The Restoration and Preservation of the C.A. Thayer
Under the care of the National Park Service since 1977, the Thayer has received regular maintenance and localized replacements of her wooden timbers. However, her main structural timbers were all original material from 1895.  Although massively built of tight-grained Douglas Fir, vessels of her type were designed for a working life of about twenty years. By the mid-1990s, Thayer’s framing timbers were soft with dry rot. The hull sagged down at the bow and stern, significantly deforming the keel by 16 inches.  The overhang of the stern was in danger of falling off entirely. If the vessel were to be saved, she would have to be rebuilt from the inside out, cutting out and replacing any timber that showed signs of rot.

The rebuilding process began in December of 2003, when the Thayer was towed to the Bay Ship and Yacht Yard in Alameda, California. Following removal of her masts and deck machinery (such as capstans and winches), the vessel was hauled onto a floating dry dock and supported in a massive steel cradle. House-moving dollies shifted the cradle aboard a barge, and tugboats towed the barge to the old Naval Air Station. The movers carefully rolled Thayer ashore and into a huge seaplane hanger.
After a precise laser scan to document the hull shape, workers carefully dismantled the hull, stripping off the outer planking by hand to expose the rotted frames or “ribs” underneath. Heavy jacks and braces then were used to straighten the hull. Piece by piece, over many months, the individual timbers were replaced with original type Douglas Fir material. Using traditional methods, workers eventually replaced nearly 85% of the ship’s original timbers. “Because our aim was to preserve an authentic example of Pacific Coast maritime history, we used only original type fastenings, including square-section spikes, steel rod drift bolts, and  wooden tree-nails (hardwood dowels) in the restoration,” said Steve Canright, the park’s Curator of History. The careful rebuilding of the C.A. Thayer represents a piece of wooden shipbuilding work not seen in this country since the Emergency Fleet Program of World War I. The total project cost was close to fourteen million dollars.

“The restoration and preservation of the C.A. Thayer is an ongoing process, but the hardest work has now been accomplished,” said Canright. “She brings us into physical contact with the thoughts and the experiences of her builders and crew, challenging us to learn from her. Her form and fabric speak of the lumber coast, her rigging and gear of the lives of men. We must take the time to hear them, and then work to insure that these voices are not silenced. We look forward to seeing her under sail in the years to come.”

