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THE REIGN of the scow

The national railway network had just 
been connected between Auckland and 
Wellington, and the smaller cities and towns 
around the coastline were contemplating or 

building deepwater ports to serve our rapidly expand-
ing primary produce export industries. The major 
coastal shipping companies plying our coastlines 
were the Northern Steamship Company, The Union 
Steam Ship Company, Richardsons (Napier), Holm 
Shipping Company, Anchor Shipping Company and 
the Canterbury Shipping company.

Despite all of the above, many smaller ports, 
seaside settlements and bar harbours could not be 
serviced by small steamers but only by shoal draft 
vessels. To add to this there simply was not the 
funding or volume of cargo to warrant the expense 
of these facilities.

So, over the years New Zealand shipwrights 
designed and developed one of the most unusual 
and versatile vessels found on any coastline in any 
country. Enter the New Zealand scow.

The home of the New Zealand scow is Omaha 
Bay, as it was known in the early days, 
situated in the Rodney District just north of 
Auckland. Septimus Meiklejohn was the first 
one to build one of these most unorthodox 
vessels in 1873. She was a little 60.6ft 
centreboard schooner with a bluff bow 
named Lake Erie and she caused quite a 
stir when she arrived in Auckland. Other 
builders followed, George Sharpe with the 
Lake Superior, Rufus Dunning with Lady of 
the Lake and John Darrach with Lake St 
Clair. These early designs were all based 
on the shallow-hulled flat-bottom boats 
being built at the Great Lakes in the 
United States of America. The adapted 
design did the job but performed poorly 
in the Hauraki Gulf chop.

By 1900 the New Zealand scow 
had developed its own look. They had 
nice clipper bows with fine entries, 

a nice sheer line and a convex stern. 
Their performance as sailing vessels had improved 
dramatically and they often headed off most of the 
conventional coastal sailing craft.

Scow construction was fairly standard, with two 

basic construction concepts of post and rail or solid 
partition. Both of these methods formed three 
or four rigid girders running fore and aft. The 
bottom planking ran athwartships (across) and the 
side planking ran fore and aft. The complete hull 
structure was through-bolted from the top of the 
deck beams to the bottom stringers as a way of 
clamping the hull section together.

Some of the smaller scows had holds between the 
fore and aft girders, but most of the mid to larger 
scows were deck scows. Due to the fact that these 
vessels were sailed ashore at high tide and loaded 
near low water and refloated on the next tide, their 
hulls endured server twisting and racking. Keeping 
the hulls watertight was an ongoing activity. Their 
rig was either ketch or schooner and the very large 
scows carried topsails on yards.

Up until about 1910 scows had no auxiliary 
power. The skill of the scow master had to be 
admired. These men had to navigate narrow bar 
harbour entrances and twisting rivers. They always 
had to think three steps ahead. “If we go there or do 
that, can we get out of the situation?” Kedging was 
often the last resort and it is a lost skill today. The 
men were tough and hardy and made up of many 
nationalities.

By the mid-1920s the scows had done their job. 
The coastline had been carved up with roads, road 
transport was becoming more viable and the rail 
network improved. The sailing scow was a thing of 
the past. Some had their wings clipped and larger 
diesels installed to propel them. Others were turned 
into barges and towed by launches and small tugs. 
Small coastal shipping was entering a new era.

Over the years the era of the scow captured the 
hearts of many men. They simply loved the concept 
of this unique home-grown craft and the type of 
working environment they created, thus forming a 
school ground for them to hone their skills.

A by-product of this were seamen and skippers of 
unquestionable skill, experience and an almost sixth 
sense of the forthcoming weather and conditions. 
We can all look back and be proud of our forefathers 
for creating a craft we can call 100 percent New 
Zealand made. ■
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One hundred years ago water transport was by far the backbone of our transport system 

in New Zealand. We were gearing up with transport infrastructure on a major scale to 

meet future demands. 

The scow Maggie 
in the Rangitoto 
Channel heading 

for Auckland. Yes, 
they did sail quite 

well, and some 
were very well kept

LEFT: The schooner scow Ranger 
with a full load. Built at Devon-
port in 1893 by GT Niccol, she 
was 80.5ft x 25.4ft x 4.7ft. Note 
the large centreboard casing 
behind the men on the deck

100 years ago

The schooner scow Alert built by W Brown in Kaipara in 1901. 

The scow man had no shelter, no electronics. A compass, skill and 

knowledge was all that was needed! Note the hold with covers. 

She was a big scow, measuring 96.2ft x 24.6ft x 4.6ft

LEFT: Vesper racing in the Auckland regatta. Launched in 1902, 
she was a round-bilge scow owned by the Biddick family for the 
cattle trade, and was an extremely fast vessel 

BELOW: Rangi, built in 1905, discharges kauri logs at Great Barrier 
Island. The logs were moved by par-buckle and timber jacks, and 
was very dangerous work! One of the crew is standing on deck 
with one of these purpose-built jacks. Rangi was a 98ft fast deck 
scow and was a champion in the timber trade


