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The Flagship Niagara League is a 501(c)3 non-profit educational associate 
organization of the Pennsylvania Historical and Museum Commission chartered 
to facilitate citizen participation and opera-tion of the U.S. Brig Niagara and its 
homeport, Erie Maritime Museum.

The Erie Maritime Museum and the U.S. Brig Niagara educate the public regarding 
the region’s maritime heritage, The War of 1812 in Lake Erie including the building 
of Oliver Hazard Perry’s fleet, and the experience of the U.S. Brig Niagara under 
sail. The Erie Maritime Museum and the U.S. Brig Niagara are administered by the 
Pennsylvania Historical and Museum Commission and are actively supported by 
the Flagship Niagara League. The Lettie G. Howard is owned by the South Street 
Seaport Museum and is operated as a programmatic collaboration between the 
South Street Museum and the Flagship Niagara League.
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from the executive director & 
fleet captain

Welcome to the Flagship Niagara League’s 2020 
Annual Report. As I write this, FNL office staff have 
been working remotely for thirteen months, and we are 
preparing for our first virtual Annual Meeting. As we 
haven’t all gathered together since the beginning of the 
pandemic, our Annual Meeting and this Annual Report 
will repeat some of the highlights of 2019 as well as 
2020. There are also some signs of a promising outlook 
for 2021 and beyond.

At the end of 2019 FNL entered the off season in the 
least-tenuous financial position in memory, buoyed by 
a strong sailing season for both ships and a record-
breaking Tall Ships © Erie. This was one of the factors 
which allowed us to weather a trying 2020. It was truly 
difficult as spring turned to summer to cancel each of 
our commitments one by one – school sails, voyaging 
programs, Mariners Ball, Christmas Tree Ship, and all 
the rest. For many of us, it was the first time in decades 
we hadn’t gotten underway with students, and at our 
nadir, the League staff were very few. From a seasonal 
high of 49 staff and crew at Tall Ships Erie © 2019, we 

shrank to as few as six, and have only just begun to 
slowly rebuild our roster.

However, there were bright spots too in 2020, and 
the most significant of these was the huge outpouring 
of support we saw from our members, friends, and 
shipmates. The list of supporters in this Annual Report 
dwarfs those of previous years; Erie Gives and our 
“Don’t Give Up Your Ship” campaigns alone brought in 
nearly $200,000. We were also able to secure support 
through the Payroll Protection Program, and a generous 
grant from the Erie County CARES program. Although 
in many ways we’ve all lost an entire year, the League 
has been able to hold its ground in maintaining and 
insuring both Niagara and Lettie G. Howard and has 
held on to the key staff and partnerships that will allow 
us to move forward upon reopening.

We are still mapping out that reopening, but it is looking 
more and more real. With the Erie Maritime Museum 
reopening on a partial schedule April 30, 2021, we 
hope to begin limited day sail operations on Lettie G. 
Howard as soon as this June, with Niagara hopefully 
not too far behind. Further down the road, 2022 is our 
next Tall Ships © Year, and we’ve had strong interest in 
the voyaging program, even this far out.

Thank you again for all you do!

Sincerely,

Dear Supporters of the Flagship Niagara League,

William Sabatini



On September 29, 2019, Niagara completed her 28th 
sailing season. As 2019 was a Tall Ships Challenge © Year, 
Niagara was away from Erie for much of the summer and 
returned for Tall Ships © Erie. Niagara conducted School 
Sails and Public Day Sails in September.

For the year October 1, 2018–October 1, 2019, 
Niagara ship volunteers contributed 9,461 total hours, 
including Tall Ships © Erie. The support FNL receives 
from volunteers are integral to the success of our 
organization. FNL received the Erie Reader Best of 
Erie Award for Volunteer Program for 2019.

