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The nineteenth century encompassed not only the large scale development and the 

founding of modern U.S., but it is remembered for the War of 1812 and the Civil War, for the 

expedition of Lewis and Clark, for the invention of the typewriter, dynamite and the lightbulb. 

Among such notable developments in human history, the finer minutia of the century is too often 

overlooked or skipped over, a tragic folly. For in this century, a man of unparalleled vigor and 

valor existed and furthered the reputation and career of naval merchants and sailors. Captain 

Clifton Henry Havener was born into a robust seafaring community in the northern reaches of 

Maine, Searsport. Here he joined the family profession of seafaring and went on to conduct a 

extravagant and extensive international naval career. Havener represented one of the last great 

men of his times. He was uniquely positioned to fully experience the mastery of wooden ships, 

but he was also alive to see and experience the birth and rapid growth of steamboats and other 

mechanized naval vessels. The rise of naval power during this period is largely overshadowed by 

the American Civil War where ocean superiority, iron boats, and naval shipping lines were 

central to the conflict. However, during this time period Havener traveled around the globe to 

Australia, China, the Philippine Islands, Cuba, and the West Indies ​2​ transporting various goods 

including molasses, flour, and fish.​3​  Furthermore, he exemplified and experienced many of the 

legitimate dangers of seafaring, and his history gives an unromanticized and unbutchered 

glimpse into naval operations and development during the late 19th century as well as the 

practices of naval chivalry and honor.  

Clifton Henry Havener was Born to Isaac Winkenpaugh Havener and Mary Ann Young 

Havener on January 22, 1823, in Searsport Maine as one of eleven children​4​. His father, Isaac 

W.,  was an avid seafarer and during his lifetime commanded seven vessels including the 



Rambler, Rosa Bella​, and ​Maine​.​5​ ​With such a strong family heritage, it comes as no surprise 

that Clifton Havener first went to sea in 1845 at the mere age of thirteen. Havener's career as a 

sea captain was largely due to his father’s success as a naval captain and his pressure for his 

children to follow in his footsteps. In fact, Clifton’s brothers Isaac Jr. and Ludwig L. also went 

on to become sea captains.  
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Sometime during his early life, Clifton Havener joined the Masonic society, a decision that 

would have profound repercussions during his experience in the Civil War. Over the course of 

his life, Havener married Jane Blethen and together they had five children. Tragically, only two 

survived beyond childhood: Ludwig C. Havener and Mahlon E. Havener. Disease was still 

uncontrollable, and childbirth was often deadly to both mothers and children. Clifton Havener 

came from a line of sea captains, and he took up this familial mantle, deeply integrating the 

Havener family into the national and international trading business.  

The first ship Havener ever Captained was a small Schooner, ​Rainbow, ​built by his 



father. Havener sailed from 1853 until 1859 in the ​Rainbow ​ until 1860 when he took command 

of the Brig ​Mary E. Thompson ​. He sailed this brig for three years and during the Civil War, 

contracted with the Union military to transport Union materials and goods. 
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During the Civil War, sea voyages, and even civilian trade missions became increasingly 

dangerous and expensive. In July of 1861, the ​Mary E. Thompson​ was boarded and seized by 

Confederate troops aboard the ​Jefferson Davis​ which was recently renamed from the ​Echo​ and 

was sister ship to the ​Argo​. Soon after the incident, reports appeared in both the Chicago Tribune 

and the Philadelphia Inquirer. 
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The newspapers reported that “Tuesday, 9th … [the ​Mary E. Thompson​] was brought to by a 

privateer which came alongside. They boarded him and commenced ransacking the vessel.”​11 

The newspapers then went on to report that surprisingly only “oars, spare rigging, &c”​12​ were 

taken from the boat before giving them four prisoners and leaving the ship unharmed despite 

orders to “burn and destroy such vessel as it would not [unintelligible] object to retain”​13​ The 

newspapers claim this was due to the “crew weakness in manning prises previously taken” ​14​ A 

report made by the Commandant of Midshipmen C.R.P. Rodgers at the Naval Academy to the 

Secretary of the Navy, the Honorable Gideon Welles echoed the newspaper reports stating “The 

brig Mary E. Thompson of Searsport Maine, Captain Havener … was seized.”​15 
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However, in personal documents Havener later explained that when the lieutenant from the 

Confederate ship was sent aboard to overhaul the ​Mary E. Thompson​, he “came across books of 

the Masonic Order; grips and passwords were exchanged, and finding that Captain Havener was 

a fine Mason, the lieutenant withdrew his men and permitted the prize to go free.”​17​ Havener's 

involvement in the Masonic order and his high morality convinced the opposing captain to 

immediately release the ​Mary E. Thompson​ and take no prisoners. Such acts of honor and 

chivalry were becoming rarer as warfare became more brutal, but this encounter represents a 



unique moment when ancient strains of honorable battle still rang true in actual conflict.  

Captain Havener experienced other minor challenges during his voyages. For example, 

an Australian newspaper states that Havener dealt with the deserters Daniel Gregory, William 

Palmross, Benjamin Thompson, and Francis Thompson ​18​.  
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Furthermore, in 1874 when the ​Mary E. Thompson​ was hit by a hurricane on September 2nd, this 

article in the Boston Globe appeared.  
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His voyages were not pristine and perfect as often depicted in romanticized modern renditions of 

naval business. He was a steadfast sailor who endured such hardships without abandoning the 

treacherous career. 



Havener’s second truly great sea escapade dealt with his prize sip, the ​Novelty​. She was 

custom built and outfitted with “7 huge iron tanks made to be filled with molasses.” ​21​ From 1869 

to 1873 Havener completed many international voyages to Cuba and the Bahamas to take part in 

the lucrative sugar trade. However, this unique ship came with a unique set of difficulties. In his 

obituary, the writer says that “During the high pressure test the tanks exploded and it cost 

thousands of dollars to repair the damage.”​22
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After only four years of operation, In 1873, the ​Novelty​ “sprung a leak and went down on while a 

trip to Cuba.”​24​ The ​Novelty​ was wrecked near Gay Head, a particularly treacherous region off 

the coast of Massachusettes. Luckily, the entire crew and Havener escaped the wreckage. The 

Novelty​ was the only ship Havener ever lost. The ​Novelty​ showcases Havener’s adaptability. The 

inclusion of new technology into his way of life perfectly illustrates his willingness to 

continually progress and change with the times.  
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Over the course of his naval career from 1845 to 1890, an astounding forty-five years, 

Captain Havener commanded seven documented vessels: the schooners ​Sultana ​ and ​Rainbow, 

the barks ​Benjamin Concord, Orchilla​, and ​Hayden Brown, ​and the brigs ​Mary E. Thompson​ and 

Novelty​. When he retired in 1890 at the age of 58, he and his wife moved to Worcester, 

Massachusetts, and his son Ludwig C. took up the mantle and became a sea captain. Havener 

died on November 12, 1906, in his home in Worcester. In his will, he left everything to his wife.  
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Captain Havener was one of the greatest honorable sea captains. He prevented the 

ransacking and burning of the ​Mary E. Thompson​, ensured the survival of his entire crew during 

the sinking of the ​Novelty​, and represented general chivalry in all interactions. In his obituary, 

the writer remembered Havener saying, “He was well known among the older generation of 

shipping people”​28  ​Havener lead an adventurous life, one that is best remembered for its 

international voyages, strong family life, and numerous acts of naval mastery and bravery.  
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