
HAITI’S HISTORIC HELPING HAND 
 

This story will likely tug at the emotions of  
many a veteran Newport News shipbuilder 

 
Her name is BATH. Always has been, ever since NNS Hull #84 was christened at 
Newport News Shipbuilding and delivered in 1908. For over a hundred years, she 
has been continuously employed as a harbor and coastal tug. BATH almost 
certainly is the oldest vessel built at Newport News that is still in her original 
intended service.  
 
Modernized and dieselized, her sturdy plates are reportedly as sound today as when 
the early twentieth century craftsmen of Newport News fashioned her riveted hull. 
Sold to her present-day owners in 2009, she made what likely was her longest 
voyage ever…from New England to Haiti, with a side trip along the way to pick up a 
fuel oil barge in Galveston, Texas and tow it to Port au Prince.  
 
On January 12, 2010, when Haiti was struck by a massive earthquake, she was 
nested with several other tugs in Port au Prince harbor. Undamaged, Bath was 
almost immediately assigned vital tasks, helping that ravaged country recover from 
an epic disaster. She is currently being kept busy performing towing and docking 
assist activities in and around Port au Prince. Her current owners are delighted with 
her, and have every intention of keeping BATH in service for the foreseeable future. 
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Her life story began on June 24, 1907, when NNS signed a contract to build two tugs for 
the Delaware, Lackawanna & Western Railroad. Hull numbers 83 and 84 were assigned 
and construction proceeded rapidly, following a dual keel laying at the end of October of 
that same year. They were both christened and launched on January 18, 1908. Hull #84 
became the BATH. She was named for Bath, New York, a town in Steuben County 
located on the railroad’s main line. Her sister tug was named in honor of nearby Corning.    
 
BATH’s dimensions and other 
characteristics were typical for tugs 
being designed and built in the early 
20th century. She measured 101 feet 
in length, with a beam of 25 feet. 
Fully loaded, with a displacement of 
281 tons, her draft measured 10 feet-
6 inches. She originally was 
powered by a reciprocating steam 
engine that produced 600 
horsepower. Her coal-fired boiler 
had a working pressure of 175 psi.  
 
Shipyard records do not indicate that a trial run was made, but other information indicates 
that her top speed was about 10 knots. BATH was delivered to her owners on April 9, 
1908, and steamed out of Hampton Roads to enter service in New York Harbor. There, 
she joined a growing fleet of tugs, ferries and railroad car floats operated by the 
Delaware, Lackawanna & Western Railroad. She remained in service there, moving 
barges and railroad car floats around the harbor until 1957…almost half a century. 

  
One of the many men who served in her during that 
extended period of time was Jack Quinby. His 
recollections of over two decades of working on 
New York harbor tugs and ferryboats includes the 
following excerpts of his early memories as a 
fireman in the BATH’s engine room: 
 
“I started with the Delaware, Lackawanna & 
Western Railroad marine department in May of 
1951. I worked on seven of their tugs in all, 
including the BATH.  
 
“An old-time fireman, seventy years old, broke me 
in. He taught me there was a lot more to being a 
fireman than just shoveling coal. After two weeks, 
he told me I’d never make it…but I did!  
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“We had to bail coal, about a ton an 
hour, then rake out ashes, about a third of 
that weight, also in the same hour. When 
we were given ‘bad’ coal, what we called 
‘dirt’, the ash formed clinkers that were 
rock hard. Then you had to use a twelve-
foot-long slice bar to break them up. 
Being a fireman kept you really strong.  
 
“In the summertime, the temperature in 
the tugs’ engine rooms soared to 140 
degrees. I was warned never to stand 
under a ventilator; that would give you 
back trouble in later years.  
 

“Our drinking water was furnished in a community, galvanized pail with a tin dipper. 
Ice water was never supplied; the shock of that to your system in that hellhole would 
kill you!” 
 
By 1958, larger tugs, powered by diesel 
engines, were dominating the scene in 
New York harbor. That year, the BATH 
was sold to Portsmouth Navigation 
Company, operating out of Portsmouth, 
New Hampshire. In 1959, the BATH was 
modernized and her well-used coal-fired 
boiler and reciprocating steam engine 
were replaced with a 1,800 horsepower 
diesel engine (circa 1944) which may 
have originally been manufactured for use 
as a submarine main propulsion engine. 
 
