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THE SOCIETYôS SHIPS: 

óCOMRADEô    Humber Keel - Purchased December 1974 

Hon Sailing Master:   F Schofield 

Relief Sailing Masters:   C Screeton, J Thompson 

Information on Sailings:  J Thompson, 218 Victoria Avenue, Hull  
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óAMY HOWSONô   Humber Sloop - Purchased March 1976 

Hon Sailing Master:   R Clapson 
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COVER PHOTO:        Fred Schofield and John Frank by M J Higginbottom 
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CHAIRMANôS NOTES 

The generous response to our Appeal, which accompanied the last issue of óThe Slablineô, 

has enabled the Society to keep its head above water, at least for the present. Around £230 
was raised, including a much-appreciated contribution of £50 from Hull Maritime Society. 

Finances remain distinctly tight as the ships are fitted out for the sailing season, but we 
expect them both on the River again this year. 

If all goes well, AMY HOWSONôs visit to Bridlington should help to make the immediate 

future more secure. Nevertheless, the longer-term problem of financial viability remains, 
and as many organisations more commercially orientated than our own have discovered, 
solutions to it are not always easy to find. Owning two ships as old as COMRADE and AMY, 

we have to expect that expense, often substantial, will be incurred every few years to keep 
them in proper condition. It is easy to take the decision, as the Council has done, to set up 

a Reserve Fund to cover these foreseeable expenses, less easy to find money to put in it. 

Part of the answer may lie in an attempt to cover a higher proportion of our expenditure 
from óroutineô income ï the newly increased subscriptions, donations from sailing guests 

and so on ï whilst pairing costs wherever possible; the reduced size of this issue of the 
magazine is one instance of cost-cutting. At the same time, we should perhaps co-operate 

in one major fund-raising venture each year ï perhaps a visit to a seaside resort ï and put 
the sums raised into Reserve. The policy is worth trying and may well work up to a point 
but it is almost inevitable that special appeals will be needed from time to time when really 

major expenditure becomes unavoidable. It is up to the Societyôs Council to try to foresee 
the problems, and to plan for them as far as it is practicable to do so. 

 

 

BRIDLINGTON VISIT 

Arrangements are in hand for AMY HOWSONôs visit to Bridlington in August. It is planned to 

have her on view from Saturday 31st July until Saturday, 14th August, with a new Exhibition 
on board. The visit will play a vital part in building up our financial Reserve Fund. 

The success of the visit will depend on one vital factor: the availability of volunteers to man 

the ship during her stay. Conditions in the harbour make it essential to have at least three 
people on duty throughout the day ï one on the gangway, one on the deck and one below 

ï with others available to give relief. The tasks involved include taking admission money, 
handing children and the elderly on board, selling postcards and ï for those so inclined ï 
óbarkingô on the quayside. There is no shortage of fish and chips, crab sandwiches and cups 

of tea, literally within yards, and with the beach close by the family can enjoy a day out. 
Opening hours will be approximately 11 a.m. to 7.30 p.m., and some people might be able 

to offer to come for one (or more) full days (with rest breaks): others might prefer to offer 
to work one of three ówatchesô, from 11 a.m. - 2 p.m., from 2 p.m. to 5 p.m. and from 5 
p.m. ï 7.30 p.m. Please help us if you can: make a note now, and give John Hainsworth a 

ring or drop him a line to fix when you can come. His address and phone number are at the 
front of the magazine. 
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EDWARDIAN SUNDAY 

As part of the Civic Week Celebrations in Hull, an óEdwardian Sundayô is to be held on 

Sunday 4th July. Last yearôs event was very successful, and attracted large crowds. Activities 
will be centred around the Pier, and if berths can be found, both COMRADE and AMY 

HOWSON will attend on will be on view. We are hoping to be in Humber Dock, providing 
access can be arranged. The óAdmiralôs Reviewô which had been planned for Alexandra Dock 
in May has been cancelled by the City Council, owing to lack of sponsors. 

