vanderbilt began cutting fares,
and business boomed. He had "trusted"
managers, Charles Morgan, on the east coast,
and Cornelius Garrison in San Francisco.
Vanderbilt felt confident of these two men and
s0 he sailed to Europe on his new steamer the
North Star. It was a vacation trip with most of
his family traveling with him, but he also
wanted to promote his "canal" proposal in the
political and business centers of Europe.

While he was away, Morgan and Garrison
schemed to take control of Vanderbilt's
steamship business. By the time Vanderbilt
returned from Europe, Morgan and Garrison had
wrenched the Nicaragua route from Vanderbilt's
control. They had even sponsored the rebel
filibuster named William Walker whose personal
objective was to take over the government of
Nicaragua! During ensuing battles on Lake
Nicaragua, passengers making the crossing were
caught in the crossfire and made scathing reports
of their misadventure when they arrived in
California. Vanderbilt persuaded the U.S. Navy
to take action against Walker and his gang of



soldiers of fortune, and after a brief period when
Walker controlled Nicaragua, he was finally
captured and shot by Hondurans.

PEOPLE'S INDEPENDENT LINE
Vanderbilt was enraged by Morgan and Garrison
and set out to ruin them. He gave up any claim
to the Nicaragua route, and provided his private
ship the North Star to sail to Panama on the
Atlantic side, and purchased the Yankee Blade to
be sailed around to the Panama-San Francisco
run. The Yankee Blade had been built for a
private investor to sail on the Atlantic run to
Panama, but passengers were on their own to
find passage on the Pacific side of Panama.
Now with steamships on both oceans, Vanderbilt
solved that problem for them, and slashed prices
to as low as $35.00 for steerage and $175.00 for
first—class passage.

The Yankee Blade was a wood hull ship, with
three decks, three masts and sidewheel steam
propulsion.
Size: 275' length, 34' beam, 22' draft
Displacement: 1767 tons
Builders: Perine, Patterson and Stack of New
York, in 1853
Flag: United States
Operators: Independent Opposition Line
Loss Date and Location: Oct. 1, 1854,

off Pt. Arguello
Cause of loss: Stranded
Loss of Life: 30 persons
Loss of Cargo: $153,000 in Specie (gold
coin)
At the time of the wreck of the Yankee Blade
she was south bound to Panama from San
Francisco.

Lompoc would not become a colony until 20
years later. The Point Concepcion Light House
wouldn't be completed until 1855, but it
wouldn't have saved the Yankee Blade because
the fog would have obscured it. The San Julian
Rancho was still under the ownership of the
original de la Guerra family. There is no known
rancho reference to any awareness of the
wrecked vessel and 600 stranded passengers just
over the coastal hills from the ranch house.

THE WRECK OF THE

YANKEE BLADE

The following is the report of the purser of the
Yankee Blade printed in the Tuesday moming,
October 10 edition of the San Francisco Daily
Alta California:

"The LS.S. steamship, Yankee Blade, Henry
Randall, commander, sailed from San Francisco
Sept. 30th at 4 P.M. with 800 passengers and
$153,000 in species. Passed the heads at 5, and
at 9 o'clock the same evening passed a steamer
on the starboard beam, supposed to be the Uncle
Sam or John L. Stephens. Oct. 1st at 3 1/2 P.M.
being encompassed in dense fog and steering
S.E. by S. course, and supposing ourselves to be
at least 10 miles from shore, we struck a reef of
Point Arguello, about 15 miles above Point
Conception, upon which the ship run upwards of
60 feet, while her stern swung in 9 fathoms of
water, which in less than 25 minutes sank below
the promenade deck. So firmly was the forward
part imbedded on the rocks, that up to the time
we left the ship (about 4 p.m. on [Oct.] 2nd) she
had not receded an inch.”

The purser went on to put Captain Randall in a
good light, making special note of the heroism
of Captain Randall's son, Henry Randall, Jr.
The passengers who signed a report in the
newspaper several days later, were not so
gracious. Under the terrible circumstances,
perhaps the ships commander and most of the
crew made a good accounting of themselves.