Tripling her shaft horsepower increased her capability to handle large tows, and also 
increased her maximum speed to 12 knots. Other changes included the addition of two 
diesel-powered electrical generators, and an electro-hydraulic steering system. Her stack 
was replaced with a larger diameter, but much shorter one. The letter ‘P’ was applied to 
both sides of her stack, replacing her original ‘railroad’ logos.  
 
BATH provided docking and undocking services in Portsmouth’s port area, as well as 
assisting yard tugs across the Piscataqua River at the Portsmouth Naval Shipyard, located 
in Kittery, Maine. Apparently, she easily made the transition from harbor to coastal tug in 
the choppy waters of the Atlantic off the New England coast.   
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The tug BATH remained working out of 
New England ports for forty years, and 
was a common sight on the Portsmouth 
waterfront until she was sold in 1986 to 
Hartley Marine Services. Under that 
ownership, she operated out of Rockland, 
Maine, not very far from her often 
mistaken namesake, the municipality of 
Bath, Maine. The only obvious changes to 
her outward appearance made by Hartley 

Marine were replacement of the letters ‘P’ on each side of her stack with the letters ‘H’, 
and substituting rubber tires for most of her traditional hand-made rope fenders.  

 
BATH underwent some additional 
modernization work in 1998… some 90 
years after she was built. She was fitted 
with a number of modern navigational and 
communication devices, including three 
VHF radios, two radar sets and a GPS 
unit. Hartley Marine Services utilized the 
BATH for both coastal towing work and 
harbor docking chores. Typical of all tugs, 
she routinely towed barges that were far 
larger than this modest-sized, yet capable 
tugboat. 

 
In addition to typical tugboat chores, on one occasion she supported dredging operations 
off the coast of Massachusetts. Another notable event in her career was supporting 
Operation Sail, 2000, when over twenty tall ships visited ports in New England. During 
her last few years under Hartley Marine ownership, BATH was infrequently used, which 
led to her being offer for sale in 2008. 
 
In 2009, shortly after she had achieved a 
century of continuous service for her 
several owners, BATH was sold again; 
this time to a Florida-based company, 
Transzone Shipping, Inc. Her new 
owners arranged for this vintage tugboat 
to be moved to a small ship overhaul 
and repair yard in Massachusetts. Eric 
Takakjian photographed and then 
surveyed the tug for her new owners 
while she was tied up at the Gloucester 
Marine Railways’ pier.  
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Eric recently summarized his findings for use in this article: 
 
“I inspected BATH while waterborne; before she was hauled for underwater cleaning 
and painting. Her steel hull, all original and soundly riveted, was in remarkably good 
shape for a vessel of her age.  
 
“Her deck house and pilot house had been modified, over her years of service, but were 
also in very good shape. Her interiors were being renovated, when I inspected her, and 
her main engine was disassembled to facilitate a major overhaul. I noted that it was a 
vintage diesel engine that, if properly maintained, will continue to serve her well for a 
long time.”    
 

This photograph, also used with 
Eric’s permission, was taken during 
the tug’s main engine overhaul in 
2009. The tug’s 66 year-old engine 
(on the far left in this image), had 
served her well for 52 years and was 
found to be in good condition.  
 
What appears to be a scene of some 
disarray to some will be viewed as 
quite normal by anyone who has 
ever been involved in similar 
overhauls in tight machinery spaces.  

 
After being hauled, the tug’s hull was 
thoroughly cleaned and repainted. Her 
zincs were replaced. Her propeller and 
rudder were inspected and found to be in 
very good condition. Other minor repairs 
were made to ensure additional years of 
reliable service.  
 
BATH’s hull above the waterline was 
repainted the traditional black almost 
universally seen on tugboats. But her 
superstructure’s familiar red and white paint 
scheme disappeared under a glistening coat 
of white, highlighted by yellow and green 
trim and surmounted by her stack, which 
was painted green.  
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Her interior spaces were also renovated and 
updated, including her pilot house. In spite of the 
addition of numerous state-of-the-art navigation 
devices and diesel engine controls located there, 
the BATH has retained an over-sized metal 
steering wheel which replaced her original all-
wood wheel a few decades ago.   
 
