The Fable of the Fabled “Goering” botter jacht “Groote Beer”

Ever since the end of the second world war a flotilla of yachts is still credited to original ownership by notorious Nazis. The yawl “Ostwind”, which also ended up in the United States outof war reparations, had Hitler’s name attached to it.

But airmarshall Hermann Goering has outdone them all. It is hard to imagine where he found time to marshal his Luftwaffe; between constant check-ups at the Dutch yard where his “Groote Beer” was being built and enjoying his 95 foot motor yacht “Carin II”,

the “Skagerrak” and the 158 foot schooner “Te Vega”. Amongst those recorded to have been owned by the contemporary of the Red Baron.

The “Groote Beer”, which is Dutch for Big Bear, is now being restored in the Netherlands after her nearly half a century presence in the United States, till 2001. The Botter was the traditional type fishing vessel around the Zuiderzee. It has a low freeboard and with its flat bottom and leeboards was ideal for the shallow Zuiderzee waters. But often Botter fishermen ventured far out in to the North Atlantic. “Groote Beer” was a larger yacht version of this sturdy and sea-kindly vessel.

The Fremstads were the last U.S. owners and they made her their home and sailed on the San Francsico bay for ten years of their ownership

The “Goering” story remains a source of journalistic license and has followed her back across the Atlantic.  Upon her arrival in Holland at the end of 2001 a Dutch reporter wrote that a high-up Nazi general Temler or possibly even the infamous Goering ordered the construction of the “Groote Beer”.

The true identity of the original owner eludes even the Dutch to this day. 

My interest in this story stems from the discovery in 1982 that my uncle Siebold de Vries

supplied the spars and blocks for her to Janus Kok, the builder, during the last year of the war. 

At that same time the “Groote Beer” was a landmark here in the Puget Sound in her outside berth at the Seattle Yacht club. She was very visible from the approach to the lake Washington floating bridge. And she was actively sailed by the last owners, an explorer group in Seattle.

I had the pleasure of sailing with Cliff and Ruth Ann Fremstad in 1984 on the S.F. bay. From correspondence with the Netherlands I soon discovered that the Goering story did not check out. But for resale value sake it was best for me not to broadcast my discoveries.

The “Waterkampioen”, a Dutch watersport magazine, in December 1963 already talks about a “Temler” as the original owner. Stuart Anderson the owner of the “Black Angus” steak house chain owned the botter here from 1973 till 1978. His daughter Susan was told of the Goering fable when she visited Janus Kok in that period. Fred Russell, who led the pack of metamorphosed land lubber explorers on the “Groote Beer” till Fremstad’s 1982 purchase, tells me that on several occasions when the news media interviewed him he would ask them: ”Which version would you like me to tell you, the Goering story or the real story?” they’d reply: “The Goering story”.

Fred had also discovered that the Goering story was probably bogus.

The last Sunday afternoon of October 1983 I visited Janus Kok, the builder. He lived in an unpretentious row house in the old fishing village of Huizen. Mrs. Kok still wore the traditional Sunday costume for this region. A stiffly starched large white cotton lace hat,

a black tunic and black and white checkered long skirt.

Janus remembered my grandfather, Jan de Vries, from before the war and he also had met my mother, Renny de Vries, in the office at the business in Amsterdam. Janus Kok described to me in detail from the time the order was placed by the broker Hennie Scholtz in 1941 and that when he finally had him fess up to the fact that it was for a German that he swore to never finish it. He personally selected the oak trees in a nearby town for the planking.

M.F. de Vries in de Lemmer still had just enough on a roll of Egyptian cotton to produce the sails. M.F. de Vries’s sail loft adjoined my grandfather’s mast and block maker shop, S.J. de Vries. They were unrelated but, so the story in the family goes, this did not keep my granddad from grabbing the Urker botter fishermen by the arm, after the mast was ordered, with “ Now we are going to our sail loft next door”... . In a round about way I owe my origins to the botter fishermen of the island of Urk. That is where my grandfather courted the preacher’s daughter. In order to collect his money for the spars and rigging for the botters, my grandfather had to catch them on Saturday afternoon. They’d be scrubbed after a week at sea and grandfather then filed into church the next day with them. 

