The Hickman Sea Sled:
The Best High-Speed Hull Ever?

Sadly, due to a combination of circumstances, the Hickman Sea Sled is
only a memory today. It might, however, be time to revive the concept.

by Dave Gerr, N.A.

n his classic book, Elements of
Yacht Design, Norman L. Skene

said: “The Sea Sled...from a
weight-speed basis, is one of the most
efficient hullseverbuilt.” Walter Biel-
ing, of Rudder magazine, called the
Sea Sled “the best sea boat I have ever
been in.” And Charles F. Chapman,
editor of Motor Boating, wrote: “The
Sea Sled in the war made a record
unapproached by any other type of
hull. But it should not be assumed for
a moment that the Sea Sled is either
strictlyawarboat or onlyarich man’s
toy, itis neither.... We predict that this
will be the beginning of a new era to
motor boating,.

There are boats, and there are
strange boats. There are boats that
have fallen out of favor because there’s
no use for them any more. There are
also boats that aren’t all that good that
are still being produced in quantities.
(I'm sure you can think of a few.) But
there’s probably never been a boat
that was odder, and more successful,
and more completely forgotten than
the Sea Sled—the Hickman Sea Sled
to be precise.

What isaHickman Sea Sled? Well,
to understand this we have to go back
a ways...quite a ways.

An Accidental Start

In 1907, a 30-year-old Canadian, an
engineering graduate of Harvard Uni-
versity, decided tobuild a boat just for
the fun of it. Powerboats in 1907—
particularly high-speed powerboats—
were brand spanking new. Heck, the
light internal-combustion engine it-
self was brand spanking new. This
Canadian, William Albert Hickman,
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was already well on the fast track. He
was a Commissioner of New Brun-
swick, a Fellow of the Royal Colonial
Institute, and—oddly—a successful
author of adventure fiction to boot.
All this was about to change. Hick-
man (who was known as Albert, not
William) entered his new boat in a
race against what he thought of as the
real powerboats of the day. To his

considerable surprise, he won!

This first boat, Viper, was little
more than a flat-bottom skiff or sharp-
ie with an engine in it. After being
refitted with a larger 7-horsepower
engine, Viperdid 14.4 mph. This was
fantastic speed back then (which
shows just how far back “then” was).
Hickman noted the spray thrown to
the sides of his small boat, however,
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and felt that this was wasted energy. If
hecould only trap this underthe hull,
he was sure his little boat would go
faster. Sure enough, Hickman fastened
plates along the side of his boat pro-
jecting down into the water. These
trapped the spray and, indeed, his
Viper went faster with the same en-
gine.

Cheesy Water

At the same time, Hickman realized
how much resistance water offered at
high speed. He said: “The hardness of
water at 50 miles per hour might
compare with the hardness of
cheese...at rest.” He was one of the
first to realize just how damaging ap-
pendage drag became as you drove
boats over displacement speeds. This
led Hickman to still another innova-
tion, the surface drive. Yes, though
there were some much earlier un-
workable proposals for surface-like

drives, Albert Hickman invented the
first functional surface-propeller sys-
tem and patented it.

Sea Sleds at Sea

Combine these two features, trapping
water and air undera high-speed hull
as it rushes forward, and a surface
drive, and you describe the standard
Hickman Sea Sled. In just a few short
years (1914, to be precise), Hickman
had submitted a patent application
for his SeaSled. It was officially award-
ed patent number 1,204,355 in No-
vember, 1916. In the meantime, Hick-
man was industriously building and
promoting his boats.

The fact was, his Sea Sleds were
unparalleled in both speed for horse-
power and for comfort and safety at
sea. The editor of Motor Boating, with
five crew along, made the trip from
Bostonto Bar Harbor (about 260 miles)
in an off-the-shelf Sea Sled runabout.