 

MARITIME SYMPOSIUM 

Hull Museums are organising a Symposium on Maritime Museums in Great Britain from 17-
19 September. It will be attended by professional staff from many British and European 

museums, and will be opened by Basil Greenhill. John Hainsworth is to speak on the 
Societyôs ships and their restoration, and on the Saturday the delegates will visit AMY 

HOWSON at South Ferriby. 

 

THE PAST AFLOAT 

Last year Anthony Burton and a camera crew spent a day filming COMRADE for the BBC 

Television series óThe Past Afloatô. This will be shown on Tuesday evenings on BBC2, 
COMRADE featuring in the second programme on 13th July. 

To accompany the series, BBC Publications in association with Andre Deutsch have 
produced a book of the same title. It is a comprehensive account, beautifully illustrated, of 
maritime preservation projects in Britain, and COMRADE has pride of place with a superb 

colour photograph of her on the cover and a fine series ï including one of Fred Schofield ï 
inside. The book costs £12.95, and if the price seems high it is a reflection of its quality. 

Inevitably there is the odd factual error: a keelôs mast, as we all know, does not pivot in a 
tabernacle but is stepped in a lutchet ï but óThe Past Afloatô is a book to be treasured. 

 

SOCIETY OFFICERS 

At the first Council Meeting following the AGM, the Societyôs Officers were re-elected. 
However Cedric Lodge, who has been Hon. Secretary ever since our formation, indicated 

that he would like a rest if a successor could be found. Other Council Members, being fairly 
committed already in different ways showed no great eagerness to leap into the breach and 
the matter remains in abeyance for the moment, but with fairness to Cedric we should not 

allow this to continue indefinitely. We are hoping a volunteer will be found. 

For some time Rodney Clapson has been carrying an excessive burden as AMYôs Sailing 

Master and Chairman of the Sloop Committee. He would like to relinquish the latter office 
later this year, whilst maintaining his association with the Sloop; we hope we shall be able 
to persuade a successor to take over. 
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ANNUAL GENERAL MEETING 

The AGM duly took place at Barton on Saturday, 6th February. Formal business was 

completed and the Societyôs accounts approved. Mr Alan Binns, a co-opted member, was 
elected to the Council, and Messrs Eric Burton, Rodney Clapson and John Hainsworth were 

re-elected. The meeting heard of Mr Charlie Grayôs resignation from the Council with regret: 
it expressed its warm appreciation of Mr Grayôs work for the Society, and hoped he would 
continue to sail with us and offer his advice. 

The meeting agreed without dissent to increase annual subscriptions to £4 for ordinary 
members, £5 for husband and wife and £8 for corporate membership, other rates remaining 
unchanged. The reasons for the increase were set out in the Chairmanôs letter to Members 

when our recent appeal was made. 

Following the business, Members heard a fascinating talk by Mr John King, formerly 

coxswain of the Bridlington Lifeboat, on óthe Lifeboat Serviceô. The talk generated many 
questions, and the audience seemed reluctant to go home. We are looking forward to 
welcoming Mr King aboard AMY at Bridlington this summer. 

 

SOCIAL EVENING 

On 26th March Captain Godfrey Wicksteed gave his talk, postponed from November, at the 

Merchant Navy Hotel. Captain Wicksteed sailed as Mate aboard the Mayflower II on her 
voyage to America. 

He began his talk with a series of slides outlining the planning of the voyage and the 

building of the ship as well as the trip itself, and then showed an excellent colour film. The 
many exhibits he showed included his 17th century sailorôs dress. The talk was interspersed 

with questions and discussion, which reflected Captain Wicksteedôs long experience of sail 
and of the sea. As a bonus, he showed us a further film taken aboard an unidentified 
square-rigger. It was a memorable evening which deserved a wider audience. 

 

JUMBLE SALE 

The Jumble Sale at St Augustineôs Church Hall in Hull on 20th March raised around £50 for 

our funds. We hope Members will start collecting for next yearôs event. 

 

FRONT COVER 

Fred Schofield and John Frank on board COMRADE and AMY HOWSON on the morning of 
17th July 1981, the official opening day of the magnificent Humber Bridge. 

