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“Superb” “Amazing” “Exhilarating” were some of the adjectives echoing around 
the Royal on 28th January when Jonas Hällström presented his international 
award-winning exhibit “The history of the square-rigged sailing vessels”.  
It’s difficult to know where to begin when reporting on this. The ingenious and 
effective use of A3 sheets for the layout? The clever use of philatelic items in a 
thematic setting? The breadth and rarity of the material?  
The story begins is mythical times, with Jason and the Argonauts and their quest 
for the golden fleece. The ‘Argo’ was the first ship in history known by name, 
which has been reused over the centuries. Historically the first boats were 
wooden logs propelled with paddles or poles. Later a single sail was used, made 
of skin, leaves, matting or thick cloth. As the use of sails developed, so did the 
hull, with a round shape to facilitate the carrying of cargo. 

  
Major changes took place in ship-building in the 13th century, with fighting 
platforms called castles added to the prow and the stern on warships to aid 
boarding enemy ships. Steering was originally done by use of a steering-oar on 
the starboard side of the ship, as used by the Vikings. This was later moved to 

the stern. 

 
The 15th century saw important improvements. The stern rudder became 
standard, enabling ships to sail to windward and thus opening up the age of 
exploration. Three-masted ships were built, giving better balance and speed: the 
big main sail on each mast being supplemented by two or three smaller square 
sails on each mast. And galleons were built for battle, initially by the Dutch. 
Explorers of the time realized that it was possible to sail to the southern 
hemisphere. Christopher Columbus got his idea about the route to India by 



sailing west in 1476, but it took 16 years 
to convince an employer to finance his 
voyage, and not until 1492 the three 
ships ºNinaº, ºPintaº and Columbus's 
own flagship ºSanta Mariaº left Europe 

for the voyage. When Columbus saw land on the 12th October 1492 he thought 
he had reached India, but 21 years later Balboa was the first European to lead an 
expedition which reached the Pacific Ocean from the new world, by crossing the 
Panama isthmus. 
As exploration expanded ship constructors all over Europe looked for 
improvements, searching for the ideal combination of beam, keel, length, and 
depth. 
However it was still the demands of war which drove improvements. ‘Ships of the 
line' carrying 50 or more cannon, were deployed in line to get very near enemy 
ships and fire at close range. Shots were aimed at the rigging, because that 
collapsed the ship became un-maneuverable and 
so easy to capture or destroy.  

From the 18th century sailing 
vessels became fully square-
rigged. Vessels with royal 

masts, meaning three masts with their full complement of sails, were called 
frigates. They were not very big, ranging from 300 to 500 tons register, which 



added to their speed. Packet ships, developed from frigates, carried mail on 
regular routes. They only required a small crew, and carried studding square-
sails on all yardarms up to the top-gallants, and also had flush decks.  
A ship was valuable. In this folded captain's letter from London to Madeira the 
captain's name was Caichton, his ship named ºBritaniaº and the sender has 
noted on the cover front: Per Captain Caichton Q.D.C. (Quem Deus Conservet) - 
ºWhom God preserveº, in case of hazards at sea during the voyage. 

During the 19th century voyages between Europe and the Far East used East-
Indiamen saw further developments in rigging. From these came the very fast 
Clipper ships with a slender hull and sharper bow.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
The correct name for a two-masted full-rigger is Brig, a small ship common on 
the coasting and fishing trades. By the first half of the 18th century the word 
Brigantine evolved to refer to a particular type of rig. In the 19th century a 
Brigantine was a vessel with two masts, like a Brig. A Schooner was a type of 
sailing vessel which combined square-sails with fore-and-aft sails, and required a 
smaller crew. Contemporary with full-riggers were the barques, with revolutionary 
steel and iron rigging and wiring. 
The final major development in square-rigged vessels was the iron hull. There 
were three great advantages of an iron ship. Firstly her hull would withstand 
unlimited driving into a heavy sea; secondly she had more room for cargo and 
thirdly she was safer from the dreaded scourge at sea – fire. 
The era of the square-rigger ended with the invention of steam propulsion, at first 
in combination with sail. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

For those who missed the meeting Jonas has kindly donated to the BTA Library 
a CD containing the display, handout and reading notes (pdf), and the 
presentation (PowerPoint), plus a hard copy of the handout. Members should 
apply to the Librarian. 
 
 