Captain Randall and the Third Mate went ashore
in one boat to find a suitable place to land the
passengers. The first and second mates were not
so fortunate, with an apparent loss of life when
their boat was stranded. Capt. Randall sent his
son back to the ship in his boat, having exhorted
the crew not to desert. Henry Randall, Jr.
directed the life boats to shore. The Purser's
report continued: "The officers of the deck
launched and manned the boats and proceeded at
once to get the ladies and passengers ashore...

While the boats were being lowered, the Chief
Steward and Storekeeper went below with a
gang of men and broke out a large quantity of
provisions which were sent to the upper forward
deck, and the Purser prepared to save the ships
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papers and the valuables in his possession
belonging to the passengers, and they have all
been safely delivered to their owners."

"On going below about 10 minutes after the ship
struck, he found the specie covered with five
feet of water and so rapidly was she filling that
the water rose in the stern at the rate of 6 inches
per minute, consequently no one dared descend
to the vault, which he locked and returned to the
deck to save what he could of the express matter
etc., which he succeeded in getting upward...In
the company of some stout hearts watched by it
all night, while desperadoes were...pillaging the
ship. It was reported, although not supposed to
be true, that a man had been murdered on the
lower forward deck."

"Before dark, the promenade deck and houses
aft shaft had all washed away and others were
torn down to form rafts for immediate departure
in case of a sudden crash, for we knew not
when a sudden gale might strike the ship and
scatter her timbers in piecemeal on the waves."
"Night coming on, and the fog, which had for a
short time disappeared, again set in, the boats
stopped running, not being able to find the
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shore, and the terror of the situation began to
stare us in the face: for amid the violence of the
wind, the roaring of the waves as they broke
upon the deck, and the hoarse orders of the third
officer and Mr. Randall, there arose the loud
accents of ardent and despairing prayer."
"Confusion in the widest sense prevailed, for
there were those who prepared to swim ashore
suffering with the cold; those who had sought to
drown their fear in too frequent libations of the
ardent; while some, with calm resignation, had
prepared themselves for the worst and waited
their fate in peace. Thus we passed the dismal
night, made still more solemn by the churchlike
tolling of the bell which seemed to beckon us to
our funeral.”

"The scene on shore was equally fearful. The
boat the first officer commanded, with 21 souls,
mostly women, was stranded, and all, with the
exception of himself and three others who were
thrown upon the beach apparently lifeless, were
lost. And here I would record an instance of

female energy seldom equaled even in the
annals of the revolution. A Mrs. Jane Elwell,
had exerted herself by going into the water




along side the boats and carried ladies ashore.
Soon she saw two almost lifeless bodies and
said to a young man, 'you take one and I'll take
another,’ and she picked up one of the bodies,
placed it on her shoulder, and carried it up an
almost perpendicular cliff to a spot where they
formed a camp and built fires. Afterwards,
together with many other ladies, stripped off all
their underclothes and gave them to the
exhausted men."

"During the night, a number of bodies washed
ashore; among others a female with a child
clasped in her arms, the wife of Mr. Brennan,
who as an instance of devoted love, went ashore
with spade in hand, dug up his wife and child,
kissed them, and then reburied them."

"At daybreak, the boats were again set in
motion, when Mr. Hewett came on board, and
although much bruised, his stout heart never
forsaking him, recommenced his duties with
astonishing energy."

"At 8 o'clock, A.M., our hearts were made glad
by the appearance of a steamer on our larboard
quarter, which proved to be the Goliah, J. Haly
(Haley), Esq., Commander, who, as if by a kind
dispensation of Providence, appeared sent to our
relief; for, had we depended upon our own
boats, a large number would have been lost, as
we could not have got ashore that day, and that
night, the wreck went to pieces so nothing was
seen but a shell of the stern which had separated
and turned bottom up."

"To Capt. Haly, we feel it a particular duty to
extend our thanks for his promptness in sending
boats to our rescue and receiving 600 of our
number on board his steamer in which we were
taken to San Diego, whither she was bound,
where 536 were left until a steamer could be
sent to bear them on their homeward course.”
"Before leaving the wreck, we sent on shore all
the provisions to be found, awnings and poles
for tents, and clothing, etc., etc., for the use of
those that remained, whom it was found
nccessary to leave, as the Goliah was too
heavily freighted to receive them. But it is to be
regretted that the actual sufferers never received
the provisions sent them, for a party, composed
mostly of the ship's firemen, inconceivably to
humanity and holding the advantage by having
in their possession a large quantity of firearms
and ammunition, took for themselves almost