This photograph was taken by a West Riding member of our Society, M J Higginbottom, to 

whom we offer our thanks for recording a study of two men, whose knowledge and 
experience have made a unique contribution to the restoration and re-rigging of or two 

ships and the training of their crews. Take a bow Fred and John, you have indeed kept óthe 
past afloatô. 
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COG-BOATS 

The Cog-Boat was an essential part of a Keel or Sloopôs equipment and whereas it would be 

incorrect to say that the lack of one would have rendered either vessel impossible to work, 
the possession of one certainly made it easier. 

The design of a Cog-Boat could vary considerably within certain basic dimensions and would 
be affected not only by its place of build but also by the Keel or Sloop captain for whom it 
was being built. Given that the maximum dimensions would be 12ô 6ò long, 6ô in beam and 

moulded depth 22ò; variations of 12ò ï 18ò in length and 6ò ï 12ò in beam could be 
expected, but very little variation in moulded depth. The height of the stem and transom 
would be about 30ò giving a sheer of 8ò. 

Qualities to be expected in a good Cog-Boat would be as follows: first, she would have to 
be very strongly built, as gentle treatment would be the last thing she would expect to 

receive! Constant knocking against the Keel or Sloopôs hull, being nipped in locks and 
squeezed between various vessels would quickly mean the end of a less strongly built boat. 
Secondly, she would have flat floors amidships and a very full head to make her 

exceptionally buoyant, particularly forôard. The Cog-Boat would be left at Goole with the 
Keelôs towrope and anchor stowed in the boat and her leeboards lashed alongside. Anyone 

standing on the gunôl of a well built Cog-Boat alongside a light Keel or Sloop and trying to 
spring up to climb aboard would quickly appreciate the full buoyant head. A Cog-Boat with 
a fine sharp bow was apt to sheer away or dip when this was tried and if caught unawares 

deposit a man in the water. The other reason for a full buoyant head was that for all her 
working life a Cog-Boat would be towed. The full rounded bow made sure that the Cog-
Boat would tow docilely, whether snubbed up short under the parent vesselôs stern, or on a 

long painter and in any type of weather. 

The cost of a good Cog-Boat increased as the years passed and information gathered from 

various sources shows an increase in cost to the present day, which can only be described, 
as frightening. 

 

   In 1919 a Cog-Boat built as follows ï Keel,    
   stem and transom, stomach piece, ribs, thwarts,   
   breast-hooks etc., in Oak, planks in best Red   
   Larch, copper rivets and roves, tarred inside    
   and out, two planks varnished, paintwork to    
   suit owner, two new Ash oars and new chain   
   painter ï Cost £5.10/-. 

 

This was a top quality boat. The same builder, óParkerô of Hull would, if the buyer couldnôt 
afford a top quality boat, knock one up minus the copper roves for £4.10/-. By 1932 Capt, F 

Schofield had a boat built by Chas. Houlton of Stainforth for £9.10/-, of which 10/- was 
returned as a gesture of good-luck to the new owner! Prices soared until Alan Worfolk of 
Hull in 1939 built a boat for Barracloughôs Sloop SPRITE which cost Ã16. To bring the story 

up to date and purely as an exercise, an estimate was obtained from a local builder for the 
construction of a new Cog-Boat in traditional materials ï the cost? - £900!!! 
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The uses to which a Cog-Boat would be put were numerous and each one part and parcel 
of Keeling as a way of life. As stated earlier, she was the means of running off a kedge 

anchor or of getting a line across a lock, or dock, to enable the Keel to be warped about 
rather than ómanhaulingô. On occasions when she was taken into the canals the Cog-Boat 

could be the means of transporting the Captainôs wife and children to the wash houses at 
the various locks to do the family wash, and of course this tubby little maid of all work could 
be the only means (apart from swimming) of getting ashore for the odd pint or two! 

During the wintertime in the canals the boat became on occasions, a primitive ice-breaker, 
using the wave motion set up when a hefty Keel Mate rolled her violently from beam end to 
beam end to undermine and break up the ice. When the water sports came along the major 

event would be the sculling race and the sight of a 12ô heavily built boat being virtually 
planed by one man and an 11ô oar was a picture once seen never forgotten. 

