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Rowing across the Atlantic  

On the left is Kevin O'Farrell, on the boat is Ralph Tuijin (the skipper), on the right is Simon van der Hoek, Taking the photo is Robert 
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When I was doing the prepara-

tion for these notes, I counted at 

least eighteen one-off items, 

which I have been involved in 

since the summer A.G.M. This is 

in addition to the normal routine 

tasks, which go with the position 

of President. It is a testament to the range of activities 

that the Institute/Museum undertakes, and how we in-

teract with a wide range of people. 

Yet we have to remember former greats of the Insti-

tute/Museum who passed away recently. I have attend-

ed the funerals of Captain Frank Best, Michael Prior and 

Pat Sweeney and also the scattering of Kevin Crothers 

ashes near Howth. We also have to remember Henry 

Jack a great stalwart of the early Institute who left us in 

early 2022. 

Yet it is pleasing to report that we are doing well. The 

museum is busy and while the work of the Institute does 

not get the same high profile, it is always being carried 

out. The various committees are functioning, and I 

would particularly welcome back our fundraising com-

mittee consisting of Laurie, Hugh, Malcolm, Ray and No-

el and wish them every success and support. They had a 

full house (overbooked on EventBrite) for the Robert 

Collins – Kevin O’ Farrell talk at the museum in late No-

vember. 

While the immediate and medium-term future is pos-

itive the Board also has to project out into the long term. 

With this in mind, the recent work done by Michael 

Pearn with the Board and more recently with the mem-

bership, will give us plenty of food for thought. The find-

ings of the Future Search day will be the subject of a 

presentation at the next A.G.M. 

Yet our greatest asset is our people. My work as Pres-

ident brings me into contact with virtually everything 

that is going on both in the Museum and in the Institute. 

I am amazed, humbled and delighted with the commit-

ment and expertise shown by everyone at Haigh Ter-

race, whether they are C.E. staff or volunteers. By the 

very nature people come and go in both categories, but 

not to any great degree. I wish Monica well and thank 

her for her contribution to the Board particularly in the 

area of governance. Again I am sorry to see Eric and Der-

ren leave from the C.E. scheme and thank them for their 

service. I would particularly like to wish Derren all the 

best in his new job at the National Art Gallery. I am de-

lighted to welcome Dorothy, Eleanor and Maura as new 

volunteers and Angela who has started in the office with 

the C.E. scheme. 

Looking at the big picture, there are always areas that 

can be improved. It is good to reflect that City Quay 

Commemoration resumed last November and went off 

very well. There has been a marked improvement in our 

engagement with social media, and thanks as always to 

Conor, Michael, Eoin and Michael in the office. We are 

starting to get out to Men’s Sheds groups in the hope of 

attracting them to the museum and Eoin is working dili-

gently on this. The library is always busy with cataloguing 

and queries and Richard from the office is now helping 

Brian and Fergus. The museum particularly at the week-

ends is busy and Alan’s trains are a particular favourite 

with the younger folk. However, we need to develop 

every aspect of our outreach, particularly in relation to 

other maritime museums and also to get back in touch 

with our friends in Arklow, Dundalk and Cork. Brian, Cor-

mac and I had a very good visit to Jim Rees at Arklow last 

November, and hopefully it will be the first of many. As 

always we need more volunteers, and I hope that Pa-

draic’s initiative in approaching the yacht clubs for help-

ers for the museum will be successful. 

When doing out these notes I am always very con-

scious of what I have left out. In this regard I have not 

mentioned our big diplomatic day in late November 

when we hosted a function to celebrate 30 years of the 

Chilean Embassy in Ireland. 

I have tried in this note to give a reasonably accurate 

summary of our activities from the time of the A.G.M. to 

the present (mid- February 2023). Finally, I would like to 

thank all the people who have helped during this time.  

-  Joe 

President’s Address by Joe Varley 
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Capt. Frank Best made a significant contribution to the 

National Maritime Museum. He worshiped here when it 

was a church and guided in the museum until the last 

three months of his long life. 

Our tribute to him falls into three areas: a reflection 

of his time in the Head Line as shown in the timeless 

romance between Capt. Jim and Joan Bothwell which 

started on the Fanad Head going out to the States in 

1958. 

Russell, Frank’s son, gives us a very comprehensive 

account of Frank’s life after the Fanad Head, and we 

conclude with Keith Stratford’s account of Capt. Frank 

Best’s  time with us at the Museum.  

A  Voyage in the Fanad Head 

by Joan Bothwell 

It was late August 1958 when my friend Margaret and I 

joined the SS Fanad Head in Liverpool bound for Balti-

more, Maryland. I was going to stay with my Uncle John 

in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania and Margaret was heading 

to Boston, Massachusetts, to stay with her Uncle and 

Aunt who were originally from Belfast. The weather 

across the Atlantic was perfect—each day was calm 

seas and sunshine. We soon got to know the ships rou-

tine and settled down to enjoy the trip. Jim was Second 

Mate and we became friendly. I got permission to go on 

the bridge to watch him plotting the course, taking the 

sun’s position, entering each day’s account into the log 

Captain Frank Best 

An Appreciation of  a Life Well Lived! 

 

From the William Lafferty Collection, a very Interesting picture of the Fanad Head loading 

planked timber over the side from a barge. The caption said it was in St Johns' Newfoundland, 

but our opinion is that it is St. Johns, New Brunswick. Can any old Headliners Help out? 

Capt. Jim and Joan Bothwell (Many thanks to 

Hanna Bothwell) 
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  book, making chart corrections and many more jobs. If I 

remember correctly, the Fanad was a weather ship, so 

they sent a weather report each day to the Met Office. 