Over the winter season of 2018-2019, Lettie G. Howard 
travelled from Erie to the southern waters of the Gulf 
of Mexico for the first time in decades, where the 
schooner spent the majority of her working career. The 
highlights of this voyage of over 7,000 miles round-trip 
were several sail training programs, including a partial 
circumnavigation of Florida with our hometown friends 
the Autism Initiative at Mercyhurst. Lettie returned 
to Erie just in time for Mariners Ball and spent the 
remainder of the summer and early fall providing public 
day sails, school sails, and Tall Ship Summer Camp, 
serving nearly 6,000 students and passengers.

u.s. brig niagara &
lettie g. howard
2019 season
highlights

volunteer program
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In responding to the pandemic and closing of the Erie 
Maritime Museum, FNL shifted online to engage and 
communicate with volunteers. Using online web meeting 
tools FNL conducted daily check-in meetings called 
Coffee Break which were open to all volunteers. During 
these sessions volunteers were invited to say hello, 
check in, and share what was going on in their life. A 
weekly Saturday Morning Online Volunteer Muster 
was conducted to update volunteers about the news 
from FNL and EMM, and to provide an opportunity for 
more volunteers to engage with each other. Volunteer 
training sessions have also been conducted in topics of 
basic sail review, navigation, ship construction, etc. As 
we continue to move toward opening the museum and 
getting our ships sailing, volunteers will continue to be 
critical for our success.

During the pandemic, FNL shifted to offering free online 
sail training programing to the public. Through 2020 
and early 2021 FNL conducted three programs which 
consisted of six sessions of about 1.5 hours and which 
introduced square rig seamanship and sailing with 
Niagara. These programs were popular and allowed 
FNL to extend its sail training, brand, and impact 
internationally, with participants from over 30 countries 
on six continents.

march 2020–march 2021

march 2020–march 2021

total online 
volunteer meetings 
& training sessions

307
online

sessions

total volunteer 
attendance

3,202
unique attendance by 
volunteers in virtual 
meetings & trainings

total live attendance 
for all sessions

1,484 
participants

total registered

1,029 
students from 

over 30 countries

volunteer online 
engagement

online sail training 
programs

online engagement in 2020

spring 2020 
173 registered, 371 participants in online sessions

fall 2020 
404 registered, 1,113 participants in online sessions

winter 2021 
452 registered, 1,300 participants in online sessions



tall ships
© erie
2019
presented by
Highmark

Tall Ships © Erie 2019 was the 
largest iteration yet, sprawling from 
the Bayfront Convention Center 
to the Holland Street Pier, and 
attracting an estimated 100,000 
visitors. As it now stands, Tall Ships 
© Erie is not only one of the largest 
maritime festivals in the Great 
Lakes, but also one of the largest 
in the hemisphere, and is in serious 
contention for status as Erie’s 
marquee event.

TSE 2019 saw us welcome a total 
of twelve ships and two rubber 
ducks, and expand the breadth of 
our offerings with features such as 
a larger slate of sail away vessels 
and a popular Kid’s Zone. Even the 
weather cooperated, giving us a 
fair, crisp weekend and a picture-
perfect Parade of Sail, which 
garnered national news coverage. 
All of this, of course, would not have 
been possible without the hard 
work of our organizing committee 
and a small army of volunteers. The 
crowning glory of the event was 
being recognized with Tall Ships 
America’s Port of the Year award.





The Erie Maritime Museum/Pennsylvania Historical & Museum Commission thanks the following for their 
generous donations to our collections:

During Tall Ships © Erie 2019, it was “all hands 
on deck,” and collections was no exception, 
scheduling a full slate of lectures, films, an 
art exhibit, and hands on environmental 
education experiences at three locations on 
the festival grounds.

When the world turned upside down in 
2020, collections responded to the need 
for continued public access to our Museum 
during the Covid-19 pandemic by increasing 
the number of object records and photos 
available for the public to view online:   
https://www.phmc.pa.gov/Museums/Online-
Collection/Pages/default.aspx

Objects continued to be accepted and 
processed for the Museum’s permanent 
collections through 2020. After years of 
exhibition on loan, the Museum accepted 
Maritime Collectors’ gracious gift of the iconic 
painting, “The Battle of Lake Erie” by Julian O. 
Davidson.

Partnerships in the community continued to 
be supported. The Erie Maritime Museum 
contributed an article to the Erie County 
World War One Centennial Committee’s 

book, Answering the Call, Erie County 
Pennsylvania in World War One (to be 
released in May 2021).

To continue making a museum experience 
available to the public, the Museum’s first 
ever online exhibit was created, To the 
Victors! A Virtual Exhibit on the Spoils of 
War:  https://www.eriemaritimemuseum.org/
virtual-exhibits. Two of the Museum’s videos 
were posted to the Flagship Niagara League’s 
You Tube channel, with nearly 3,000 views. 
Collections worked to support the Museum 
Educator’s extensive work in developing new 
virtual offerings, and made quality material 
available to him for social media posts.