Having spent many decades being towed about by her parent vessel, the Keel or Sloop, the 
wheel turned full circle and the Cog-Boat became the propulsion unit for one or two Keels. 
A Captain known as óButtertubsô from his physique, had a Keel called SAM & ELIZABETH in 

the Driffield trade and she was propelled by her Cog-Boat which had an early outboard 
motor clamped to her transom. It is said that he copied the idea from Johnny Darwinôs ship 

CHRISTLEDENE who copied from é é é but who knows where it originated. It was 
generally accepted that the best boats came from Stainforth, possibly Chas. Houlton, óreal 
Keelmenôs boatsô they were called. Boats built in Hull by Park or Threadgold were also very 

acceptable but those built at Barrow, Barton and Howden Dyke were a little fine in the bow. 

óCog-Boatô from the mediaeval óCogô or óCobô boat or even óCod-Boatô from the shape of her 

head. What is her real name? Cog-Boat seems to be the accepted one now. Whatever her 
name, this attractive little clinker-built boat deserves her place beside the Keel and Sloop in 
the history of the Humber. 

 

SHIPBUILDING AT GAINSBOROUGH 

At the beginning of 1981 I was in correspondence with a gentleman living in Devon who 

was interested in early steamships; one of the vessels he had encountered in his researches 
was described as being built near Gainsborough, and he wrote to me to see if I could find 
out more about the local shipyards from the local history material at the library where I 

work. I did in fact discover quite a lot about ships built in Gainsborough in the early 19 th 
century, and I feel that some of it may be interest to óSlablineô readers. 

In a previous article I described the photographs kept at Gainsborough Library which 
illustrate vessels built at J S Watsonôs yard at Beckingham, on the west bank of the Trent 
just opposite Gainsborough. Watsonôs was originally a London firm, with a shipyard at 

Blackwell, and moved to Beckingham in the late 1880ôs; it was founded in London in 1869. 
The opening of Watsonôs yard at Beckingham was described in the local paper at the time 
as a revival of a once important Gainsborough industry. 

My main source of material for my enquirer in Devon was a handwritten index to old 
newspapers compiled by the late Mr Harold Brace. In the early 19th century there was no 

newspaper in Gainsborough, and the references to ships built in Gainsborough were taken 
from either the óLincoln, Retford & Stamford Mercuryô or the óHull Advertiser & Exchange 
Gazetteô. From these newspapers Mr Brace had noted the following references to ships built 

at Gainsborough. The descriptions of the ships are in the words used in the newspaper, and 
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the dates are the dates of launching, or where that is not given, the date the notice 
appeared in the newspaper. 

 

From J & H Smithôs shipyard in Gainsborough were launched: 

GAINSBOROUGH a very fine vessel of 700 tons burthen September 8, 1808 

TRENT   a very fine brig, registered 247 tons  February 15, 1811 

BRAILSFORD  a very fine vessel of 465 tons register March 15, 1811 

ELIZABETH  a beautiful ship of about 700 tons burthen May 14, 1812 

ANN ELIZABETH a beautiful ship of about 400 tons burthen February 18, 1813 

WATERLOO  a fine ship of 421 tons admeasurement, August 11, 1815 

   allowed to be the handsomest vessel that    
   has ever been launched in that part of    

   the country 

BRITISH QUEEN a handsome steam packet, which is  December 22, 1815 
   intended to sail between Gainsborough    

   and Hull 

FAVOURITE  a very fine brigantine, of about 400 tons March 8, 1817  

   burthen, intended for the Baltic trade 

PRINCE COBOURG an uncommonly fine steam packet  July 30, 1817 

BRADFORD  a beautiful steam packet, intended to be January 6, 1826 

   employed between Selby and Yarmouth,    
   allowed to be one of the best packets that    

   have been built in the kingdom 

PELHAM  a fine and well-built steam packet, which February 18, 1828 
   when completed is to ply between Hull and    

   Grimsby 

KINGSTON  a fine new steam tug, with two engines of March 24, 1829 
   25 horsepower each, intended to be      

   employed in the towing of vessels between    
   Hull and Selby 

ADELAIDE  a fine superior-built steam vessel of 46 June 16, 1831  
   horsepower, intended to ply between Hull    
   and Selby 