This 26-footer—with six men and all
theirgearand claptrap aboard—ranat
an average of 30 knots, and reached
top speeds of nearly 40 knots. What’s
more, conditions were anything but
ideal. The crew recounted large seas,
gale-force winds, and fog. The year
was 1914. This sort of performance in
a 26-footer is still good going today.
What a sensation it must have been 83
years ago!

Navy Rescue Sea Sleds

Things continued to get better for
Hickman and his Sea Sleds. The U.S.
Navy tested his boats in 1913, and
were soimpressed that boththe Army
and the Navy purchased Sea Sleds
virtually exclusively for high-speed
open-water service throughout the
first World War. Murray & Tregurtha
Company of Boston built most ofthese
vessels in a successful joint venture
with Hickman. —

Boatbuilder 7



Canor/Kavak Kits )
RowING/SAILING BoATS

EPOXIES

Cove & Bead Cedar Strips ® Books
Plans e Guillemot Kayak Kits

( Info Kit / Study Plans Package $3°0)

RFD #2 Box 850 - Bristol, NH 03222

KWeb Page: http://www.newfound.com

E-Mail: sales@newfound.com

# NEWFOUND
WOODWORKSinc

| (603) 744-6872
fax (603) 744-6892 /

easy, ime-saving way o build high-tech
cored boats - dinghies, powerboats,
sailboats, virtually any shape — with the
Baltek DuraKore™ strip composite system
for hulls, decks. Lightweight, high-
strength DuraKore strips are laid-up on
an inexpensive wooden jig and
sandwiched between epoxy and
fiberglass skins. Over 300 pps, 110
illustrations.

Former TV newsman,
documentary film producer and
Editor of Lakeland Boating, David
G. Brown is a prolessional
boatbuilder and free-lance boating
writer. He documents in words
and illustrations this
revolutionary method for
professional and home boatbuilders.

foams.

toll-free order number 1-800-782-7218
and ask for item #BK-541, or visit
your nearby bookseller

For The Baltek Marine
Materials System 12-pg.
brochure and your nearest
source of materials to build your
DuraKore boat, contact:

FOR ONE-OFF PROFESSIONAL & HOME BOATBUILDERS

Boatbuilding

with Baltek DuraKore

Easy Lofting — No Costly Molds

The ground-breaking book that details the

DuraKore 1s one element of the Baltek Marine
Materials System. Another, for interior bulkheads, floors,
cabinetry is DecoLite®, cored panels that replace plywood with half
the weight and as great or greater strength. Other boatbuilding materials
from Baltek include Baltek end-grain balsa and Airex® and AirLite™ PVC

To order this $29.95 (+$4.50 airmail shipping) hard-cover book
by credit card, call Databoat International’s 24-hour

oo
‘ ' BALTEK CORPORATION

D.md G 81y,
wn

P.O. Box 195, Northvale, NJ 07647
Phone: 201-767-1400 e Fax: 201-387-6631
Email: baltekcorp@aol.com

Visit our website at www.baltek.com

Rnathiiildar

Six Thousand Sleds

After the war, Sea Sleds continued in
production, and eventually (under
license)the Sea Sled company of West
Mystic, Connecticut, produced over
6,000 boats ranging from 8 to 26 feet.
In the period between the wars, other
Sea Sled ventures included a 50-foot
by 12-foot Sea Sled, the Luz, for pas-
senger-ferry use in Columbia, South
America; several large cabin cruisers;
racing boats; and a Sea Sled eircraft
carrier. Yes, that’s right, an aircraft
carrier!

The Luz was powered by four 225-
horsepower Sterling gas engines that
gave her the remarkable speed of 30
mph with 65 passengers on board.
Once again, this is impressive some
70 years after the fact. Hickman also
built 35-foot racing Sea Slecs that
were clocked at 50 knots with marine
engines, and 60 knots with marinized
aircraft engines. Both of these were
records in their day.

