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SHIPWRECK ON THE CENTRAL COAST

U.S.S. Edith

Shipwrecked August 24, 1849
By Justin M. Ruhge

The true accounting of an event in history is
often a far more interesting story than when
colored with fanciful embellishments. Justin
Ruhge has discovered more accurately where
the US.S. Edith ran aground and the cir-
cumslances of the wreck and events which
Jollowed. The Lompoc Valley Historical Society
is grateful for the following material submitted
by Mr. Ruhge. The Editor

Over the last 150 years, the Central Coast of
California has been the scene of many of the
shipwrecks along the coast called the Santa
Barbara Channel. One of the earliest
shipwrecks on record and in many ways one of

the most illustrious ships to wreck near here was
the U.S.S. Edith.

The Edith was one of the many famous ships
built by the renowned Boston merchant, Robert
B. Forbes. The Edith was a steam bark com-
missioned in 1844 by Forbes to use in the opium
trade between British India and China. The
Edith was one of the first American ships to be
built with a steam engine and a propeller drive
designed by the famous ship builder, John
Ericsson. The ship used coal for fuel when
underway with steam and when under sail the
propeller could be raised out of the water to
reduce drag. The Edith also carried the new

rigging used by Forbes, in which a full set of
sails could be added by means of an extendable
mast. The newly completed Edith left New
York on January 18, 1845 for Bombay and
China. Steam on ships was a “newfangled” idea
and not widely accepted by sailing aficionados.
So while the Edith performed well on her travels
around the Orient she was given the roundabout
by most sea captains and stopped from being
widely used. Because of this resistance, the
Edith was returned to New York and sold to the
War Department for use in the Mexican
American War that was raging at that time. The
ship was used to move Army supplies to Mexico

and then to the Army of Occupation in Calif-
ornia.

The Edith was transferred from the War
Department to the Navy under congressional
legislation on March 3, 1849 and turned over to
Commodore Thomas Ap Catesbury Jones,
Commander-in-Chief of the Pacific Squadron at
San Francisco.

The New York Herald reported that the U.S.S.
Edith departed New York on November 9,
1848.

The U.S.S. Edith arrived in San Francisco on
March 21, 1849. She was noted in the Alta
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In this configuration of the U.S.S. Edith, the extendable masts have been deployed,

doubling the sail area and the ship is sailing with the propeller raised. The single stack,
shown in the painting on page 2 is not in use and is hidden by the sail.

in Mexico to obtain the latest information. The
overland route was shorter from there and the
U.S. Navy was in control. The US.S. Edith
sailed on April 10, 1849 and returned from this
long voyage on May 28, 1849 bringing
dispatches telling that congress had adjourned
without passing any law for the formation of a
government in California. All that the Congress
had done was to pass laws for distributing mails
and collecting revenue taxes in California. (not
surprising) (Free vs. Slave status was part of
the reason for the delayed laws to form the new
state.)

With this late but disappointing news, the Army
decided on June 3, 1849 to convene a
constitutional convention in Monterey for the
purpose of forming a government in California.
Elections of delegates took place on August 1,
1849. Delegates were to assemble at Monterey
on September 1, 1849. The U.S.S. Edith was
dispatched in mid-August to San Diego to pick
up the delegates between there and Monterey.

The Alta California stated that the Edith went
aground near Point Arguello. George Davidson,
in his Directory for the Pacific Coast, published
in 1858, described the Edith as going aground
on Point Pedernales or Point of Flints. The state
survey of California places Pedernales only two
miles to the northward of Point Arguello. In the
semi-weekly Breeze for June, 1900, Sam
Pollard gives the following comments about the
shipwreck: “In August, 1849 the U.S. steam
revenue cutter Fdith was ordered to go to San
Diego, and touching at all ports on her return,
take aboard the delegates to the State Conven-
tion to be held at Monterey. Unfortunately she
had run into fog from San Francisco and could
not take an observation. On the second day out
she passed Point Arguello (most likely Pt. Sal)
very closely and Lt. McCormick believed he
was passing Point Conception. He headed east,
and in a very little while had his fine craft high
up on land at high tide, where she proved a total
loss, none to the regret of rancheros, who were
all soon wearing Uncle Sam’s naval uniforms




The above painting shows the U.S.S. Edith under steam dri

ve. The propelier is in the

water and the extendable masts have been retracted. This painting and the painting on

page 3 were obtained by the author,
Museum at Annapolis, Maryland.