PHOENIX  a very fine new steam vessel intended for August 27, 1831 
   the conveyance of merchandise between    

   Hull and Gainsborough 
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At Mr William Moodyôs yard in Gainsborough were built: 

JOHN BULL  a beautiful steam packet-boat, the first of June 16, 1815  

   its kind ever built in this kingdom for the     
   sole purpose of conveying passengers and     

   small packages 

FRIENDS GOODWILL a fine brig of 100 tons burthen, intended December 22, 1815 
   for the trade between Gainsborough and    

   London 

PERSEVERANCE a new sloop of 90 tons, moulded in a very July 14, 1815  
   superior style 

 

At John Tripp Watsonôs yard at Morton, on the northern outskirts of Gainsborough were 

launched: 

VICTORY  a steam packet, admeasuring 128 tons February 17 , 1827 
   register, with two engines of 20 horsepower    

   each, intended to run between Gainsborough   
   and Hull 

FANCY   a substantial carvel-built sloop, burthen September 1825 
   per register 75 tons 

WILLIAM FRANCIS a substantial clinker-built sloop, burthen June 1828  

   per register 62 tons 

 

From Tittertonôs shipyard at Stockwith, a few miles downstream from Gainsborough, were 
launched: 

(no name)  a handsome brig, copper bottomed, 160  June 14, 1811  

   tons burthen 

(no name)  a very fine ship of 400 tons burthen  June 14, 1811 

 

I would not claim that this is a complete account of shipbuilding in Gainsborough in the 
early 19th century, but I hope that it gives some idea of the kind of vessels being built in the 

town at the time, and of how they were regarded in the contemporary press. While 
checking Mr Braceôs index, I have also noticed references to the operating and performance 
of the early steam packets on the Trent, and hope to make those the basis of a future 

article. 

PAUL SLATER 
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HULLôS OLD TOWN DOCKS AREA 

One day in February the former herring drifter BRIAR slipped its moorings in a Hull dock to 

begin its first óshakedownô voyage since being converted back from power to sail. The vessel 
was built in 1934 as a gaff-rigged ketch and from now on its local owners intend to charter 

it to people looking for a sailing holiday with a difference. Elsewhere in the city volunteers 
are restoring the WILLIAM McCANN to its 19th century sailing rig as a fishing smack. A Hull 
University lecturer discovered that this vessel, built in Hull in 1884, was finally nearing the 

end of its working life in the Faeroes and decided to preserve it in the belief it is probably 
the last remaining example of a type built in their hundreds before the age of steam. It is 
hoped the restored vessel will be partly used for educational cruises. 

These individual projects, following the earlier efforts of the Humber Keel and Sloop 
Preservation Society, which sails two vessels of the type that once were the workhorses of 

the estuary, the Keel COMRADE and the Sloop AMY HOWSON, help illustrate the strong 
public interest in the cityôs maritime heritage which also extends to the conservation work of 
the local authority itself. 

Maritime England Year should provide a useful tourism fillip to traditional seafaring centres 
like Hull even though a casual glance at the national programme of events suggests the 

publicity glamour will be associated more with our Royal Naval traditions and expensive 
annual fixtures in the calendar like the Tall Ships Race. Yet it is right that the mercantile 
endeavour of Hull and other trading ports should be celebrated too ï they have provided 

the sinews of the countryôs international business for hundreds of years, in our own case 
particularly since the Industrial Revolution. 

The 18th and 19th century was an era that propelled Hull to a peak of maritime expansion 

and influence that has never been surpassed. Ships crowded the berths in the River Hull to 
the extent that in 1778 a new dock of 11 acres was opened ï Queens Dock ï to cope with 

the traffic using the port. It was also very probably the first enclosed dock to be built 
outside London but, in 1809, a second ï Humber Dock ï had to be opened followed in due 
course by Princes Dock and Railway Dock. These docks, linked together by locks and with 

access to both the River Hull and the Humber, formed a highly efficient integrated port 
system. During the period 1862-1882, for example, while London increased its traffic by 83 

per cent and Liverpool by 97 per cent in Hull the growth of shipments was 130 per cent. In 
1930 Queens Dock was closed but the others continued to trade until the late 1960ôs when 
the emergence of container handling techniques, involving fast turn round of specialist ships 

began to draw port operations downstream to what is now the modern unit load terminal of 
King George and Queen Elizabeth Docks. 

