Marine disasters on North and South Rocks, Cloughey

The history of the village of Cloughey has been greatly influenced by the many events that occurred in and close to Cloughey Bay. Elsewhere on our website is the story of the Wild Deer. Many other vessels foundered on the rocks surrounding Cloughey Bay and on almost every occasion the boatmen of the village, in the early years, put out in boats to render assistance. They continued that service to fellow mariners on a more formal basis when a lifeboat was eventually established in the village. Many of the shipwrecks recorded in various books and documents have been gathered together by Ian Wilson in his book ‘Shipwrecks of the Ulster Coast’ published by Impact Printing, Coleraine, ISBN 0948154993 and several of these are recorded here. For a better understanding of the effects of shipwrecks you should read Ian’s account. To enhance the information concerning the village we have, with grateful thanks, used that excellent book as our reference point.

Cloughey Bay appears to be deceptively enchanting on a calm day but North and South Rocks present formidable obstacles to passing vessels and these obstacles are further highlighted by Kirkistown Spit which extends outwards from the northern end of the bay and further out to sea is the Ridge and Cannon Rock. All these hazards have collected many ships in times past particularly prior to warning lights being provided. 

The earliest mention of a serious incident was that in about the year 1714 a vessel was wrecked on the North Rock and the bodies of the crew of 18 were brought ashore for burial. Further information suggests that between 1735 and 1768 no fewer than 64 vessels were totally lost on the rocks and the adjoining coast with a loss of at least 253 lives and at considerable financial loss to the vessels owners.

On 2 January 1788 a brig bound from Liverpool to Hull foundered on South Rock. Ten of the crew were drowned, the sole survivor being a boy who was picked up the next day by a boat from the shore. This led to re-newed political lobbying for something to be done about the ‘national disgrace’ of the unlit danger of the rocks. The Dublin Parliament granted money for a lighthouse in 1793. Eventually a lighthouse began operation on South Rock on 25 March 1797 and was named the Kilwarlin Lighthouse in honour of Lord Kilwarlin, Marquis of Downshire.

The incident referred to above involving a vessel en route from Liverpool to Hull emphasises the problems sailing ships faced in the Irish Sea when ferocious storms drove such un-powered vessels right across from the shores of England and Wales to their destruction on Irish coasts.

It soon became apparent that whilst the light was a great improvement in safety the shallow expanse known as the Ridge continued to collect innocent shipping making many realise the light had been wrongly placed. On 1 April 1877 a lightship was commissioned and started service two miles out to sea and about one mile north of South Rock in such a position as to encourage large ships to stay further out to sea. 

On that date the light on South Rock was turned off. The light remained, unused, for almost a century until in about 1972 thieves stole the light and its equipment. It is hoped that one day it may be returned to the village to become an historical record.

Despite the existence of the lighthouse nothing, at that time, could be done to assist a vessel being driven out of control by a ferocious storm and this inability to help would be further compounded if the people on the vessel could not or did not correctly identify the lighthouse. At the very end of 1804 the Minerva of Greenock set sail from Wilmington, Delaware for Liverpool. She encountered many storms in the Atlantic that drained the energies of several of the crew to such extent that the master, Captain W Smith, apparently driven insane, committed suicide by jumping overboard. The mate was left to deal with the vessel and on 15 January 1805 he wrongly identified the light on South Rock for the light at the Copeland Islands much further north. The Minerva safely passed the light but then drove aground on North Rock with the crew and most of the cargo being saved. It must be assumed that the boatmen of Cloughey came out to render assistance and as a result of their bravery lives were not forfeit to the Sea.

In the same month the Three Sisters, commonly known as ‘The Portaferry Frigate’ was also lost near South Rock whilst on passage from Dublin to Portaferry together with her master, Captain Donnan and two of his crew. The Three Sisters had been present at the siege of Londonderry in 1689, when she is reputed to have supplied the garrison with provisions.

A grave in Slanes Graveyard, above Cloughey, is the final resting place of Joseph Erving, aged 16, who drowned with the rest of the crew of the Mally of Workington, lost on 24 March 1810 at the landward end of the Kirkistown Spit.