The Sea Sled Carrier
Probably Hickman’s finest achieve-
ment was his 55-foot aircraft carrier.
These boats were wood planked with
steel framing. They were fitted with
additional planing sponsons out-
board, and with lifting strakes. Once
more, the lifting strake and the spon-
son were Hickman inventions. Built
by Murray & Tregurtha, the aircraft
carrier ran 48 knots with 1,800 hp in
1918. Keep in mind that these were
days of float-plane string-and-wire
bombers, with quite limited range.
The idea was to mount one plane
on each Sea Sled carrier, and run the
Sea Sled at maximum speed into the
wind. Then the plane, a Ceprioni
bomber, would rev its own asngine
which would pull the two (bomber
and Sea Sled) even faster into the
wind, at which point the plane could
take off virtually standing still (rela-
tive to the Sea Sled, anyway). Incred-
ibly, the scheme worked! Butin 1918,
we were at peace. The Navy and the
Army (there was no Air Force yet) had
no need for experimental aircraft car-
riers,and only the prototype was built.

How It Works

The Sea Sled hull form is remarkably
simple in concept. You can see that
the bow is an inverted “V.” It looks



almost like acatamaran from the front.
The odd thingis that the inverted “V”
(which forms the catamaran-like bow)
grows lower and lower (or shallower
and shallower) until, at the transom,
the Sea Sled is dead flat across the
bottom like a scow.

Inaction, theairand water rushing
under the hull is trapped and fun-
neled between and under the hull,
lifting the Sea Sled out of the water.
Truly, the Sea Sled is the first surface-
effect vehicle. Even better, the com-
pressed air-water mixture under the
hull forms a cushion that dampens
pounding and slamming,.

The semi-twin hulls effectively
havenearly double keels, which give
the Sea Sled great directional stability
in rough weather, and the shape ofthe
bows naturally resists broaching in
following seas. This is partly due to
the quick increase in buoyancy, part-
ly due to the air cushion, and partly
duetothe asymmetrical waterlinesin
the bow. If one side digs in deeper
than the other, the asymmetry tends
toself-correct the steering. Add tothis
the reduced drag with the surface
drive, and you have one fantastically
efficient and seakindly package.

Non-Trip Chines

The only significant change Hickman
introduced into his Sea Sleds was the
non-trip chine. You can see this on
the drawings as the shallow bevel cut
out of the outboard edge of the chine.
Thiskeeps the Sea Sled from tripping
over a wave in a tight turn in rough
going. It’s surprising to me how many
of the occasional Sea Sled replicas
I've learned of (built after Hickman
died in 1957) omit these non-trip
chines. They’re essential to ultimate
safety in choppy weather.

The Last Production Sea Sleds?

As far as I know. the last production
Sea Sleds were made in fiberglass in
1988, by Sea Sled, Inc., of North Bran-
ford, Connecticut. The Valentijn-de-
signed hulls are true to every princi-
ple of the original Sea Sled (including
the clearly visible non-trip chines),
except that Sea Sled, Inc.’s boats are
outboard powered, not surface drive.
(Many of Hickman’s production Sea
Sled runabouts were also outboard
powered.) I haven’t heard of Sea Sled,
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Inc., since 1988, so [ assume they'’re
no longer in production (but I hope
they’restill around somewhere). Nev-
ertheless, you can see what a fine
running boat these craft make.

Where Did All the Sea Sleds Go?
Of course, you have to wonder: If Sea
Sleds were (and are) so great, why
aren’t they everywhere? The answer
iscomplex. First, when Hickman was
alive, he guarded his patents jealous-
ly and viciously. This didn’t win him
any friends in the industry, and his
competitors in the boatbuilding busi-
ness justifiably felt threatened by his
superior running boats. They did ev-
erything they could to run down the
Sea Sled’s reputation and to hamper
sales. ELCO’s president, for example,
once prevented Hickman from show-
ing his boats at the New York Boat
Show. (The ELCO president, it hap-
pened, was also president of the Ma-
rine Manufacturer’s Association,
which ran the show.)