The voyage went by so quickly, Jim had told me 

about his two brothers, his mum and dad at home and 

his hopes to study for his Mates and Masters certificate 

of competency. By the time we reached Baltimore, we 

had become quite close. The Fanad Head docked on 

16th September 1958. My Uncle John was there to 

meet me and he became a firm friend for life to Jim as, 

before we left the ship, Jim had given him a case of 

Guinness—John had immigrated to the US before the 

war, so it had been some time since he’d had a Guin-

ness! 

I soon settled into life in Harrisburg. I got my Green 

card and managed to find a job. I had to save for my 

return journey to Belfast—Jim had proposed! It took six 

months to save up for a ticket home. I sailed March 

1959 on Cunard MV Sylvania. We docked in Liverpool 

where Jim and my dad met me off the ship. Jim and I 

married 21st May 1959. We have three wonderful chil-

dren and 4 wonderful grandchildren. I love and miss 

him very much.  

After the Headline: Frank’s later ca-
reer 

by Russell Best 

At sea Frank Best epitomised the qualities of quiet, cool 

headed and understated leadership that are the vital in 

one charged with the awesome responsibility of sea 

command. His career spanned the full spectrum of in-

novation in the global marine industry, from the advent 

of containerisation, to “break-bulk” cargoes, to Ro-Ro 

and complex cargoes, particularly LNG. His prowess in 

ice navigation was recognised in 1975 when he was 

awarded the “Gold Headed Cane” for first ship to break 

through the ice into Montreal in January 1975 when in 

command of the MV CAST BEAVER (actually the In-

ishowen Head operating under charter at the time). 

By the late seventies, however, the Headline was no 

longer in a position to compete in the increasingly high 

volume North Atlantic routes and, in common with 

many in the industry, Frank experienced some of the 

turmoil stemming from a contracting British merchant 

fleet and the rise of cheap labour, flags of convenience 

and competition from foreign flag operators. The early 

eighties were thus a time of some uncertainty, but after 

some “tramping” time in the Far East he eventually 

found his feet with Northern Marine Management Lim-

ited working out of Glasgow. The contract for the oper-

ation of the large Stena Line fleet spanned everything 

from passenger ferries to LNG and ULCC vessels. 

Frank made a number of life long friends in Stena 

and enjoyed around 20 years with them. Highlights in-

cluded his command of MV Stena Oceanica, where he 

completed one of the earliest trans-Pacific voyages for 

a LNG cargo. This required considerable skill in seaman-

ship as well as technical knowledge and ability as the 

transport of LNG was in its infancy. There was consider-

able scepticism around the risk of “re-gasification” 

should temperature control management fail at any 

time on the voyage—thankfully this did not occur! An-

other highlight of the Stena Oceanica time was when 

Frank’s daughter met her future husband while accom-

panying her father on a voyage through the Suez canal 

when his son Russell’s ship, HMS MINERVA, exchanged 

naval personnel with the Oceanica in the Bitter Lakes.  

Frank further distinguished himself in 1991, when 

his ship, MV Stena Sea Rider, was requisitioned for ser-

vice in Gulf War One with the US Military Sealift Com-

mand. He ferried supplies for the US Army into the the-

atre, for which he was awarded a Command Commen-

dation for “exceptional service and support to the Offic-

ers and Sailors of Military Sealift Command”. 

He stayed with Stena until the early nineties. His 

commands included some of the early “super ferries” 

on European routes (including one vessel which was to 

become the MV “ Isle of Innisfree” on the Rosslare run 

with Irish Ferries) and MV Stena King, at the time one of 

The MV Sylvania. 
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  the largest ULCCs in the world, at 388,000 grt. 

In the latter part of his career, the draw of domestic 

life was strong. Frank, ever the family man, took ad-

vantage of an offer by Northern Marine to command 

the mixed Ro-Ro, a freight and passenger ferry MV 

Norse Mersey, on the Liverpool-Belfast route. It was 

here that one night around Christmas time, while be-

tween Liverpool and Belfast, he decided to make things 

a bit festive for his passengers. He addressed them over 

the ship’s broadcast system with: “Good evening ladies 

and gentlemen, this is your Captain speaking, as it is the 

festive Season the crew and I decided we would sing 

something special for you”. With that he put on a re-

cording of the King’s Singers rendition of “Have Yourself 

a Merry Little Christmas”. One can only surmise what 

the passengers assumed the Captain and Crew were 

imbibing that night. 

 By his early sixties, Frank’s thoughts were turning to 

retirement and his love of gardening at his home in Kill-

iney. He retired from Northern Marine in 1996 as their 

Commodore. However, the “bug” was still in him and 

following his retirement he did a few spells as relief 

Master for Arklow Shipping, with his last appointment 

being Marine Superintendent for the Shetland Islands 

Council and their inter-island ferry services. 

Frank made many friends in the marine industry and 

wider circles, but as a professional epitaph, a statement 

made at this year’s Chamber of Shipping Dinner in Lon-

don by the ex-CEO of Northern Marine Management 

Ltd, is as good as any:  

Frank could handle any ship we gave him. 

He could always sort it out for us, got on 

with the job with no fuss or confusion. He 

was our Commodore Captain for whom we 

had the utmost respect  

Frank at the Museum  

By Keith Stratford 

The first memory, some years ago, of Captain Frank 

Best was the simple meeting and brief introduction on 

the Museum steps of a sprightly presented and attired 

gentleman leaving after a day of “instruction and induc-

tion to the Museum ways” with Robert Brandon. Robert 

said that Frank would soon be joining us as volunteer. 