On 29 January 1821 the brig Perseverance bound from Liverpool to Buenos Ayres (note the spelling) was lost but the crew were all saved, apart from a boy, with great difficulty by boats from the shore.

On 20 October 1821 the brig Emperor Alexander of Sunderland bound from Liverpool to Bahia Blanca was lost but there is no record of the fate of the crew.

On 19 November 1821 the Jean of Ayr struck upon a rock near the South Lighthouse and almost immediately sunk. The crew were rescued by the Princess Royal and landed at Donaghadee the next morning.

In his book Ian refers to the almost cursory reference to many shipwrecks and notes that Lloyd’s List states that a brig presumed to have been the William Hobbs was lost with her crew in the last days of 1823: ‘a brig of about 100 tons has sunk between the South Light and Cannon Rock; a boat has been picked up with William Hobbs on her stern’

On 18 January 1849 the Mantura of Ardrossan came ashore on the North Rock. The Cloughey coastguards and fishermen from Portavogie managed to bring all the crew to safety, including the master’s two sons, but their father was left alone in a lifeboat that broke away from the side of the Mantura and drifted right up the coast as far as Millisle, where it was sighted by William Hunter, a Belfast Lough pilot who rescued the frozen occupant.

The Marquis of Granby of Sligo left New York in February 1849 bound for Belfast. On 18 April 1849 after a nightmare 61 day crossing of the Atlantic during which time the crew pumped ‘half the Atlantic’ out of the vessel due to a leak, she piled up in a storm near the South Rock lighthouse. Captain McFillin and the crew were all saved.

Occasional severe storms of Hurricane ferocity arrive in the British Isles. Such a storm occurred on 30 and 31 March 1850 resulting in the loss of about 70 vessels including 6 on Ulster shores. On the 30th the galliot (a one or two masted sailing vessel) Preston owned by Robert Wilson of Belfast, en route from Dundalk to Llannelli was taken by the storm and dashed onto the Ridge. The identity of the vessel was only established when the body of the master, Robert Mateer, drifted ashore. It is assumed the remainder of the crew also perished.

At first light the next morning, the 31st, the schooner Peggy, belonging to Port Gordon, Banffshire, en route Liverpool to Glasgow with salt, struck nearby in Cloughey Bay but her crew escaped.

Not all vessels were lost and in 1851 the Eagle of Liverpool and the brig Governor of Limerick were stranded on the Ridge as was the Reynard of Gloucester the next year. All re-floated with varying degrees of damage. 

In a similar storm in 1854 FIVE vessels were lost on the County Down coast, two on 28th October and the rest the next day. Amongst them was the Dutch barque Ida Elizabeth bound from Liverpool for Batavia ran aground on 29th October about a mile from the lighthouse. All the crew were saved.

On 9 January 1859 Captain William Deans taking the Saxon King of London from Java to Glasgow misjudged the South Rock light and ran aground on the Ridge. After jettisoning cargo he re-floated but subsequently sank in Loch Ryan due to damage sustained in the grounding. All crew were saved. 

Earlier in that decade on 9 December 1854 the barque Duke of York bound from Greenock to Madras lost her bearings in dense fog and stranded on the South Rock. The crew took to the boats but one boat was lost with its six occupants. No other deaths were recorded in that decade.

1860 began with a severe snowstorm of 24 to 26 January. Nine coasters were lost between the Copelands and the Strangford Bar resulting in 15 seamen being drowned.

Four of them died when the old schooner Barbara was driven onto South Rock. She was owned by a Downpatrick merchant and was bound for Quoile Quay. It is claimed that people living near to the Quoile River only became aware of the tragedy when parts of the ship floated up the river. 

On 14 August 1861 the full rigged ship Coriolanus from North Shields and en route from Liverpool to Quebec lost her bearings in thick fog and grounded on the Cannon Rock. The Lloyd’s agents in Belfast sent the tug Wonder to her aid but before the tug arrived the weather began to deteriorate. The crew decided to abandon ship and took to the boats. All 28 drowned. An empty boat was found by the Betsy from Maryport floating off Ballywalter.