Later, prior to competitive bidding
and testing for World War Il torpedo
and rescue boats, several builders
managed to cajole and bamboozle the
Navy into effectively banning Sea
Sleds from being considered (in spite
of the Sea Sled’s superb record in
World WarI). Sea Sledscouldn’teven
be entered in the tests!

Further, in those days, wood was
the only viable material for small craft
(even if metal framed). The Sea Sled’s
unusual hull form required a com-
plex and expensive structure to hold
ittogetherin standard wood construc-
tion. (This is no longer a drawback
with modern FRP or cold-molded
wood-epoxy construction.) On at least
one occasion, the Navy passed over
the Sea Sled for a less expensive con-
ventional hull. When this low-bid
conventional boat was finally deliv-
ered (and delivered late), it was a very
poor performer and had structural
problems as well.

Strange Steering

Hickman was also difficult in other
ways. He was committed—among
other things—to a unique steering
system he’d developed. True to his
dedication to reducing appendage
drag, Hickman Sea Sleds had no rud-
dersin the proper sense. (No rudders,
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no rudder drag.) Instead, Hickman's
Sea Sleds had plates on the outboard
face of the stern of each hull. While
running straight ahead, these steer-
ing-plate rudders were kept flush (in
line) with the hull sides and generat-
ed virtually no appendage drag. If you
wanted to turn, say, to starboard, you
simply rotated the wheel to starboard
which swung the starboard rudder
flap out, causing more resistance on
the starboard side, which made the
hull turn.

This worked, and it worked partic-
ularly well at high speed in lowering
resistance, but it wasn’t as effective as
a conventional rudder. On several
occasions, Hickman’s 35-foot racers
clocked the hands-down fastest
speeds on the straightaways (by sub-
stantial margins); but, on the race
course, they turned in such awide arc
that the slower boats won the race
itself. For some reason, Hickman nev-
er saw this as enough of a disadvan-
tage, and wouldn’t alter his steering
system. Accordingly, Sea Sleds won
Nno mMajor races.

Add to this one more important

factor: In the early 1900s, a Sea Sled
just didn’t look like a boat was sup-
posed to look. Today, we’re used to
catamarans, gull wings, cathedral
hulls, tri-hulls, hovercraft, pontoon
boats,and such,sothe SeaSled doesn’t
appear any more peculiar than many
other types. In fact, I think they look
quite handsome. But way back when,
the unconventional appearance made
Sea Sleds just that much harder to
sell. Gradually, the Sea Sled slipped
into obscurity.

Time for a New Sea Sled?
To this day, however, the Hickman
Sea Sled would make one ofthe finest
possible cruising, fishing, or patrol/
rescue boats (not to mention a high
speed ferry). They are stable, soft
riding, and very fast for their power.
Indeed, the numbersstillindicate that
Sea Sleds are faster than anything
otherthanthree-pointhydros and very
high-strung stepped hydros. Neither
of these is suitable for serious, every-
day use. The Sea Sled is.

Built of FRP or wood-epoxy, the
Sea Sled would be rugged and low

maintenance. I'd stick with surface
drives, but use the simple kind with
standard rudders aft (rather than the
more expensive universal-joint steer-
able Arneson type). A 28-footer would
make the ideal fishing day boat. A 35-
or 40-footer would make an econom-
ical high-speed cruiserthat could take
you anywhere in safety and comfort.

DidIsayhigh speed?Ishould have
said, incredibly high speed! Even bet-
ter, with surface drives and the Sea
Sled hull shape, you could run even
the larger cruisers in just 24 inches of
water and in weeds, with complete
safety. 1 think the time has come.
What the boating world needs is a
new Sea Sled! @

In between boat-design projects and
writing articles for Boatbuilder, New
York City-based naval architect
Dave Gerr is working on his fourth
book for International Marine, Boat
Strength. He is author of Propeller
Handbook, and of The Nature of
Boats, a collection of his earlier
articles from this column.
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