First impressions were amazing and I was struck by this 

man’s presence and gentle authority. There was a 

sense of dignity and calmness about him that never 

changed in the years that followed. 

Shortly after this very brief encounter, the Museum 

was graced with the twice weekly tour of duty by Frank. 

He covered what were to be his sacred and landmark 

high-days of duty on Mondays and Thursdays. This was 

to become a further career for him, to which he em-

barked on this new venture at the “mere” age of eighty

-six! 

Frank was the most senior Museum personage, and 

very gradually made an indelible mark with his pres-

ence. At quarter to eleven, his arrival at the Museum  

was marked by the click of the wedding guest door han-

dle. This was followed by the steady paced steps across 

the nave of the museum until he arrived at reception, 

presenting himself and greeting all with great friendli-

ness. Having been a merchant navy sea captain, he was 

always immaculately turned out with his shoes polished 

to a mirror finish, and this whole ensemble gave him an 

aura of responsibility and authority which was never 

wielded but presented. 

Rapidly, Frank became one of the great fixtures of 

the Museum. He was much loved by all the staff who 

really enjoyed and respected his company. Once visi-

tors arrived, immediately Frank gave a professional and 

The Stena King. Auke Visser Shipspotting.com  
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  courteous formal introduction of the Health and Safety 

features, and only then after the tour would begin.  

He loved to learn where his guests came from and 

would greet them in their mother tongue. He also loved 

to recount that he had grown up in Corrig House in Dún 

Laoghaire, and that George IV had stayed there when 

he had visited Kingstown. Visitors were treated to at 

minimum an hour-long tour of the Museum -after all 

this was his natural home as he had been both baptised 

and married here. They were treated with anecdotes of 

his life (the first meeting of his wife on this very balco-

ny) and involvement in the Mariners Church.  

It was never rare that during a tour, or afterwards in 

the reception area, there would be a spontaneous 

round of applause for his colourful delivery. Such was 

the affection of his audience that he was frequently 

asked to be photographed with a member of the tour. 

Letters and emails would also follow these wonderful 

occasions from his appreciative visitors. His tours soon 

became a talking point, by which future visitors regular-

ly enquired if they would have the pleasure of Frank as 

their guide.  

During Frank’s tours, visitors were introduced to the 

“Leinster” bell. He would ring with amazing gusto and 

aplomb marking the watches of duty, with a result that 

the museum reverberated with this sound. Each of us 

knew when Frank was on duty as he had a signature 

touch to striking of the bell. 

 On one particular occasion, while Frank was giving a 

tour he met a guest in the group and realised that their 

paths had crossed before. This was some thirty or so 

years ago when the guest had been a passenger on one 

of Frank’s ships. And more notably, Frank had been ac-

companied by his young son Russell. This tour lasted 

several hours as reminiscences and tour were inter-

twined—-certainly, a wonderful occurrence among 

many that sprung out of the blue when Frank was on 

duty. 

 Frank had a wonderful ability to recall events from 

the far past with truly amazing clarity and description. 

When events were recalled it seemed that they had 

merely happened moments previously. One such occa-

sion happened when I escorted him on a Sunday after-

noon to his car and he looked down Adelaide Street 

and he recounted meeting RNSV (Ted) Kearon in the 

early 1940s at the end of this street. Shortly after the 

meeting, this man sadly drowned in a two-man sub en 

route to torpedo the Tirpitz. I got an uncanny feeling 

that Frank was actually really seeing this man at the 

end of the Terrace, and the past and present had sud-

denly become intertwined. 

 Another time when I accompanied Frank down the 

steps outside the Museum, I commented about the 

pungent smell of tarmac that was in the air. He then 

recounted his memory of another smell.  When he was 

at sea and two hundred miles off the coast on his way 

home from the States, there was an easterly wind 

blowing, and he knew from the smell of peat fires that 

he was nearly home and that only two hundred miles 

were left to reach his home shore. 

 Besides giving tours, a great highlight of the Cap-

tain’s day here was his delight at taking a break and 

heading to what he called the “captain’s table” in the 

canteen. He was joined by Ray Traynor and conversa-

tion and tales were told over their luncheon. Anyone 

else in the vicinity of this special table were invited to 

join the animated conversation where great stories of 

the past were recalled from his long life at sea and 

Capt. Best presenting an award at Maths 

Week 2019. 
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The Newsletter will in future feature nostalgic events in 

each issue as well as reviving pleasant memories that 

are also indictive of the contribution the Institute/Muse-

um has made to our maritime heritage. 

The Maritime Heritage Gathering  
2013 

In 2013, a successful effort was made to promote 

tourism using the “Gathering” concept. 

The first Maritime Heritage Gathering took place on 

29th and 30th October 2013, in the 176 year-old Mari-

ners Church in Dún Laoghaire, now the National Mari-

time Museum of Ireland. The primary purpose of which 

was to promote greater awareness of the maritime 

heritage of Ireland. The event was funded by the 

Department of Arts, Heritage and the Gaeltacht and 

supported by Dún Laoghaire Rathdown County Council 

and Gathering Ireland 2013.  

The Gathering brought together over 100 maritime 

museum managers, historians, authors, genealogists, 

deep-sea divers, archaeologists, heritage and inland 

waterways enthusiasts, former dockers, historic boat 

restorers, sail training organisations, community devel-

opment groups, members of professional maritime or-

ganisations and Government agencies from all around 

the island of Ireland and from England and Wales. Their 

common objective was to discuss solutions for 

preserving Ireland’s rich maritime heritage, raise its 

profile and highlight its immense historical and tourism 

potential. 