everything that went ashore, and money was
seen in their possession, which could not have
been obtained honestly. The Goliah, after
making her trip to San Diego, returned to a cove
six miles from the scene of the wreck, where
she received the balance of the passengers and
crew, and sailed at 4:30 P.M. on the 7th (of
October) for Monterey and San Francisco."
The Purser credits certain individuals (a Capt.
W.H. Bart and Charles H. Mathews) from the
Goliah, with heroism during the rescue. He lists
some of the persons whose lives were lost and
puts the total at about 15. Others claimed at
least 30 were drowned in the tragic early
moments of the rescue efforts.

STATEMENT OF A PASSENGER

ON BOARD THE GOLIAH

Los Angeles, October 3d 1854:

"We have just reached this city, after quite an
eventful trip per steamer Goliah from San
Francisco. We had left that port on Saturday
last at 4 P.M. in company with steamers Yankee
Blade and Sonora bound for Panama and the
Cortes, for Nicaragua. The low rates of fare had
filled all three with more than an ordinary
number of passengers, and we generated quite a
gala as we sailed by the city and though the
Golden Gate, the Goliah taking the lead, next
coming the Yankee blade, then the Sonora, and
lastly the Cortes. Before reaching the Fort, the
Yankee Blade stopped her engine, and, allowing
the Sonora to pass her, raised her flag as a
challenge and then (getting under steam again)
passed the Sonora at the bar. It was understood
at San Francisco a bet of $5000 was pending on
the race to Panama. We kept the lead of all
until we got outside, and then made our course
more to the southward, and parted company."
"From the hour of starting the weather was
densely foggy, so that we had to lay by for
several hours on Saturday night and made the
port of Monterey in the fog on Sunday moming.
We made a stay of about three hours there,
leaving for Santa Barbara at 3 P.M. The fog
outside we found to be as dense as before and at
midnight were again compelled to lay by for a
few hours, not being able to see a ship's length
ahead. By daylight we got under motion again
and by half past seven the appearance of the



water beginning to indicate soundings, we threw
the lead without finding bottom. Just at this
moment breakers appeared right ahead through
the fog. The engine was immediately reversed,
and while backing out of what might have been
a bad scrape for us, we saw nearly off our
larboard beam, looming through the fog, a large
steamer. In an instant, we saw that it was the
Yankee Blade with her bows run clear upon the
rocks and her stern stuck in the deep water to
the wheel houses.”

"Her bows and forward deck contained a dense
mass of human beings, who had climbed to the
only place of safety left above water. We
lowered our boats and having manned and sent
them off to the wreck came to anchor about a
half mile distant. They brought back each a
load of passengers from the Yankee Blade, and
from them we learned that she had run upon the
rocks while under full headway, on the day
previous at 3:30 P.M. It being at the time so
foggy that it was impossible to tell whether she
had struck upon the main land or an island. All
the women and children and about 150 men had
been taken on shore soon after the accident had
occurred. The ship had five boats, three of
which were stove on the beach, drowning
several women and children, and the other two
had become useless when night had set in; so
that those remaining on board, numbering some
eight hundred, had been all night exposed to the
weather, in momentary expectation of the ship's
going to picces."

"Our own four boats and two belonging to the
Yankee Blade, plied back and forth taking
passengers from a rope hanging down from the
bowsprit of the Yankee Blade. By 3 P.M. we
had taken them all off except one of the mates
and part of the crew, who remained on board,
having two boats with them to take off to the
passengers on shore what provisions they could
find at hand. All the women and children were
then taken from the shore, excepting a few who
were afraid to venture on board the small boats
through the surf, and were brought aboard the
Goliah. Having about 135 of her own
passengers, in which about 850 had been added
from the wreck, it was not deemed expedient
nor safe to stop for the remainder, who were on
shore, but it was concluded to make the trip to
San Diego and (pick up the rest) on the return
trip to San Francisco."

