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The July 26 1838 edition of the Yarmouth Register contained a report from the Cambridge, 
Maryland Chronicle of the wreck of the steam packet Pulaski on June 14 of that year. The packet 
left Charleston, South Carolina bound for Baltimore and, at about 11:00 P.M. while approximate-
ly 30 miles off the North Carolina coast, its boiler exploded and the vessel quickly sank. Of the 
187 or so passengers and crew on board, all but 59 were lost.  
     
An extended account of the sinking was given by Mr. William A. Stewart of Dorchester, County, 
Maryland. In the confused scene following the explosion there were cries that the ship might 
have caught fire but, if this were so, the flames were soon extinguished. An effort was made to 
get the ship headed before the wind so as to make sail and reach land but she would not answer 
her helm. It was fast sinking, the water pouring over the guards, the weight of the machinery 
probably causing it to sink faster amidships, throwing up the stern. She then broke in two and the 
stern portion, on which Mr. Stewart was, turned a complete somersault and, when it was about 
perpendicular, he and another passenger, holding on hand to hand by the davit ropes, let go. 
Stewart sank about twenty feet under water and was kept down by being grasped by other pas-
sengers, which he thought from their clothes to be ladies. After releasing himself, he surfaced 
and soon found a hatch on which he climbed, paddling away from the wreck with a small plank. 
Eventually he was joined by another passenger riding on another hatch and they were able to join 
the two hatches together with a piece of rope. Mounting an improvised sail from a canvas at-
tached to the hatch they were able sail fairly well before the wind. They remained  on the rafts, 
without food or drink and constantly immersed in water, endangered by surrounding sharks, until 
they reached land several days later. Then  he met up with other survivors who told him of the 
death of his brother, who expired after becoming delirious, following the death of his two year 
old child.  
     
When the news of the disaster reached Boston, the Rev. Dr. Parkman, had this to say in a sermon 
at the New North Church:  
     
“My friends—rather in this connection I should say-—my fellow citizens, it is high time to awake 
out of this sleep. It is your solemn duty to enquire, ‘What is the cause?’ or none of you may tell 
what shall be the end of these things. And I appeal to your own reflection ... that among the caus-
es of these fearful calamities ... we must number- first, a sordid avarice, seeking out the cheap, to 
the rejection of the solid; neglecting necessary, because, forsooth, expensive precautions; a rash 
confidence, presuming that what was safe today will be safe tomorrow; a passion for progress, 
not less childish because it is ruinous, providing even in the very plan and construction of the 
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vessel for speed rather than security; a spirit of competition as mad as it is mischievous, careless 
of life in its wild and unprincipled gratification; and then (and a most fruitful source of evil) the 
reposing of trust—where trust should never be reposed—with incompetent and reckless hands, 
with men whose passions are their masters; and last, and worst of all, Intemperance, that all-
comprehensive, that all-omnipotent mischief, confounding and making fruitless all caution- 
these, my brethren and such as these, have been but too often the guilty causes of these heart-
rending accidents.  
        
Nor is it to proprietors, or agents, or commanders alone, that the blame is to be assigned. Passen-
gers even for pleasure, hastening as if for their lives, they scarcely know whither or for what, or 
intent on some scheme for business, or some sudden speculation, that shall lift them out of the 
dust and set them with princes, will grow impatient of a delay that is wise, and urge on by en-
treaties and even bribes, to a haste that is ruin; countless examples of this childishness and insan-
ity might be adduced.  
    
My brethren, it is not my practice, as you know ... to bring topics of doubtful moment to these 
temples of God. Questions of political expediency ... I am perfectly willing to leave to the occa-
sions and places where they properly belong...  
     
But where precious lives are in danger, and sacred interests of domestic affection exposed; when 
from the love of money, that fruitful source of evil, and that hastening to be rich, which marks us 
as a people, ... when by negligence, hazardous as it is unpardonable, blind as it is audacious; by 
the want of skill and faithfulness which may bring with it all the horrors without the intention of 
murder—when by an insane rivalry, which no earthly object but the gratification of an absurd 
vanity, and which to its own folly superadds the mischief of exciting by a contagious sympathy 
the like folly, the like insanity in multitudes whose lives are periled by it- when by these and 
such like causes, human life is sacrificed, and the hopes of kindred, families, the nation, and even 
of mankind are blasted, then does it become every minister, and every citizen, as God may give 
him the light and opportunity, to speak; and may the same God give you of his blessing to hear. 
May the cry go up to his holy place. May we as a people be saved from our sins, that we may be 
saved from his judgment....” 

 
                            *    *    * 

[Two books provide more information about the Pulaski. They are: “Graveyard of the Atlantic” 
by David Stick, and “Shipwrecks and Lost Treasures” by Bob Brooke. 
 
Dr. Parkman’s comments might have been equally applicable later on to the famous clipper ship 
races, such as the 1854 contest between the clippers “Lightning” and “Red Jacket” on the Liver-
pool to Melbourne run  when Captain James Nicol Forbes, Captain of the “Lightning” , vowing 
to reach “Melbourne or Hell in Sixty Days”, drove his vessel relentlessly, in high winds and with 
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full sail, to the danger and dismay of passengers and crew. Despite his efforts he lost the race to 
“Red Jacket” but beat the latter by less than ten days on the return trip.  
     
“Red Jacket” had become famous earlier when, on a  voyage from New York to Liverpool, Jan-
uary 11- 24, 1854, Captain Asa Eldridge commanding, it broke the trans-Atlantic speed record by 
crossing in thirteen days, one hour and twenty five minutes, arriving at its dock without the aid 
of tugs with its upper sails crumpled, to the cheers of an assembled crowd.  
      
Captain Asa Eldridge thus became perhaps Cape Cod’s most famous ship master. Later he was 
lost at sea on a voyage homeward as master of the steamer “Pacific”, which sank with all hands 
in the Irish Sea. It is believed that the Pacific also sank because of a boiler explosion. His former 
home in Yarmouth Port is at 100 Old King’s Highway (Route 6A) For an extensive account of 
his life, together with the lives of his brothers, see Yarmouth Port Register July 17, 2003, p. 25. 
Ed. 

A more recent and highly readable book on the life and times of Yarmouth’s legendary Captain 
Asa Eldridge is “The Lost Hero of Cape Cod: Captain Asa Eldridge and the Maritime Trade That 
Shaped America” by Vincent Miles, published 2015 and available at the Historical Society of 
Old Yarmouth Office (the Cobbler Shop) and on Amazon.com.]  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