Six Working Groups chaired by experts highlighted 

issues of significance within their specific fields, the 

outcomes of which were presented by the chairpersons 

to the entire audience before close of business on the 

first day to allow time for reflection overnight. The 

Working Groups’ recommendations were discussed in 

Plenary Session the following morning, chaired by Mar-

cus Connaughton, the Presenter and Producer of SEA-

SCAPES, the national maritime programme on RTE 

Radio 1. 

An indication of the extent of the interest of the 

gathering can be gauged by the number of contribu-

tors.  

Nostalgia Corner 

memories of travelling the world with his dearly be-

loved wife Gladys.  

Such was Frank’s influence on the Museum that 

some of the other volunteers in jest used to joke about 

him and say on their arrival: “don’t tell us about Frank, 

that Frank did this, that Frank did that”. He merely set 

an enormous and high bar of professionalism to this 

role. 

 When Covid 19 stuck, the Museum, like so many 

institutions, was closed and this I know had a profound 

effect on Frank as he truly missed the weekly compan-

ionship that he found in the Museum. Throughout this 

time, he kept in touch, almost weekly, with a lot of the 

staff checking on their well-being and offering support 

during their enforced confinement. When this long pe-

riod of isolation ended, Frank was the first volunteer to 

return to fulltime duty once more in the museum, 

which he resumed with even greater relish. His humour 

and enthusiasm were still there. 

 On the 3rd March 2022, the Museum hosted an 

important visitor, the Chilean ambassador Mrs. Carla 

Serazi. This formal event became an informal tour fol-

lowing Frank’s introduction and greeting Mrs. Carla 

Serazi in mother tongue. The warmth between the two 

of them was delightful to behold. He was chuffed at 

being involved with this special visit to the Museum and 

the Ambassador was exceptionally impressed with his 

presentation. Sadly, for us all this was Frank’s last visit 

to the Museum as shortly afterwards he contracted 

Covid 19. 

 Great sadness was felt by the Museum community 

on learning of Frank Best’s death in July 2022. The Mu-

seum, all those who worked here, and those who visit-

ed had been so lucky and privileged to have met and 

known such a gracious and honourable man, whose 

twinkle of eye and kind thoughts and comments be-

came and remain an inspiration to all of us. 

 Frank’s name is still mentioned by those that knew 

him and I know that his spirit is still present in the 

nooks and crannies of this wonderful Museum. We are 

grateful to Russell and Wendy for introducing their fa-

ther to the National Maritime Museum.  
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  Contributors to the Gathering  

Arklow Maritime Museum, Baltimore Maritime Her-

itage Project, Bristol Maritime Museum M-Shed, Cause-

way Coast Maritime Heritage Group, Coastguards of 

Yesteryear Website. Commissioners of Irish Lights, Daire 

Brunicardi - Maritime Historian, Dalkey Scuba Divers. 

Dee-Jay Publications - Jim Rees, Derry City Council 

Heritage & Museum Service. 

Dublin Bay Old Gaffers Association, Dublin Dock-

workers Preservation Society. 

Dún Laoghaire Borough Historical Society, Edward 

Bourke - Maritime Historian. 

Galway Hookers Association, Galway Museum, Ge-

nealogical Society of Ireland, Geological Survey of Ire-

land, Gerald Butler - Lighthouse Historian, Grange & Ar-

mada Development Association, Heritage Boats Associ-

ation, Heritage Council of Ireland,  

Hollyhead Maritime Museum, Hook Lighthouse and 

Heritage Centre, Ian Lawler - Maritime Historian, Indus-

trial Heritage Association, INFOMAR, Inishowen Maritime 

Museum & Planaterium, Inland Waterways Association 

of Ireland, Institute of Marine Engineering, Science & 

Technology, Ireland Wales Program. 

Irish Coast Guard, Irish Institute of Master Mariners, 

Irish Mariners Website. 

Irish Maritime Archaeological Society, Irish Maritime 

Law Association, Irish Military Archives, Irish Shipwrecks 

Website, John Power Olinda Publications, Killybegs 

Maritime Museum, Laurence Dunne Archaeology, Ma-

rine Institute, Meitheal Mara, Mellon Centre for Migra-

tion Studies, Merseyside Maritime Museum, National 

Maritime Museum Cornwall. 

National Maritime Museum of Ireland, National 

Monuments Service Underwater Archaeology Unit, Na-

tional Museum of Ireland, Nautical Enterprise Centre, 

Nautical Institute Ireland Branch, Philip Lecane - Mari-

time Historian, Pride of Ireland Trust, Radio Officers As-

sociation, Rising Tide, Rosslare Harbour Maritime Mu-

seum Royal National Lifeboat Association, Seascapes RTE 

1, Shackleton Endurance Exhibition, Traditional Boats of 

Ireland Project, World Ship Society. 

What is interesting is re-visiting the themes and the 

composition of the working groups from the 

perspective of 10 years afterwards. 

Group 1: Realising the full potential of Ireland’s 

Maritime Museums - Chair Seamus O’Connor 

Group 2: Preservation of Historic Ships and 

Traditional Boats -  Chair Hal Sisk.  

Group 3: Preservation of the Shore Built Maritime 

Heritage - Chair Donal Hoey. 

Group 4: Accessing Irish Maritime History and 

Maritime Genealogy Sources - Joint chair Joe Varley and 

David Snook. 

Group 5: Maritime Tourism Networks, Marketing 

and Communications initiatives - Chair Birgit Faye Roth. 

Group 6: Maritime Heritage Partnerships in Joint 

Projects and Special Exhibitions -  Chair Padraic 

O’Brolchain. 

The theme of The Maritime Heritage Gathering will be 

continued in the next Issue. 