The Kok boat yard was on an island in the harbor of Huizen and the frequent visitors from the German navy had to come across the bay to reach the yard. And this gave Kok sufficient time to hide his workers and to tell them to send him his workers back from the forced labor camps, if they wanted their boat done.

He gave me the name of the broker H.J. Scholtz. And he turned out to be the main source for my discovery of the identity of this vagueness about “Temler”. 

I am not certain if anyone else ever took the trouble to talk to Scholtz or if he might have considered me, as a near foreigner, less threatening about his somewhat unflattering involvement.

He ended up doing pokey time, right after the war, for his sympathies with the enemy.

Hennie Scholtz has passed away, Janus Kok died in 1985. Scholtz was a well known sailboat racer. He even presided over the “Topzeilcommissie” of the Royal Dutch Sailing Association. Scholtz sailed his first Kielerwoche for Holland in 1932. Four years later his Star Class boat flew the Dutch colors past the Swastikas of the 1936 Berlin Olympics. In 1964 he competed with Wim van Duyl for Holland in Tokyo in the Dragon of Jan Jongkind. He also raced in 1978 in the world championships in San Francisco in Stars.

Until 1982 he was a familiar participant at Kielerwoche and other international sailing events as a judge and highly appreciated and a very likeable guy. According to sailors I talked to he was known to be able to recite the rules by heart. When the war broke out Scholtz was 29 and was called up as a reserve officer. It was in the period before the war through the Berlin Olympics and the Kieler race week that he made the acquaintance with Theodor Temmler. In 1940 he received the order from Temmler for a 52 foot botter jacht.

Temmler was the owner of  a pharmaceutical industry. The company still exists under the name of Temmler Pharma in Marburg/Lahn, Germany. Until very recently Temmler family members were still involved in the daily business. Temmler successfully marketed a stimulant under their brand name “ Pervitin”.

It was particular popular among the Luftwaffe pilots to stay awake. It was one the earliest commercial forms of met- amphetamine and the forerunner of “Speed” and “Ecstasy”. In the drug culture of some Eastern European countries it is still known by “Pervitin” as a designer drug. 

Temmler apparently never had an opportunity to come and see how his money was spent.

An attempt was made through Scholtz to claim ownership but the Dutch government had confiscated the still unfinished botter as war booty. The hull was completed in 1945. Mr. W. Greeve bought her in auction in 1947 and then engaged a known interior architect for her completion. Anton Fortuyn did the beautiful interior and exterior teak carvings. She was launched in 1948. Greeve sold her in 1953 to Charles M. Donnelly of Groton, Ct. for $ 75,000. 

A macabre accident on the way to Rotterdam decapitated one of the Dutch crewmembers by one of the low canal bridges. Donnelly had her shipped as deck cargo on the “Westerdam” to the United States. 

Donnelly was the president of Feadship, a sales organization for a combination of  7 Dutch boat builders. Feadship is still in existence with an office in Haarlem, Holland and U.S. representation in Florida. It now caters to the high-end mega yacht market with two Dutch shipyards and a design and sales office in Haarlem. I have not been able to pick up the trail on Donnelly after his very visible presence in 1953. The one person I talked to that acknowledged knowing of him wished I that had not asked.  I touched an old wound. And it is my speculation that Donnelly might be our source of  the Goering story, at least the champion embellisher.

An aside to the somewhat forced Goering fable is the innocent fantasy sprung from this tale by E. Annie Proulx in her “Shipping News” and the subsequent Miramax movie, of the same title, with Kevin Spacey in the lead role. She has replaced Goering with Hitler and almost verbatim quotes some of the newspaper stories about the “botter jacht”. The current owner, Jan Willem de la Porte, through contact with Proulx had the Groote Beer association confirmed. Apparently she was inspired by a 1978 Nautical Quarterly article. This article in turn appears to have borrowed from a March 1954 “Esquire” article from which I quote: “Hitler’s prime butcher-in- the air made visit after visit to Amsterdam to discuss the details of his yacht’s design and plan her elaborate series of hand carved details”. 