On 5 January 1873 the full rigged ship Marseilles from London and en route from Moulmein to Glasgow also stranded on the Cannon Rock. The crew of 24 abandoned ship and took to the boats. One boat with six men was blown across the North Channel and made safe landfall on the Mull of Galloway but six of the remaining 18 were drowned trying to each the County Down shore.

During the remainder of the 1870’s the barque Armoy of Dundee grounded on the Ridge on 1 February 1877 whilst en route from Pernambuco to Greenock; On 24 December 1877 the schooner Friends was lost on South Rock whilst en route from Girvan to Killyleagh whilst on 7 January 1879 the brig William and Mary of Workington grounded on the Ridge. The next month two vessels bound from Greenock to Demerara went aground on North Rock. On 2 February the brigantine Titania from Liverpool struck in a snowstorm and on 20 February the full rigged ship Barbadian followed the Titania, but was successfully freed four days later.

Eight vessels were lost in this part of the coast in the 1880’s. On 27 February 1881 the John Kendall of Penzanace, Cornwall carrying coal from Greenock to Barbados went onto the Ridge. The crew lowered a boat but it was stove in by the waves; a second boat was then launched taking five men, including Captain Bowden to a rock, probably the main portion of the South Rock, but the mate and two other crew went down with the brig when she foundered. The survivors made signals of distress, which were seen in Cloughey, from whence eleven local men put out in a yawl owned by Thomas McMullen. For a full two hours they bobbed around plucking mariners one by one from their bleak refuge. Among the eleven were five men named Young, of the family of whose several later generations served with distinction with the Cloughey lifeboat. The John Kendall was the last wreck with fatalities in or near Cloughey Bay.

On 13 December 1881 the tramp steamer Craigownie owned by Walker, Donald &Co of Glasgow was lost on North Rock while en route from Bilbao to Troon with iron ore. All crew were saved. 

The incident involving the Wild Deer occurred on 11 January 1883 and is covered elsewhere on this website. Later that year on 22 September the steamer Emily of Sunderland bound from Bilbao to Glasgow was lost after the mate made the grotesque error of mistaking the South Rock lightship for the Mull of Galloway light. The Emily was eventually re-floated but five months later was wrecked in Belfast Lough. On 9 October 1883  the Strathdon of Glasgow en route from Abergele to the Clyde was grounded. The Eureka laden with iron ore ran aground for a tide on South Rock on 8 February 1886.

At about this time it was decided to commission a lifeboat station in Cloughey and this came to fruition in 1884. The first boat The Faith was put into service in 1885 and until the station closed in 1978 was involved in 152 rescues involving the saving of 311 lives including many of the shipwrecks that follow. More detailed information on the lifeboat can be found elsewhere on this web site.

On 29 December 1886 the Wembdon was making good passage from Huelva to Troon when she lost her way in a severe snowstorm and grounded on the Cannon Rock. The crew abandoned ship and rowed to safety at the lightship. The Wembdon broke up five minutes after the crew abandoned her. 

During the 1880’s six Norwegian registered barques were lost on and around the North and South Rocks; Amanda of Sandefjord  carrying coal from Garston to Cronstadt on 26 June 1881; Urania bound from Liverpool to Vyborg with salt lost on North Rock on 9 June 1886; Kate bound from Mersey to Christiana encountered a severe gale off the Great Orme Head on 3 January and on 5 January ran aground on South Rock. As the gale had begun to moderate Captain Hansen and his crew were able to row ashore to safety returning later for their personal belongings; Grid of Farsund carrying coal from Liverpool to Buenos Ayres suffered six days of beating by a gale before running aground on 13 October 1891; on 2 October 1895 Helen of Brevik was beaten southwards by a storm whilst en route from Ardrossan to Christiana and lost whilst finally the Beaconsfield owned by Bruusgaard of Drammen having successfully travelled from Rangoon with teak for Greenock ran onto North Rock on 9 April 1898.

On 6 February 1906 the Febo of Genoa was en route from Almeria to Glasgow when it ran onto the Cannon Rock at 1am in hazy weather. The crew were saved but the cargo of iron ore went to the bottom with the ship. In the same year on 26 December during a force 8 gale and thick snow Captain R.C. Begg of the Hazeldene from Cardiff whilst en route from Horndillo to Glasgow mistook the South Rock Lightship for the light on the Mull of Galloway and drove his ship onto the Cannon Rock. He and his nineteen-man crew were saved but a further load of iron ore was deposited to re-enforce the local rocks.