From Left: Richard McCormick, Gathering 

organiser, Jimmy Deenihan, Minister for Arts, 

Heritage and the Gaeltacht, Peadar Ward, 

Institute President at the time, an 

Cathaoirleach, Cllr. Carrie Smyth DLR COCO. 

Informal discussions at the gathering. 
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  Maritime Model Railway by Eoin Ferris 

Roll up, Roll up, All aboard for the National Maritime 

Model Railway Display! 

Since 2015, we have displayed a maritime model 

railway around Christmas time and into the new year. 

This year’s model was designed and developed by Alan 

Bayle and Derren Kelly. We also remember the contri-

bution in previous years from John Moore. 

 Alan is an avid model train enthusiast who has great 

knowledge and years of experience in building and de-

veloping different types of model sets. He has created a 

wonderful maritime railway display and we are very 

thankful to him for all his efforts. Also, we would like to 

give a special thank you to Derren Kelly for an amazing 

job helping to build and develop our railway display.  

 After a break due to Covid 19, this is our first year 

since Christmas 2020. The display this year features a 

traditional  maritime transport scene.  Such scenes are 

rare in model train settings as most tend to focus 

around more industrial subjects. Our Model depicts a 

time gone by when trains would drop off packages and 

pick up cargo for transporting to towns and villages 

throughout the country. This was a time before the de-

velopment of the shipping container, and accordingly 

we have used cargo vessels such as the Jenny M 

(Gronigen), a classic Dutch coaster and a type well 

known to British and Irish coasts of this period. 

During this era, goods were manually loaded into 

sacks, barrels and wooden creates and hauled directly 

onto cargo vessels, known as break-bulk shipping. It 

could take up to 1 week to unload and load each ship. 

The Smit Singapore, a deep sea tug boat which provides 

maritime services such as emergency response and sal-

vaging services, heavy lift and various subsea services, 

is also featured. 

On land, our model displays the use of Irish Rail en-

gines, correct to the period, that would have been seen 

traveling throughout the country at this time.  

One of our model trains is the 141 class which oper-

ated all over the Irish Rail system and included services 

on the Dublin-Belfast 'Enterprise' route and, in later 

years, operated on the Dublin suburban lines from 

Maynooth, Arklow and Drogheda. Their last passenger 

duties were on cross country services. The few remain-

ing 141s are employed in shunting duties at Inchicore, 

Dublin. Four locos have been preserved with Nos.141 & 

142 restored to their original 1960s livery by the RPSI 

(Railway Preservation Society of Ireland).   

 For us, the best part for our railway is seeing the 

smiles on everyone’s faces, from young to old as they 

enjoy, what is now a rare opportunity to see, the tradi-

tional maritime rail model. This makes it all worthwhile 

and we are already looking forward to next year’s ex-

hibit.  

The exhibition has proved popular with the young 

folk and their parents. The trains last departure time 

will be just after the St. Patrick’s weekend. 
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The 19th century in Irish historical research has not re-

ceived the same degree of investigation as its preceding 

and succeeding ones. An overall view of this trilogy of 

centuries can make a case for the 18th century estab-

lishing a colonial infrastructure, while the 20th century 

definitely loosened this. A quick traipse through the 

19th century quickly identifies O’Connell, The Famine, 

the Fenians and the Land League. Yet this was a time 

when a considerable amount of our present day infra-

structure was developed. Roy Stokes’s gem of a book 

places the marine components of these developments 

in the very clear context of Irish and International poli-

tics, and also of social development. 

In this period, Roy details and explains early and mid

-nineteenth century diving techniques. These are shown 

in usage, mainly in Connemara, Waterford Harbour, 

Kilmore Quay in Wexford and in Dún Laoghaire. The 

Dún Laoghaire location is mainly concerned with the 

building of the Carlisle Pier. After Chapter 9, the focus 

of the book entirely alters. In early 1864, at the age of 

51, Campbell and his family leave Ireland. His son James 

had purchased a worn-out coastguard cutter at Dún 

Laoghaire. The vessel, converted to schooner rig, made 

the 8,000 mile sea passage from Liverpool eventually 

arriving at Streaky Bay, South Australia. Campbell, our 

diver, died there in 1894 at the age of 81. A plaque in 

his local church evocatively and correctly describes him 

as a ‘pioneer’. 

A good history book or biography is never a regurgi-

tation of material discovered in existing works; rather, it 

goes back to the original sources as evidenced by Roy in 

pp. 218-219. From these, it analyses and contextualises, 

resulting in new insights and, perhaps, fresh interpreta-

tions in the matter examined. All this good practice is 

very evident in the book being reviewed. Three sepa-

rate areas with regard to this are very obvious in Roy’s 

book. 

The first relates to marine economic development in 

both rural and urban Ireland. The second details both 

Federal and Confederate vessels using Irish ports during 

the American Civil War. He also, within this category, 

looks at the developments of ironclads and the preced-

ing combo vessels in the Royal Navy in the late 1850s 

early 1860s. The third area, in the case of the schooner 

’Lucy’ in her voyage from Liverpool to the Spencer Gulf, 

examines the operational constraints of operating a 

small vessel and the vagrancies of tramping. 

In relation to economic development, Roy describes 

the operational difficulties of building different piers as, 

for example, Bunowen near Clifden and the Carlisle Pier 

at Dún Laoghaire. The American Civil War vessels that 

came to Ireland at that time are now largely forgotten, 

but they are recorded in this book. What is fascinating is 

his description of ‘H.M.S. Prince Consort’ a wooden ves-

sel with iron belting and her misadventures off the Baily 

and in Dún Laoghaire late 1863. This, to this reviewer at 

least, is entirely new knowledge. The coal, wool and 

sugar cargos that paid for the passage of the ‘Lucy’ to 

Australia give a realistic account of small ship tramping. 