Already in the fall of 1953 Donnelly sets the sails on his eye-catching yacht for a coastal journey to Florida. Judging by the nearly identical news paper articles that sprung from the ports along the route, he had provided them with an impressive press release.

His skipper, Harold Gratton, is catching “le gout en mangeant”. By the time he reaches 

Florida he has promoted Donnelly from a mere representative to ownership of six Dutch shipyards. In Portsmouth, Va. Gratton reveals a secret compartment for Goering’s pistols

and by trip’s end the Nazis have now executed several of Kok’s workers as reprisal for their drag tracing. And he reports that the Teak wood for the carvings have been hidden as pilings under the yard’s docks.  “Groote Beer” and its skipper-promoter continue on along the Gulf to Houston. And from the tone of the newspaper articles it is more obvious that Donnelly needs a buyer. Robert Johnson from Portland, Oregon became the new owner, in 1955.

He brought her to the West Coast where she remained till 2001.

But the Californians are not to be outdone by Texans when it comes to literary liberties. 

I quote from Irvines Marinas “Docklines” January 1970:

“Groote Beer is massive. Obviously designed to give barrel-bellied Goering plenty of room for moving about. Goering supposedly ordered a special Panzer unit to Africa just to secure the prime oak for his boat” and “there was a copper shortage during the war when the boat was built, this presented no problem to Goering. He simply confiscated all the Dutch telephone wires he needed and installed them on the Groote Beer”.  

Those panzers might still be looking for their oak in North Africa among the couple of scrawny Cork Oaks. He goes on to talk about the wood carving attributing the sign of Cancer to Goering’s sign and his passion for astrology. Never mind that Fortuyn carved them long after Goering committed suicide.

Robert Johnson, brought the botter from Texas through the Canal to the West Coast.

He sailed the “Groote Beer” as an unofficial participant in the Transpac in 1957. In 1958 he donated her to the St. Elisabeth parish in Portland. Johnson had bigger sailing plans. He won the 1963 Transpac with the chartered “Ticonderoga”. Halfway to Honolulu he called the “TI” owner and bought her on the bearings for $ 55,000. In 1965 he was again the winner with his “Ticonderoga”. This race remains one of the classic Transpacs. The Portland lumber baron and the Dutch wood magnate Cees Bruynzeel in his plywood “Stormvogel” in a neck to neck race for the last 100 miles. Up the Molokai channel where “Stormvogel” accelerated in 40 knot gusts to speeds of 20 knots. In the next 1967 Transpac, Bruynzeel did get his barn door trophy. “Stormvogel” and “Ragtime” no doubt inspired Johnson’s next successful choice in building “Windward Passage” the nearly unbeatable Mo-Bay legend campaigned by Bob’s son Mark Johnson. 

The sea scouts of the St. Elisabeth parish, “Youth Afloat”, sold “Groote Beer’ in 1961 to Howard Luray. Luray sailed her to California and lived on her for several years in Newport Beach. Luray lived in Seattle when I met him in 1982. Howard is my source for most of the historic newspaper stories he had collected over the years. 

Robbie Keating of Santa Monica bought her from Luray in 1964. The “Groote Beer” brought back memories to Robbie from the time she and her husband owned a river sailing barge in England. This was her wedding present to her new American husband.

Two years later she handed the mooring lines to Dale Cooper of Irvine who owned her till 1973. But little is known to me about the Coopers.

In 1973 Stuart Anderson had the “Groote Beer” sailed up to Seattle from Newport Beach. He is reported to have paid $250.000 for her. The 4 man crew with Wes Hausman, from Vashon, in command was impressed by the sea kindliness of the botter. He reported averaging 7 ½ knots over a 200 mile stretch on this windward trip. Anderson had Hausman do a major overhaul after a period of neglect. The next 9 years she was a frequent sight at major yachting events and the Victoria and Port Townsend wooden boat shows. The Chief Seattle explorer scout group # 609 received her as a Christmas gift from Anderson in 1978. Fred Russel, at 18 years, proclaimed himself the no.1 botter brother.