California as “the U.S. steam propeller barque
Edith. Corrillard master, from New York, via
Rio de Janeiro and Valparaiso.” Paper quota-
tion: “the U.S. Quarter Master propeller Bark
Edith, Captain Corrillard, arrived at the port last
evening after a passage in 13 days from New
York, and 41 days from Valparaiso. She made
the passage in 110 running days of which she
steamed fifteen. Her cargo consisted of Quarter
Master stores, principally clothing.” In
California_Shipwrecks, published by the
California State Lands Commission, the U.S.S.
Edith is listed as a steam screw, 120 feet long,
37 feet beam and 400 tons displacement. The
commander was Lt. James McCormick. The
[/S.S. Edith was the second steamship to arrive
in San Francisco, having been preceded by the
California in February.

The steamships of this time were primarily
sailing ships with steam auxiliary. As reported
above, steam was only used for a short time on
the voyage, probably for locomotion when the
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Justin M. Ruhge, from the U.S. Naval Academy

winds were slack. Steam was not yet that
reliable and wood and water were costly and not
always available.

The U.S.S. Edith brought the news that the
Congress had adjourned without organizing a
territorial government in California.

The U.S.S. Edith was used on April 6, 1849 to
transport Army General Persifer F. Smith to
Benicia in upper San Francisco Bay. General
Smith had recently arrived on the steamship
California and had decided to establish the
Army barracks and the Northern California
arsenal in Benicia. Both of these events are
found in History of California by Theodore
Hittell, Vol. 2 pgs 713, 723 and 724.

The Army felt that it needed to learn more about
the decisions of the U.S. Congress regarding the
formation of a government in California that
had been brought by the U.S.S. Edith in March
1849, so this gallant ship was sent to Mazatlan
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The Navigator's Map used on the fateful voyage of the
U.S.S. Edith, made a part of the Official Court of Inquiry
proceedings on the Sloop of War Faimouth. The dot and
outline on the coast show the official location of the wreck.

A heavy fog was encountered so no sextant
readings were possible. It was still considered
by the captain to be reasonable to continue
sailing at that speed even though it was a
moonless, dark and foggy night. The Captain,
Lt. James McCormick, wanted to arrive at Santa
Barbara by the next day. At about 10 p.m. the
U.S.S. Edith’s crew began to hear the sound of
surf, but before it could be seen, the ship drove
right up on the sand of a beach at high tide. The
engine was thrown into reverse to attempt to
pull the ship free, but to no avail. Each roll of
the surf just packed the hull deeper into the
sand. A modern ship, just five years old, was
lost. An effort was made to lighten the ship by
removing all movable goods and rigging but to
no good result. The Captain went for help and
left Army Major Garnett in charge of salvage
efforts and the wreck scene.

The Court of Inquiry eventually exonerated Lt.
McCormick and his crew. There was no loss of
life. The record of the Court of Inquiry and
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*These towns did not exist in 1849

Pt. Arguello

Pt. Conception

The coastal geography in the navigator's map (left) does
not appear to show Purisima Point and has shortened the
distance from Point Sal to Point Arguello. The map (right)
attempts to show the actual coastline (and some places
added after 1849*).

letters from the Captain and Major Garnett gave
the location of the ship at 34 degrees, 47 minutes

and 30 seconds.

Despite the loss of this historic ship, the
delegates did arrive at Monterey, although
history does not tell us how. Perhaps the brig
Fremont was sent in the place of the U.S.S.
Edith, after the Fremont returned from its trip to
the north where it was used to transport those
delegates to the convention. A State constitu-
tion was drawn up and signed and the
Convention ended on October 13, 1849. The
first state legislature was convened at San Jose
on December 15, 1849.

With the latitude information published in the
Court of Inquiry proceedings, and a Global
Position Satellite (GPS) receiver in hand, the
Author began a search for the “exact” location
of the wreck 150 years after the event.

This location turned out to be on North
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The U.S.S.:Ed/th is shown in thké mviddle—center in the drawing above at the port of San

Francisco on June 1, 1849. The side-wheeler steamship California is shown in the
upper right. This drawing was prepared by George H. Baker for the New York Tribune
and published in that paper's issue of August 28, 1849. (Hart, Ann Clark. Clark's Point.