Sometimes a reviewer is expected to find some fault 

with the book reviewed in order to satisfy the ridiculous 

concept of balance. This does not apply here. Perhaps 

Adventures of  the Famine Diver by William Campbell 

Book review by Joe Varley 
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This is the first part of a two-part story by Cormac F. 

Lowth concerning his time on the MV Irish Larch. The 

second part will appear in our next newsletter. 

I first went away to sea as a ship’s carpenter in Decem-

ber 1963. My late father Fred was a member of the 

Maritime Institute and was a total marine buff, a trait 

which I inherited. He had an abiding interest in all things 

maritime and the sea played a prominent part in our 

lives. I have been most of my life either on, in, under, or 

beside the sea and I could not bear to be too far away 

from it. I have spent a lot of time since my early child-

hood, fishing, swimming, diving, sailing and being in 

boats. I also served for about seven years on general 

cargo ships, during which time I saw a great deal of the 

world and visited a great many countries. 

Fred had an extensive maritime library and I must 

borrow a quote from one of his favorite books, and 

mine, Titled Sailing alone around the World by Joshua 

Slocum. “As for myself, the wonderful sea charmed me 

from the first”. Fred was a builder and we had a joinery 

works with a sawmill. I served my time with him as a 

carpenter and joiner having left school at fourteen. My-

self and the teachers did not see eye to eye, a product 

of having been brought up to have an opinion in a liber-

ally minded household. I left school despite some oppo-

sition and Fred allowed me to come and work with him, 

a decision I have never regretted for a moment. We had 

a registered fishing boat in Ringsend, which Fred con-

verted into a motorsailer, and I spent a lot of my child-

hood and youth aboard this boat. 

I also spent a couple of terms learning boat building 

in Ringsend Technical School. The teacher on these 

courses was a shipwright and boat-builder named Jim 

Kearney who was born in Ringsend and who was a most 

talented and larger than life character and who was to 

have a great influence on my own boatbuilding skills 

and general abilities. 

I first got the notion of going to sea from listening to 

stories from two of my father’s men who had been to 

sea as ship’s carpenters, one of whom had served on 

cargo ships on convoys during the Second World War to 

places such as Murmansk in Northern Russia. I did a five 

Memories of  my First Ship 

by Cormac F. Lowth 

Roy could consider writing a biography of Barry Duncan 

Gibbons, the celebrated and now forgotten mid-

Victorian harbour engineer. His work is in evidence all 

over Ireland including the Carlisle Pier. He was a friend, 

mentor and work colleague of William Campbell and it 

would complement and perhaps expand on the excel-

lent book that I have reviewed. 

 

Cormac’s Seaman’s Identity Book. Note 

incorrect spelling of Lowth. 

Cormac as a young chippy. 
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  year apprenticeship and, at the end of that period, I 

wrote a letter to Irish Shipping Limited asking for a job 

as a ship’s carpenter. Unlike today, when the world has 

become a much smaller place due to cheap air-travel 

and modern communications, back in the 1960s in 

much less affluent times, there was not much oppor-

tunity for a young man to travel about and to see some 

of the world short of emigrating or hitch hiking abroad. 

Even package holidays were a relatively new innovation 

and they were expensive. At this stage of my life I had 

never been out of the Republic of Ireland. I was reason-

ably good at letter writing and I laid out all of my con-

nections and interests in the sea and boatbuilding, nev-

er thinking I would get a reply.  However to my sur-

prise, shortly after, I received a letter from the Person-

nel officer of the company, Captain Joe McPolin, in-

viting me into the company office for an interview. I 

had no expectation even then of getting a job with the 

company, but I must have made a good impression, as 

a couple of weeks later, to my amazement, a telegram 

arrived at my house informing me that there was a job 

for me as a ship’s carpenter aboard one of the compa-

ny's ships that was shortly about to dock in Belfast, and 

if I was interested, to contact Head Office. It took only a 

few days to leave my job with my father, who wished 

me well in my new career, and to put a few other 

things in order before I left. I had to pay a brief visit to 

the Shipping Company and to the Mercantile Marine 

Office to arrange for a seaman's discharge book and 

also for a passport. I found to my surprise when I ap-

plied for a birth certificate, that in order to acquire 

these, my name had been wrongly spelled at the regis-

tration of my birth as Louth, and it was as Cormac 

Louth that I sailed for the rest of my seagoing career. In 

December, with the blessing of my parents, I stepped 

on board a train in Amiens Street Station with my 

toolbox and suitcase, in company with the new ship’s 

crew, en route to Belfast, on the first stage of a journey 

that was to have a profound effect upon the rest of my 

life. I was off to join the MV Irish Larch. 

Like most of the kids I hung around with, whenever I 

was not off boating or fishing with my father, we did 

everything together, like joining the FCA. I was thirteen 

at the time and in what was a generally oppressive time 

for young people, it was so liberating to be treated as 

an adult and, more especially, to be able to walk into 

the mess and order a pint! We also smoked, something 

I now regret. A bit earlier than that, we all joined the 

local Saint John Bosco Boxing club where we were put 

through our paces by a man who was a sergeant in the 

Dock Police. The time I spent in the boxing club as a kid 

was to stand me in good stead in later life. I was a big fit 

rangy lad in my teens and I was not the type that any-

one would try to intimidate too easily, and that was to 

be an advantage in the coming years. Looking back on it 

now, I realise that I led a charmed life in many of the 

tight corners that I would find myself in during my sea-

faring days.  