After the refurbished and reconfigured BATH left 
Gloucester in July of 2009, she proceeded down 
the East Coast, around Florida and across the Gulf 
of Mexico to Galveston, Texas. Quite likely, that 
was her longest voyage ever. The trip was 
trouble-free, except for a minor problem with her 
lubricating system, which caused her to stop 
briefly for repairs midway in her trip.  
 
At Galveston, she picked up a tow; a fuel oil barge several times her own size and 
proceeded to make her way to her new home port…Port au Prince, Haiti. In spite of the 
size of her tow and the often hostile, open waters of the Gulf of Mexico, BATH 
performed admirably, with an average rate of advancement of 9 knots; much to the 
delight of her new owners.  
 
Operating along with several other tugs under the management of Ocean Barges and Tug 
Logistic LLC, a subsidiary company of Transzone Shipping; BATH was in Port au Prince 
harbor when the January 12, 2010 earthquake struck. While that seismic event devastated 
the city and the port area, tumbling cargo cranes and containers into the harbor, BATH 
was undamaged. But the effects of the event were so great that her crew rushed on deck, 
thinking that perhaps some ship had collided with them.  
 
The arrow on this 
image indicates the 
position of BATH, 
several other tugs 
and a barge; taken 
from a USCG 
aircraft just a few 
hours after the 
earthquake hit Haiti. 
To the far right, 
some of the 
extensive damage 
suffered in the port 
area is readily visible.  
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The next image, taken by satellite on January 25, 2010, depicts this same grouping of 
tugs up close. BATH is the larger of the tugs, in the center of the group of five with their 
bows towards the barge and shore. For a few days following the seismic event, some of 
the tugs’ crew members and their families, whose homes were destroyed, sought safe 
haven onboard the undamaged and self-sufficient tugs.  
 

 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Since that catastrophic event, this hundred-year-old-plus marine treasure has been put to 
good use, helping dock ships and barges bringing desperately needed relief supplies to 
Haiti. Alex Rouzier, Port au Prince manager for Ocean Barges and Tug Logistic LLC 
reports that she has performed flawlessly under difficult and unprecedented conditions 
since late January, and he is confident that Haiti’s Historic Helping Hand will remain in 
beneficial service there for a long time to come. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Alex recently took time out of his busy schedule to take a number of exterior and interior 
photos of BATH. Additional images on the next page amply illustrate her stout and 
relatively unchanged structure, as well as her current, excellently maintained condition.  
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Tugboat BATH, NNS Hull #84… 
…a floating, working tribute 
to the early twentieth century 
craftsmen of Newport News 
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~ Postscript ~ 
 
As remarkable and as unlikely as the BATH’s lengthy period of service might seem, 
there are at least four other vintage NNS-built vessels which also are still afloat. Like 
BATH, two of them have retained their original names. But unlike BATH, none of the 
four are now in use in the service for which they were created.   
 

·  Hull #49 - the ferry BINGHAMTON - delivered in 1905 - after 62 years of 
service became a floating restaurant in the Hudson River where she rests today - 
her named unchanged for over a hundred years. 

·  Hull #114 - originally the cable ship JOSEPH HENRY, now named THALIS O. 
MILISSIOS - delivered in 1909, in service as a cable ship in Greece until 1983 - 
fully restored in 1991 - now serving as a floating museum in Piraeus, Greece. 

·  Hull #147 - the battleship USS TEXAS (BB-35) - delivered in 1914, a veteran of 
two world wars and the only surviving example of the United States Navy’s  
Dreadnought era - located at the San Jacinto Battleground near Houston, Texas. 

·  Hull #176 - originally the freighter MEDINA - delivered in 1914, converted to 
other purposes and escaped being scrapped four times - currently being renovated 
in Singapore to become a static display, celebrating her long life and service.  

And, as every Newport News shipbuilder knows, the Company’s Hull #1, the tug 
DOROTHY, was restored in 1976 and is on permanent display in front of the company’s 
main office building.  
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