The Loss of the Wild Deer
by Captain James Moore
The clipper ship ‘Wild Deer’ was built at the Charles Connell Shipyard at Glasgow, on the Clyde, for William Walker of London.  She was Connell’s 13th ship, and his first composite built ship – that is her construction was a combination of wood and steel: an elm bottom with teak above the turn of the bilge and steel frames, her length being 211 feet with a beam 20.7 feet.

Sailing on her maiden voyage in December 1863, she quickly built up a reputation in the Tea Run between Shanghai, China and London.  In this trade there were some fast sailors, but she held her own with the best of them.  Her beautiful figurehead was that of the Goddess Diana, renowned for her racing prowess.  On one particular trip home, her competitors were the Douglas Castle and Peter Denny, both renowned for their speed – she left both astern on the run home to Gravesend (London).

One of her most notable masters in her early years, who made many fast passages, was Captain Cobb, who on a later voyage was put ashore sick where he died.  The mate took command for the remainder of the voyage to Shanghai.  At the time of her loss, the Wild Deer was owned by Paddy Henderson’s Albion Line of Glasgow.

The Suez Canal opened to navigation on November 17, 1869.  This completely changed maritime thinking and numbered the days of the sailing ship.  Ship owners were now going in for steamships, with which they could make fast passages from India and the Far East by using the Suez Canal.

The sailing ships kept to the open seas in search of favourable winds and currents – this meant they had to sail round continents.

These fast clipper ships found a new lease of life in the wool trade.  Their round trip was usually emigrant’s outward and wool back from Australia and New Zealand.

Completing loading cargo, the Wild Deer – sailed from Glasgow and proceeded down the Clyde, anchoring for the night off Greenock.  The ship chartered by the New Zealand government to bring out emigrants.  Early the following morning, Friday, January 12, 1883, 300 emigrants were taken out to the ship by tender and put onboard.

An emigration officer then carried out an inspection and found everything in order.  The ship commenced her voyage at around 1 am.  That should have been her long voyage, heading for the Antipodes in the Southern Hemisphere; her final destination was Otago in New Zealand.

In addition to her passengers were a crew of 40 and a doctor was carried with a female medical assistant.  A pilot was onboard and the ship was being towed by a tug.  It was a fine clear morning with a light SW breeze.  Abeam of Ailsa Craig, the tug being dispensed with then came alongside to take off the pilot and return to Greenock.

During the afternoon the wind backed SE and freshened, visibility became poor; the last light that was seen was Corsewall Point at the entrance to Stranraer Loch.  The captain never left the bridge.  Sometimes the visibility was down to nil and at other times it was hard to say just how far you were seeing.  No other land was seen until 11pm when the light of the South Rock Light Vessel was picked up bearing ExN.  She was on the wrong side of the lightship and dangerously close to rocks.

Captain Kerr gave orders to tack the ship, i.e. bring her round head through the wind and get her into deeper water, but this failed.  Her position was now critical.  The only alternative left was to wear ship i.e. bring her round stern to the wind, which meant losing a lot of ground, which in her position she could ill afford with rocks so near on the land side.  While carrying out this manoeuvre, the ship struck and held fast on what is known locally as the North Rock.  The sails were backed, hoping the wind would free her, but this attempt failed.
 The passengers were nearly all in bed, but were quickly brought on deck.  A section of them panicked, but this situation was soon brought under control by the officers.

Distress rockets were fired and this was immediately answered by the lightship replying ‘acknowledging her plight’ the two ships kept their signals exhibited during the night.

The passengers spent an anxious night gazing in the direction of the land and praying for help.  The Wild Deer was taking a lot of severe punishment grinding all night on the rocks.
Just before daylight the main mast broke at deck level and went over the side, damaging the bulwarks and crushing on of the lifeboats to matchwood before landing on the rocks close to the ship’s side.  This had a steadying effect on the ship.  At long last daylight broke, bringing a grey miserable dawn.  A coastguard cutter was seen being rowed towards them from the direction of Cloughey.  Other coastguard cutters arrived.  The captain gave orders to abandon ship.

A rope was secured round the female passengers’ waists and they were lowered into the awaiting boats.  This operation was carried out smoothly, as the boats could lie on the lee side of the stranded ship where the water was smooth.  As the morning wore on, fishing yawls arrive from Portavogie and the male passengers were lowered into these.  
All the survivors were safely landed on Cloughey shore, where they had to wade ashore through water waste deep, helped by kind and willing hands.  The incumbent Presbyterian Minister, Rev A. W. Whitley opened up Cloughey Meeting house (the local church) and his manse to provide food and shelter.  As night approached a barn was god ready and made habitable, where the passengers could spend the night.  The captain and crew remained onboard for a few days to salvage the passengers’ baggage.  The kindness of the locals was unsurpassed.  

On the Monday of the following week as many jaunting cars as was possible were assembled.  What a motley sight it must have been to see this mass of humanity negotiate the narrow torturous road of the Ards Peninsula.  They were taken to the railway station n Newtownards, where they boarded the train for Belfast.  From here they were taken by steamer back to Glasgow, arriving on the same day they had left one week earlier.

Two weeks later these emigrants were put onboard another sailing ship the Caroline, under the command of Captain Hardy, and owned by the Shaw Savill Line, and all eventually arrive safely to start a new life in New Zealand.
The Wild Deer is now long gone.  Her last resting place is locally known as Wild Deer Bay.  In fine weather, when the tide is low and the rocks are bare, some old fisherman standing on the deck of a fishing boat will say to a young boy ‘That’s where one of the finest and fastest clipper ships of all time, to ever grace the tea run from China and the wool trade from Australia and New Zealand found her final resting place.

To those standing on the shore, her resting place is 300 yards south of the perch that marks the North Rock.

The “Wild Dear” is probably more affectionately remembered for the fact that there was no loss of life.

End.