We arrived down to Pollock Dock, at the lower end 

of Corporation Street in Belfast, by coach in the after-

noon, and I got my first view of the ship. She had a big 

grey hull and a green white and yellow funnel and she 

was moored under the grain silo at the dock. The ship 

was loaded with about ten thousand tons of grain 

which was in the process of being discharged by huge 

suction pipes which sucked the grain from the ships 

holds into the giant silos on the Quayside. As I stepped 

up the gangway, I was just enthralled at being on my 

first ship, which was bigger that I had ever expected it 

to be. As I lugged my gear aboard I found the outgoing 

Carpenter, or Chippy, who was considerably older than 

myself just about to leave, and when he learned that I 

was a 'first tripper' he kindly gave me a quick run 

through of what I was to expect and he showed me the 

whereabouts of many things and places on the ship 

The “Larch” in the  Manchester ship canal, 

Outworth bound, assisted by MSC Tug 

Badger. What a Lovely Picture! 
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  including my very own workshop, which was located on 

the port side of the fo'castle. I deposited my toolbox 

there and Peter the Chippy gave me a carton of ciga-

rettes and a crate of beer as a present. The old crew 

were leaving as we arrived and they mostly looked 

tanned and fit. We learned later that they had been on 

board for almost two years and they had been around 

the World to many places including South America and 

Japan. The carpenter’s cabin was on the main deck and 

it was quite spacious, It was well appointed with a 

bunk, wardrobe, desk, wash-hand basin, and a nice long 

settee. The standard of accommodation on the compa-

ny's ships was really excellent.  

At that time, the standard ‘Foreign-going Articles’, 

or the agreement that seamen signed, were for a dura-

tion of two years, but it was unusual for them to have 

lasted that long. Most voyages at the time would have 

been for about a one year duration. Shortly after this 

time the Company brought out a policy of changing the 

crews wherever possible after nine months. The old 

crew had been paid off and we assembled in the upper 

deck saloon on the next morning to sign on with the 

new Captain and the local marine superintendent. Ships 

articles are a large antiquated looking set of documents 

with all sorts of archaic wording as to what seamen can 

and cannot do, the scale of provisions, rates of pay and 

so on. My first great shock arrived when I discovered 

that I was to be paid nearly twice as much as I had been 

earning ashore. I arranged to send a monthly 

‘allotment’ home to my mother. This consisted of a few 

pounds for herself and the rest into my bank account, a 

good move, as it turned out, as expenditure rises to 

meet available income easily on ships. This still left 

some money in my account aboard ship. 

We were fed soon after coming aboard and the 

standard of the food proved, as with all of the compa-

ny's ships that I sailed on to be first class. I was used to 

the best of food at home, but the shipping company 

believed in feeding their crews well. Breakfast hour 

aboard was usually from eight until nine, with the usual 

cereals, fruit juice, bacon, egg and 'something else', 

toast, tea or coffee, then there was a 'smoko' from half 

past ten until eleven a.m. which was a tea break. At 

midday for an hour, there was a full dinner served with 

soup, roast beef, lamb or pork usually, with all the trim-

mings, and a nice dessert. I never really took to having 

much of the mid-day meal in all of my years at sea as it 

was often hard to go back and start work after such a 

big meal during the middle of the day. The routine con-

tinued in the afternoon with another smoko from three 

p.m. to half past, and then an evening meal or 'tea' at 

five thirty. This usually consisted of steak and chips or a 

mixed grill with an entree of maybe fish or some other 

tasty dish. On one of my very first days at the evening 

meal the entree was fish fried in batter, and being the 

naive lad that I really was I stuck my head into the gal-

ley and asked the Head Cook if I could have the fish 

without the batter. His answer cured me forever more 

of ever again asking the cook for something special on 

any ship. He said, “Listen son, you're on a ship now, and 

Crew List of the “Larch”.  Cormac is on Board as we can  see  on the sixth line on right. Note 

again the incorrect spelling of Lowth.  Photo taken from “Signal”, the ISL House magazine.  
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  I'm not your Mammy. You can have it the way I cook it 

or not at all.” All this within earshot of many of the 

crew! I was mortified. 'Chefs' would have been a more 

appropriate title for the cooks as, in the main, they 

were superb practitioners of the culinary arts. The Chief 

Cook mostly looked after the meat dishes and the Sec-

ond Cook managed the vegetables and baked the 

bread. Bread was baked every day on the ships and it 

was only superb. Slices of big golden-brown crusty 

loaves, fresh every day with a layer of real butter, were 

to die for. Once on a different ship however, we had a 

Second Cook who had not quite got the hang of making 

the bread and he inevitably become known as the 

'bricklayer'. The food in that shipping company was leg-

endary, for its quantity and its quality. 

The ship had, by the standards of today, a large 

crew, forty-four in total. Starting with the Captain, the 

Chief Officer, Second Officer, Third Officer and Appren-

tice Cadet Officers. Most Captains kept very much to 

themselves and did not mix with any of the crew, alt-

hough our Skipper, Barney Reilly, liked to do a bit of 

chipping and red leading around the boat deck. The 

Captain did the crew's wages and overtime and the gen-

eral accounts. The three Mates stood watches on the 

bridge when at sea, four hours on and eight hours off. 

The First Mate did four to eight, Second Mate eight to 

twelve and the Third Mate, twelve to four. The First 

Mate was also responsible for the running of the Deck 

department on board ship and was over the apprentic-

es, the Bosun and the deck hands, and the Chippy. 