After extolling the acts of heroism by passengers
listed by name, the writer stated the Yankee
Blade was the fastest and probably the best built
steamer on the Pacific. He told of how the
wreck broke up and sank in 9 fathoms of water.
He also went on to tell how, "Most passengers
lost all their money and clothes and some of
them large amounts. There were some
unprincipled villains on board who commenced
to plunder and rip open luggage as soon as she
struck, and it is even asserted that frequent cries
of murder were heard between decks during the
night from the men who in attempting to savc
their gold were attacked and robbed by these:
fiendish cut throats..."

"The Goliah had taken the survivors to San
Diego and after returning to take those on the
beach to San Francisco, it is intended by Capt.
Randall that the Uncle Sam or some other
steamer, shall make the trip of the Yankee Blade
and send the passengers through."

IN THE AFTERMATH

Cornelius Garrison, the scheming arch rival of
Cornelius Vanderbilt, now was able to irk the
Commodore even in a gesture of great assistance
to the stranded passengers. The following
paragraph appeared in the October 10, 1854
Daily Alta California. "Relief for the wrecked
passengers ~ Mr. Garrison ordered the
Nicaragua (route) steamer Brother Jonathan to
be got in readiness and dispatched her yesterday
evening to the relief of the passengers that werc
left at San Diego. She will return them to this
city (San Francisco).

"Search for the lost treasure — The Carolina
...lcaves this moming for the wreck of the
Yankee Blade. She goes with submarine armor
and practiced men, expecting to secure the
treasure.” Note: This effort failed. The Santa
Barbara Gazette tells of at least two attempts by
Captain Randall to recover the vault from the
sunken Yankee Blade, and reported some months
later that he was successful. (He claimed
$80,000 of the contents as "salvage".)

Captain Randall stood trial for his part of the
wreck of the Yankee Blade almost a year after
the occurrence, and was acquitted. He was
accused of deliberately grounding the ship.
However, he seems to have befallen the same



fate as the seven destroyers in 1923 in which the
coastal currents made their speed deceptive and
neither Capt. Randall or the salty navigator on the
~command destroyer were as far south as they
perceived themselves to be. Both could have and
should have taken soundings, but that would have
slowed down their "speed runs"...

Two brothers met in Sacramento, months after the
wreck of the Yankee Blade, probably having returned
to the gold fields to recover their losses, and each
thought the other had perished. One was left on the
shore at Point Arguello, and the other went to San
Dicgo on 'the Goliah. After the initial shock and
surprise, they hugged each other - and at last had
something good to write home about!

- Dick Smith and Andy Anderson, Convair members
of the Vandenberg Dive Club, found the remains of
the Yankee Blade in 1970. They took underwater
pictures of the reef where the ship was wrecked,
and showed equipment strewn about on the

- ocean bottom, including the ship's anchor and its
cannon. The cannon was recovered and for
some months was stored at thc home of Andy

~ Anderson in Miguelito Canyon in Lompoc.
Later, Andy Anderson lost his life in a small
boat accident off the Pt. Argucllo coast...

THE ISTHMUS RR AT LAST

William H. Aspinwall, owner of the Pacific Mail line,
formed the Panama Railroad Company in April, 1849.
The linc was only 47 miles long, however, flash {loods
washed out bridges, and the swamps and jungles were
infested with poisonous snakes, and deadly mosquitoes.
A cholera epidemic in 1852 killed 75 men, and caused a
work stoppage. An international mix of workers was

brought in for the daunting task, including 705 Chinese on
the clipper ship Sea Witch. Many of them commitied
suicide in the deplorable living conditions. More than 800
men died before the project was finally completed January
28, 1855. Over the single track line, the wood bumning
engines hauled passengers and freight from the Atlantic to
the Pacific side in four hours! At last passengers could
arrive on one side of the Isthmus and board a ship on the
other ocean the same day.

VANDERBILT POSTSCRIPT

"Commodore" Cornclius Vanderbilt began to weary
of the steamship competition. The gold ficlds were
beginning to play out, and he had acheived revenge
upon Morgan and Garrison for taking over the
Nicaragua Transit (and Aspinwall's Panama railroad
ruined what little business still crossed Nicaragua.)
So Vanderbilt began selling off his stcamships
starting in 1857. He turned his attention to railroads
in the United States (and Canada) and by the time of
his decath in 1877, he controlled the New York
Central and Hudson River, the Lakeshoe and
Michigan Southern, the Harlem and the Canada
Southern railways. From his vast wealth he cndowed
Vanderbilt University.
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