1937, Pioneer Press.)

and making use of the fine bedding and
furniture of the wreck. The day after the U.S.S.
Edith struck, Mr. Branch, J M. Price and the
writer (Sam Pollard), were at the wreck where
we found a regular picnic going on. One could
walk around the vessel at low tide. Nearly
everything had been landed and the beach was
piled high with the best of stores, canned goods,
champagne and eatables of the very best and of
all kinds. These goods could not be hauled
away, and everyone was welcome to what ever
they wanted”.

The captain and crew made their way to the
Dana Adobe in Nipomo where they obtained
horses, saddles and a guide with which to go on
to Monterey.

A Navy Court of Inquiry was convened in 1850
to investigate the reason for the wreck. The
Court of Inquiry was convened on January 9"
1850 on the Sloop of War Falmouth anchored at
the Port of Benicia, California. The full record
of these proceedings was located by the author
at the National Archives. (Microcopy No. 273

Records of General Court Martial and Courts of
Inquiry for the Navy Department, 1799-1867,
Roll 69, Volume 62, Cases 1210-1238, February
15, 1848 — April 29, 1850) This was case 1237

From this record, the following official story
emerges. The UJS.S. Edith was ordered by
Pacific Fleet Commodore Thomas Ap Catesby
Jones to go to San Diego and Santa Barbara as
fast as possible to pick up all candidates there
for the convention in Monterey. The ship was
hastily readied for the voyage. After leaving the
Golden Gate and heading south, all sail was
loaded on and the engine power added for
assistance. The ship was proceeding south at
about 8 knots. The ship’s First Mate was given
the task of navigating. On the second day out,
he reckoned that the ship was about 34 degrees
and 30 minutes north near Point Conception. A
map of the coast that was used by the navigator
was included in the record. The location of the
wreck is shown with a dot and an outline of the
ship on the coast. Some latitude calculations are
also scribbled on this map.
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A very interesting and historic aspect of this
wreck has to do with the design of the
California State Seal. As stated by Sam Pollard,
“Major Garnett, U.S.A. was in charge (of the
wreck aftermath), and a few days after the
wreck he came to San Luis Obispo and was my
guest for two weeks. He, Major Garnett, was
the designer of the State Seal, and showed me
the work he was doing on it in my store in San
Luis Obispo. The state gave Major Garnett
$1,000 for the seal, but he would not accept it,
and did not even want to be known as the
designer.” When Major Garnett laid out the
seal, he included a number of sailing ships and
the middle left side of the seal he also drew a
steam bark. It is likely that this is the U/.S.S
Edith.  The ship in the drawing is a steamer
without side wheels. At that time only the
U.S.S. Edith was such a ship. The only other
steamer on the west coast at that time was the
much larger steamer California that was driven
by side wheels.
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coming from a single stack and there are no paddie-
wheels shown. The only steamship with that design was
the U.S.S.Edith.

This concludes the story of one of the earliest
and most famous shipwrecks on the Central
coast during the first days of the gold rush and
the first state convention to form the Great State
of California in 1850. Many more stories of
historic shipwrecks are to be found in the newly
published book Maritime Tragedies on the Santa
Barbara Channel by the author of this Legacy,
Justin M. Ruhge.

The town of Lompoc, California was founded in 1874, Homes were built out of lumber
rafted ashore at Point Sal very near were the Edith ran aground 25 years before. There
is no record, unless some obscure family document can be found, that anyone noted
seeing any signs of the wreck while hauling lumber from Pt. Sal to Lompoc.



The Author discusses location of the Shipwreck of the
U.S.S. Edith with Security Guide Sergeant C. Anderson.
Joe Milligan of Lompoc provided the Global position
Satellite (GPS) Receiver. Also present were Lt. Tim
Morgan of the Public Affairs Office and Base
Archaeologist James Carucci,

Upper photo by Ann Ruhge  Lower photo by the Author

Vandenberg Air Force Base south of Point Sal.
With the assistance of the Public Affairs Office
at the Base, the Author and his wife were
escorted to the indicated location on the Base
This turned out to be a few hundred feet north of
the mouth of the San Antonio Creek. It was low
tide when our party of five arrived after a mile
walk through sand dunes from the Union Pacific
Railroad tracks.

Our location on a 20-foot high bluff gave us a
good view of a beautiful and long sandy beach
clearly visible both north and south of this spot
and with moderate surf. It must have been this
way 150 years ago when the unfortunate wreck
occurred. There was no sign of a wreck even at
low tide. We did not really expect to find the
wreck remains after 150 years, but it was still
worth a look-see. The Army at Camp Cooke

used this location extensively for training
exercises during WWII according to maps
obtained from the base. A piece of a hand
grenade was found in the sand by the base
archeologist James Carrucci.