He tells me that he managed to find free moorage, as a tax deduction, at a private dock on Lake Washington. A 14-year-old scout turned out to be a natural helmsman and managed to steer this awkward lumbering hull through the most impossible maneuvers.

Clifford Fremstad bought the Groote Beer in 1982 from the scouts for $ 160 grand. He sailed her home to Alaska. But in less than a year his job took the Fremstads and the “Groote Beer” to the Bay area. The sail from Seward became a mostly family affaire with wife Ruth Ann, two daughters a son and a cousin and a couple extras along the way. The cousin, Lee Fremstad wrote about this trip in the Sacramento Bee. Again the seaworthiness is highly praised. The trip was done in the late fall and they ran into strong winds where they reached speeds of 8 knots down wind. After sailing with the Fremstads in 1984 I lost contact with them till recently. Their son, Jeffrey, lived on the boat again here in the Puget Sound in Bremerton, from 1989 to 1992. Then she went south once more to Oregon. 

Jan Willem de la Porte, a step grand son of the first Dutch owner, Willem Greeve, had been searching for the “Groote Beer”. Through relatives here he located her in Warrenton, Oregon near Astoria. De la Porte lived most of his live in South Africa where Greeve had migrated in the fifties. 

He managed to get the Perkins cranked up again and powered her to Vancouver B.C. where she was loaded as deck cargo on a bulk carrier to Antwerp. Jan Willem is having her completely restored to her original glory by the top botter yard in Holland. At Nieuwboer in Spakenburg. I look forward to meet Jan Willem the last weekend of May.

The hull has been repaired and revarnished and she will be shown off in the opening day activities that weekend in Spakenburg. Next she will be sent to a yard in Elburg for mechanical and electrical work etc. Possibly as early as late Fall she will be good again for another 50 years of great sailing and admiration and inspiring new stories.

A fitting and happy ending to her first half century in the New World. We will all miss her here but she was always the gorgeous slightly awkward Dutch Cinderella who could never quite lose that Dutch accent among her step sisters. Thank you! Jan Willem de la Porte for being the Prince with the right size slippers and pockets. 

We all wish “Groote Beer” :

“Goede Vaart!”

p.s : Jan Willem would like to extend an invitation to any of the surviving former owners for the re-dedication once she is sail ready. Cliff and Ruth-Ann Fremstad have reported in. So has Fred Russell. We are looking for Mark Johnson and Susan Anderson, and any other survivors, hopefully they will read this. 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

1940 besteld via H.J. Scholtz, makelaar voor Theodor H. Temmler van Berlijn, Fl 22.000,00, zeilklaar

1940 Janus Kok, Huizen legt de kiel

1945 Romp afgebouwd

1947 verkocht in veiling aan Willem Greeve 

Erven Doorns was de interieur architect, Pander verzorgde het interieur. De zeilmaker was M.F.de Vries*, Lemmer.

1948 tewaterlating

1953 verkocht aan Charles M. Donnely directeur van Feadship, Inc, Greenwich, CT. $ 75.000,00

1955 gekocht door Robert Johnson, Portland, Or.

1958 donatie aan St.Elisabeth Parish, Portland Or. for "Youth Afloat" .

eigenaars :

1961 Howard Luray, Malibu, Ca.

1964 Mrs. Robbie Keating of Santa Monica, Ca.

1966 Mr. Dale Cooper, Irvine, Ca.

1973 Stuart Anderson, Seattle voor $ 250.000,00

1978 donatie aan Boy Scouts of America, Seattle

1982 Clifford Fremstad , Soldotna, Alaska $ 160,000

1983 Fremstad zeilt Groote Beer naar San Franscico.

2001 Jan Willem de la Porte vindt de “G.B.” in Oregon
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