The closure of the three Town docks, located in the heart of the city posed an awkward 

environmental and economic problem. The city council decided it must buy the 30 acres or 
so for the benefit of the community, and negotiated its purchase with the port operator, the 

British Transport Docks Board. The city council knew it would have a precious and 
unrepeatable asset, if the right sort of redevelopment solution could be found for the 
estate. After exhaustive studies, worked out with a team of local planning and engineering 

consultants the council adopted the scheme now taking shape. The first stage involved 
turning the splendid Victorian dock offices into a museum that would be a credit to the 

cityôs long maritime history. This is virtually complete with galleries devoted to whaling, 
fishing, ships and shipbuilding and it has attracted more and more visitors to the point of 
being Humbersideôs top tourist attraction in the 1980/81 period. 
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Under an exciting stage 2 plan the Humber and Railway Docks are now being converted 
into a marina and a three-year initial programme of work supported by DOE Reclamation 

grant is well advanced at a cost of £2 million. This has so far involved construction of new 
lock gates into the Humber, a dredging project to clear vast quantities of silt from the 

docks, repairs to dock walls and general preparation of the site for the next step, fitting out 
the docks with about 400 yacht moorings and providing services such as boat repair 
facilities. From this year on the council will be in partnership with a marina/property 

management and development group and we hope to see town housing, a hotel and other 
appropriate investments around the site. As much as possible of the Victorian dock fitments 
will be retained to lend their character to the landscape. 

The remaining slice of the estate, Princes Dock, will be partly filled in so as to create a site 
for commercial development. A substantial water area will remain however as an attractive 

environmental feature complementary to the townscape round about. 

The Town Docks partly form the boundary to the Old Town where a pleasant mixture of 
shipping and other commerce is carried on in historic surroundings. Most of the area with 

its largely mediaeval street pattern was designated an óarea of outstanding architectural and 
historic importanceô in 1975. Since then a considerable amount of new building and 

renovation work has been accomplished. The process is introducing further variety to the 
areaôs commercial activity with new restaurants and hotel development, for example, 
generating evening business while residential schemes are bringing back a permanent 

population to the city centre. The city council is also engaged in museum improvements, 
such as the project now underway to renovate Wilberforce House Museum, which stands in 

High Street, probably Hullôs oldest thoroughfare. 

In the maritime sector, among new uses for warehouses is the conversion of a grain 
warehouse into a hotel and club, known as The Waterfront, has been highly successful; a 

rare Georgian oil seed warehouse overlooking the River Hull has been converted into private 
flats while the renovation of Victoria Pier, terminal for many years for the cross-Humber 
ferry service, is persuading people to return to the area at weekends either to contemplate 

the riverside scene or to listen to brass band concerts. About £20 million is being or has 
been spent recently in the Old Town, much of the progress being achieved with the aid of 

Inner Area Programme money. Individual Town schemes assistance, more pedestrianisation 
and other improvements are all currently contributing to the revival of an old quarter that 
had come perilously close to irretrievable decline. 

A good look at the Old Town is included in a Maritime Trail produced by the council as part 
of its contribution to Maritime England Year. Apart from views of old buildings, the route 

also reminds visitors of a further modern role Hull has in the nationôs maritime life. Linked 
to Trinity House is a school for boys who propose to make a career at sea, while the Hull 
College of Higher Educationôs Maritime Studies building trains many nationalities in 

navigation, fisheries technology, cargo handling and all other responsibilities of a deck or 
engineering officer. 