The Cornish schooner Rippling Wave stranded on South Rock on 1 March 1907 whilst en route from Par to Glasgow. All the crew were safely picked up by the Retriever. On 30 September 1908 the Glassford loaded with coal from Neath for Glasgow stranded on the South Rock and it’s crew sought shelter in the tower of the old lighthouse disturbing the hosts of seabirds which occupied it now. The Cloughey Lifeboat was called out for these events and later that year was involved in saving lives from the largest sailing ship ever to be stranded on the Down coast and one of the largest barques ever to put to sea. 

The Croisset was a steel three masted vessel owned by the Societe Brettone de Navigation de Rouen. She left New Caledonia for Glasgow and crossed the Pacific Ocean, round Cape Horn and then north up the Atlantic Ocean. On 13 November 1908 shortly before midnight having struggled with deteriorating weather throughout the day she ran onto South Rock. Rockets and Flares were sent up by Captain Alphonse de Kervegan and the Cloughey Lifeboat under command of Coxswain Robert Young went to their rescue. After four hours all of the crew were saved and landed in the village where they were fed and given shelter. The vessel could not be saved and became a total loss. Her shortest yard was longer than the longest on the clipper ship Battle Abbey. The crew of the lifeboat were awarded certificates of commendation by the French Government and the Secretary of the Lifeboat was presented with an engraved aneroid barometer.

On 29 July 1910 the Blue Funnel liner Agamemnon stranded on North Rock but was re-floated a few days later. Three years later the iron ore steamer Reading bound from Seville to Glasgow ran onto South Rock on 5 November 1913 and was completely lost. Her crew were all saved. 

In November 1916 several vessels were lost on this coast including the Frieda a Russian barque bound from Mobile for Greenock. She suffered movement of deck cargo and sail damage due to a storm on the night of 6 – 7 November 1916 and ran onto South Rock and could not be re-floated. Captain Donner and his crew rowed ashore to Kearney. The end of that year saw the last iron ore steamer to become a total loss in the area. On 18 December 1916 Benshaw hit South Rock whist en route from Bilbao to Ayr.

On Christmas Eve 1917 saw one of the worst losses in British waters from enemy action when the Daybreak a steamer from Cardiff was torpedoed one mile east of South Rock lightship with the loss of 17 lives. 

On 18 November 1920 whilst en route from Sligo to Barry the Scarpa a Tyneside steamer was forced onto the North Rock by a gale. Captain Walner, whose wife was a passenger along with the wife and child of the steward ordered distress rockets to be ignited. The Cloughey lifeboat answered the call. The bo’sun of the Scarpa clambered over the side with a rope which, with the aid of the lifeboatmen, was secured to the rocks. All on board were hauled down onto the rocks and then transferred to the lifeboat before being landed safely.

The largest total loss in this area was the Dutch steamer Alhena, 4,390 tons, remembered locally as the Helena, which stranded on North Rock on 28 January 1941 while bound from Liverpool to Port Said. Eleven years later on 9 August 1952 the much larger cargo liner Lassell, 7,256 tons ran onto North Rock but she was eventually freed with only minor damage. Involved in her salvage was the salvage vessel Ranger that had helped to re-float the Agamemnon 40 years earlier.

On 10 December 1971 the Dutch coaster Wiebold Bohmer ran onto North Rock and was left high and dry when the tide receded. The next day the Holyhead tug Afon Cefni pulled her off the rocks and towed the vessel to Belfast where marine engineers decided she was too badly damaged to repair and was subsequently scrapped in Holland.

Further information on these and other shipwrecks in different parts of Ulster can be found in Ian Wilson’s book  ‘Shipwrecks of the Ulster Coast’

The lifeboat station in Cloughey closed in 1978 and the vessel was transferred to Portaferry. Ten years later in 1988 the Children’s Television show Blue Peter were instrumental in providing a new inshore boat at Portaferry which continues to uphold the memories and traditions that began at Cloughey in 1884.