Research requests continued to be fulfilled, 
all via email and phone.  Requests came from 
as nearby as local university students, and as 
far away as the Royal Armouries in London. 
The largest area of growth, however, came 
from the public at large, seeking information 
about their ancestors, or broadening their 
horizons by learning more about our local 
history. Every one of these concluded with a 
promise to visit the Erie Maritime Museum as 
soon as possible!

Frank and Lisa Bolte 
Pamphlet, 125th Anniversary of the Battle of Lake Erie 
(1938), and photograph of ice fishing on Erie Bay (late 
1950s)

Alexa Potter
Material related to Karl Spafford’s service aboard USS 
WOLVERINE (1910s), and photographic images of John 
Spafford (1864 and 1889-90)

Patricia Trejchel
US Coast Guard Reserves, Port Security Unit, Dress 
Uniform worn by Philip M. Trejchel (c. 1990)

Flagship Niagara League
Photographic print of US Brig NIAGARA (1994) and 
Presentation copy of PA Senate Resolution No. 164 
(2013)

Edward Bolla
Post Card correspondence from Edward Sharp, Black 
Crewman, USS WOLVERINE (1908)

Erie Art Museum
Collection of  early/mid 20th C. images on construction 
of U.S. Brig NIAGARA (1913 - 1963)

James Humburg
Models of US Brig NIAGARA (2014) and Lumber 
Schooner RUFUS S. Reed (2008)

Christian Wolford
Ice Boat BLACK ICE (originally SNIPE), Hudson Stern-
Steer (1900)

Maritime Collectors
Oil painting in frame, “The Battle of Lake Erie” by Julian 
Oliver Davidson (1887)

2020–2021
collections year in review

Karl Spafford, Seaman with 
the Naval Force of the State 
of Pennsylvania, plays his 
mandolin onboard USS 
WOLVERINE, Real Photo Post 
Card, c. 1911-14. FN2019.3.2, 
Courtesy Alexa Potter



The past year saw a change in leadership at the Erie Maritime Museum. Captain 
Walter Rybka’s retirement marks the end of an era for the modern Niagara. It is hardly 
possible to list all of Captain Rybka’s achievements here, but first among them for us 
is the foundation of Niagara’s sailing program. He is a revered figure in sail training, 
a true scholar, and has probably touched the careers of half of the traditional and 
square-rig sailors in America today. We salute him, and hope for his regular presence 
at our soon to reopen museum.

Joining us as the new Site Administrator at the Erie Maritime Museum is James Hall, 
who is no doubt as keen as any of us to see the museum doors open again. Most 
recently as Park Superintendent of First State Heritage Park in Dover, Delaware, Jim 
has built a strong and varied resume in Public History, and brings onboard expertise in 
Environmental Education, Cultural Resource Management, and Interpretive Planning. 
An alumnus of Penn State Behrend and a keen outdoorsman, he was eager to return 
to Erie.

changing leadership at the 
erie maritime museum

Walter Rybka

James Hall
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2019
financial 
overview

support & revenue
Museum Admissions			   $60,157
Port Fees				    $257,031
Trainee Fees - Niagara			   $97,717
Trainee Fees - Lettie G. Howard		  $67,168
Day Sails - Niagara			   $56,148
Day Sails - Lettie G. Howard		  $74,983
Summer Camp				    $12,280
Membership and Contributions		  $133,129
Events					     $135,969
Tall Ships Erie				    $1,111,042
Grants and Distributions			  $743,880
Merchandise Sales			   $160,477
Investment Income			   $66,895
Miscellaneous				    $36,801
Total Income				    $3,013,677
Gross Profit				    $2,982,662
Total Expense				    $2,721,066 
Net Income				    $261,596



2020
financial 
overview

support & revenue
Day Sails				    $16,100
Membership and Contributions		  $319,246
Events					     $8,372
Grants and Distributions			  $530,150
Merchandise Sales			   $6,076
Investment Income			   $31,240
Miscellaneous				    $2,708
Total Income				    $913,892
Gross Profit				    $906,729
Total Expenses				   $868,640
Net Income				    $36,860
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