The city still faces some problems of a maritime nature due to port re-organisation and the 

plight of the fishing industry. For example, St Andrews Dock is a shadow of its former self 
and it will not be very long before a decision will have to be made by the Docks Board 

about its future. The fishing fleet moved from there to a better-equipped dock just before 
its current difficulties arose. In its modern surroundings the fishing industry lives from day 
to day, its fleet steadily diminishing and with it an outlet for the practical experience of 

generations of fishing families. But the fish handling operation was saved with the city 
councilôs help when it appeared that there would be no facilities for unloading trawlers or 
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servicing them when the Hull Fishing Vessel Owners Association closed down. The Hull Fish 
Landing Co was formed after wide local discussion and is trading successfully. The council is 

fully prepared to support this traditional industry as much as possible while recognising it 
will never be the same scale again. 

If fishing has suffered, the city nevertheless still has many thousands of people wholly or 
partly employed in services associated with the port, ranging from banking and insurance to 
transport. A growing volume of passenger traffic using overnight car ferries to and from 

Holland and Belgium is helping the cityôs burgeoning tourism industry. Maritime England 
Year, with its displays, exhibitions, Lord Mayorôs Parade with a nautical theme ï for the Lord 
Mayor is also Admiral of the Humber ï and possible visits by clipper ships later in the year, 

is a natural theme for Hull and the country as a whole. I wonder why it was not chosen 
sooner? 

DONALD CHESTER           
City Public Relations Officer 
Kingston upon Hull 

 
January 20, 1982 

 
(Reprinted from the National District Councilôs Review) 

 

THE PORT MUSEUM AT MORWELLHAM 

Three years ago, during a summer holiday in Devon and Cornwall, on a day when rain and 
low cloud spoiled a proposed excursion on to Bodmin Moor, I followed a signpost to 

Morwellham and found it a most interesting place. óSlablineô readers who might be spending 
holidays in the West Country may like to know something about it. 

Morwellham is a port museum complex on the bank of the River Tamar, not far from 

Tavistock in Devon and Gunnislake in Cornwall. I spent a very pleasant afternoon there, in 
spite of the rain, which made viewing the outdoor exhibits in comfort rather difficult. The 
complex is still being developed, and has probably changed somewhat since my visit. At the 

time that I went, the suggested programme was first to see an introductory film in the main 
hall, then to follow a guided walk which took in the various items of interest óon the 

groundô, then to go to a museum display. The former Ship Inn on the site has been 
converted into a restaurant, so it was possible for me to have lunch while at Morwellham. 

Moorwellham was used as a river port as far back as the Middle Ages, but it developed into 

a busy harbour particularly in the 19th century. It owed its importance to mineral seams in 
the area, especially copper. A century ago Devon and Cornwall formed the worldôs biggest 

source of copper ore, and remains of copper mines can be seen in many places on the 
edges of Dartmoor and Bodmin Moor. The chimneys and engine houses can have a weird 
beauty, specially to someone with a taste for industrial archaeology; the derelict tin mines 

in the west of Cornwall are one of the distinctive sights of the county, and the copper mines 
further east are very similar in appearance. 

The biggest copper mine in the Morwellham area was Devon Great Consols, which had its 
own railway system connected with the quays and docks at Morwellham by means of an 
inclined plane. There were in fact two inclined planes at Morwellham; the other one 

connected with the Tavistock Canal. Devon Great Consols and its railway have disappeared, 
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but the Tavistock Canal, although disused, can still be seen, as can a fragment of one of the 
inclined planes. 

Arsenic ores are also to be found around Morwellham, and after copper mining had passed 
its peak, arsenic was mined extensively in the area, being used largely for paints and 

insecticides. It was once said that enough arsenic was stored at Morwellham to poison 
everyone in Britain! Arsenic is of course a very toxic metal, and one feels that it cannot 
have been particularly healthy to live close to the arsenic smelter whose crooked chimney 

on the skyline is still a distinctive feature at Morwellham. 

Visitors to Morwellham can take a short ride on a battery-powered train into one of the old 
copper mines close by the museum site, and see tableaux illustrating working conditions 

when the mine was in production. In the area by the river other visible items include old 
limekilns, a huge wheel from a manganese-crushing plant, and a small modern electricity 

generating station driven by water power. The house next to the former Ship Inn is an 
example of the distinctive West Country building method, which involves the outer walls 
being entirely covered with slates as a protection against wind and rain. 