This location contradicts the earlier reports in
the literature of the wreck site being near Point
Arguello or Point Conception. The story is also
told by some that the crew of the U.S.S. Edith
may have wrecked the ship deliberately to get to
the gold fields, since the gold rush was in its full
intensity in the fall of 1849 However, the
testimony at the Court of Inquiry seems to
contradict these rumors. The date of departure
(from San Francisco) seems to be in conflict.
One report dates the wreck in April while other
accounts place the date more accurately in
August, the actual recorded time of sailing. [t
may be possible that some or many of the crew
did go to the gold fields because the US.S.
Edith, their means of employment was now
being pounded apart near Pt. Sal. All evidence
is that they DID NOT beach the ship on
purpose.

Captain William G. Dana, owner and Grande of
the Nipomo Mexican land grant, and distant
cousin of Richard Henry Dana, obtained the
salvage contract for the wreck from the Navy, as
reported in the Quarterly of the Historical
Society of Southern California, June 1937, Vol.
19, No. 2, pgs 59-60. Over the next few
months, the ship was stripped and the wooden
hull left for the ravages of the surf The ship’s
artifacts were sold and some parts used in the

Dana Adobe located in Nipomo, California,
originally constructed in 1839 on the Mexican
Land grant of that name. The smoke stack on
the forge in the old blacksmith shop, still
standing in 1956, was from the wreckage and
was put to good use by the thrifty Bostonian,
This story is retold by Gladys R. Norton in Our
Dana Adobe, page 8, printed in January 1956
for the San Luis Obispo County Historical
Museum. Rocky Dana and Marie Harrington
also retell it in The Blonde Ranchero-Memoirs
of Juan Francisco Dana, 1963, 1994,




History of the U.S.S.Edith

Year Built | 1844 ]

Sailed to China for the Opium trade i January 18, 1845

Purchased by the U.S. Navy March 3, 1849 !
November 9, 1848 !

Departed New York for California
Arrived San Francisco

Sent to Mazatlan | April 10, 1849
"'Return from Mazatian "May 28, 1849
["Call for State Constitutional Convention | June 3, 1849
U.S.S. Edith sent to collect Deiegates ; August 22, 1849
Wrecked south of Pt Sal . August 24, 1849 !
| Delegates Convened at Monterey . September 3, 1849 '
Signed Constitution and End | October 13, 1849 |
First Legislature Assembled " December 15, 1849 |

['March 21. 1849 '
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Justin M. Ruhge has cleared up confusion that
has existed for over 150 years. The Alta
California stated that “the Edith went aground
near Point Arguello”. Then George Davidson
in his Directory for the Pacific Coast, 1858,
said “the Edith went aground on point
Pedernales” near Point Arguello. Sam Pollard
in the semi-weekly Breeze for June, 1900 said of
the Edith “Unfortunately she had run into fog
from San Francisco and could not take an
observation. On the second day out she passed
Point Arguello very closely and (Commander)
Lt. McCormick believed he was passing Point
Conception” (See page 3).

Now, at last after over 150 years of misunder-
standings a review of the record of the Court of
Inquiry and letters from the Captain and Major
Garnett give us the exact location of the wreck.
The day after the grounding or soon as it was
possible, a sextant reading gave the location: 34
degrees, 47 minutes and 30 seconds (See page

5).

34 degrees passes ‘south of San Miguel Island.
34 degrees and 30 minutes passes the coast just
above Jalama where some have said the Edith
was beached deliberately on a clear day on its
maiden voyage, so the sailors could go to the
gold fields. 35 degrees passes just north of
Guadalupe and Santa Maria. Mr. Ruhge, with
GPS receiver in hand found 34 degrees, 47
minutes and 30 seconds to be a few hundred feet
north of the mouth of San Antonio Creek on
Vandenberg AFB (see page 6). This is south of
Pt. Sal, far north of Pt. Arguello!

The personnel aboard the Edith were under the
command of Commodore Thomas Ap Catesbury
Jones, Commander-in-chief of the Pacific
Squadron at San Francisco. We do not know
what the disposition was of the sailors from the
wrecked ship. Some may have made their way
to the gold fields, with or without permission
giving rise to the (false) story they caused the
shipwreck. Lompoc Legacy Editor

The picture of the State Seal was copied from an obsolete
State Textbook printed in 1957, California Gold Days by
Helen Bauer.
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