In its heyday Morwellham was served by a large number of sailing vessels, of both sea-
going and estuarine types. It was the furthest point on the Tamar to which sea-going craft 

could penetrate, but sailing barges could travel more widely on the Tamar and the other 
estuaries that connect with it. The local type of estuarine vessel was known as the Tamar 
sailing barge; many were built locally at places such as Galstock, a small town on the 

Cornish side of the river a little way downstream from Morwellham. Before the development 
of the copper mines and other mineral workings around Morwellham, the main cargoes of 

the Tamar barges were agricultural products such as lime and fertiliser, as well as timber, 
coal and stone from the local granite quarries. Many of the Tamar barges were used for 
coastal journeys as well as purely estuarine work. A preserved example, the SHAMROCK, 

ketch rigged, is now displayed at Cotehele Quay below Calstock. 

PAUL SLATER 
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HUMBER KEEL AND SLOOP PRESERVATION SOCIETY LTD 

Price List 

           Price 

                  (postage included) 
 

Humber Keels - A collection of historical documents    £2.20 
Greetings Cards - with colour photograph of COMRADE sailing 

on the Fossdyke. 10 cards with envelopes for   £1.20 
Christmas Cards -  Billy Boy Sloop design by Colin Screeton 

   5 cards with envelopes          50p 
Postcards -   Four different views of Keels and Sloops (each)       13p 

Set of four            30p 

Pairs of lithographed photographs, A4 size, showing Keel and Sloop       35p 
Pairs of posters -  19th century advertisements for the sale of        30p 

   Keels and Billy Boys 
Society ties, with Keel motif, in green or maroon     £3.00 
óOld Ships, Boats and Maritime Museumsô by P Sullivan    £1.65 

óYorkshire Waterwaysô by Peter L Smith      £1.15 
Canals are Great ï an activity book for young people by Peter L Smith       60p 

Ethel and Angela Jane ï A brief history of Commercial Carrying        60p 
   On the Calder and Hebble Navigation 
Beckside Today ï by Mary Ingleby            30p 

Five Hull Tragedies ï by M E Ulyatt: Union Steam Packet Explosion 1837; 
 The Whaler Dianaôs Dramatic Voyage 1866-7; The Dogger Bank  

Incident 1904; The R38 Airship Disaster 1921; The Train Disaster 1927      60p 

Humber Shipping ï by M E Ulyatt and E W Paget-Tomlinson   £2.50 
Hull and East Coast Fishing ï by Gordon Pearson          70p 

The Humber ï by Anthony V Watts       £1.80 
Navigable Rivers of East Yorkshire ï by B F Duckham         45p 
Discovering Craft of Inland Waterways ï by D J Smith         95p 

Canal Barges and Narrow Boats ï by Peter L Smith          70p 
 

¶ AMY HOWSON ï colour photographs. 2 different views  each      50p 

¶ AMY HOSWON ï coloured place mats. View off Hullôs Albert Dock  each      60p 

Six for £3.20 
¶ AMY HOWSON ï T-shirts       £2.75 

Small (26-28)       £2.50 
¶ Turks Heads        each      40p 

¶ Large range of Ladybird books 
¶ AMY HOWSON ï model lifebelts, mugs, glasses, plates, colouring sets    POA 

 

COMRADE and AMY HOWSON badges     each      20p 

Poppletonôs 5-ply Guernsey worsted, dark blue wool.   50 gram ball      82p 
Yorkshire Keelmanôs Gansey. Knitting leaflet by Mary Wilson        40p 
Original Guernseys, pure wool and hand finished. Made in Guernsey 32ò £9.95 

          44ò    Ã19.50 
Fisher Gansey Patterns of North East England ï by Michael Pearson  £1.95 
óThe Past Afloatô ï by Anthony Burton. A BBC Publication            £12.95 

********* 
Available from the Sales Officers, Miss H Darby, 13 Middle Garth Drive, South Cave, Brough, 

North Humberside and  
Mrs F Harrison, 137 Waterside Road, Barton-on-Humber, South Humberside 
¶ Items marked thus only from Mrs Harrison. Prices include postage. 