Maintenance of the ship, apart from the engine room, 

was also his responsibility. After his night watch at sea, 

the Mate usually spent a few hours in supervising and 

allotting the maintenance tasks for the deck crew. The 

Second Mate did most of the navigation, like plotting 

courses and taking sights with a sextant, although the 

other officers did this also. The apprentice officers spent 

some of the day studying but were allotted the same 

tasks with the deck hands also. The Captain did not 

stand a watch but would occasionally relieve one or 

another of the mates by taking their watch at sea.  

The engine room department was in the charge of 

the Chief Engineer, with a Second, Third and Fourth 

Engineer, the three of whom stood a watch in the en-

gine room at sea. There were usually three Junior Engi-

neers who also did engine room watches. The engine 

room also had some ratings known as donkeymen, who 

did most of the oiling and greasing of the myriads of 

moving parts on the main engine and the several big 

diesel generators. These also were on watches at sea. 

The Engineers were all classed as officers, as was the 

ship’s Electrician and the Radio Officer. 

The catering department was overseen by a Chief 

Steward, who was a ship’s 'officer'. Under him there 

was a Second Steward, who ran the upper deck pantry 

and the officer’s mess, and two Assistant Stewards who 

were in effect waiters for the officers and who cleaned 

and tidied their rooms and made up their bunks. A Pan-

try-Boy completed the upper-deck catering line-up and 

to him fell the task of washing up, or 'pearl diving' as it 

was sometimes known. The food was prepared in the 

Galley by the Head Cook, with a Second Cook and a Gal-

ley Boy. 

Irish Shipping House Magazine, A great way 

to keep in with your mates and a boon for 

researchers. 
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  The deck department, of which the Mate was the 

boss, included the Chippy, and the Bosun, who was the 

man in charge of the deckhands. These consisted of 

A.B.s, or Able Seamen, E.D.Hs, or Efficient Deckhands, 

O.S.s, or Ordinary Seamen, and a Deck Boy. Most deck-

hands had started off as Deck Boys or Ordinary Seamen, 

depending on the ages at which they started, and after 

a required length of sea-time, it was possible to sit for 

an examination in practical and theoretical seamanship, 

usually in a Marine School. After another period at sea 

and having sat for a 'Lifeboat' certificate, which entailed 

another examination in theory and practical launching 

and handling, under oars and sail, of a ship’s lifeboat, an 

E.D.H. could become an A.B. I eventually did both of 

these tickets myself, as a precursor to the possibility 

that I might stay at sea and become a ship’s officer but, 

as it turned out, this was not to be. The way was open 

to all deckhands, who had the necessary sea-time and 

experience, and who had studied, to sit for the exami-

nation to become a ship’s officer. The first of these is 

for a Second Mate’s ticket, and being, it is said by many, 

the hardest one to get. The Bosun, the Chippy and the 

Donkeymen, usually ate in their own mess-room, with 

the rest of the deckhands dining together in their own 

mess, all being served by the Mess-man who, on some 

ships, was known as the 'Peggy', presumably in refer-

ence to bygone days on naval ships when the task 

would have fallen to some poor misfortunate sailor who 

had lost a leg in battle and who had a peg-leg. 

We remained in Belfast for about two weeks as 

something went wrong with the dock machinery for 

discharging the grain, and Belfast proved to be a revela-

tion to someone like myself who had not, as I men-

tioned, been out of my hometown much. To appreciate 

this, it is necessary to understand the Ireland in which I 

had grown up in the forties, fifties and sixties. Religion 

had insinuated its way into almost every aspect of life 

and everybody, including successive governments of 

the country, danced to the tune that was called by the 

Roman Catholic Church. Most aspects of education was 

saturated with it: censorship was rife and, with the ben-

efit of hindsight, it can be seen that some of the most 

mundane of books were banned because of some tri-

fling sexual reference or other, and films were clipped 

to shreds, shorn of anything salacious by the govern-

ment appointed film censor. Of course, there were girls 

and like most sailors including your editor we combed 

our hair and went to dances at the “Mish”. This for the 

uninitiated in Cormac’s case was the local Church of 

Ireland Mission Hall in Belfast. All the Churches spon-

sored a variation of Mission Dances and we all have 

fond memories of all those lovely mish girls of yester-

year. There was a speakeasy pub near the dock gate, 

called Ma Carroll's, where you could get a late drink, 

and this was well frequented by the lads on the ship 

before we left. The drink favoured by the dockers in 

that area was 'a pint of plain', that was porter, or a sort 

of more watery Guinness, and a glass of 'Mundies', for a 

chaser, which was an extremely strong, fortified South 

African wine.  

I had gotten off to a bad start with the First Mate, 

the Chief Officer, who was my immediate boss. In hind-

sight I think he would have fitted in well in Nelson’s Na-

vy. He did not seem to have the patience to put up with 

a ‘First Tripper’, more I will not say. However, I muddled 

through those first few weeks until I found my feet. I 

got a lot of help and advice from the Bosun, John Byrne, 

who was one of a dynasty of seamen who sailed with 

the Company. They all bore the nickname of ‘Sainty’. He 

was a great seaman and, among other aspects of sea-

manship, he taught me how to splice wires, a skill that is 

seldom practiced nowadays. I settled into the shipboard 

routine quickly and I was starting to 'learn the ropes'. 

The ship I had joined was of about ten thousand tons 

and like most of the other ships in the Company's fleet, 

she was designed either for carrying general cargo or, 

with some contrivance, to carry bulk cargoes such as 

grain. There are very few ships like this in the world to-

day, as most general cargoes are now carried in con-

tainers and bulk cargoes are mostly carried in special-

Irish Shipping house flag. 
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  ised ships that do not carry anything else. Most of the 

work done by this ship, and indeed by most of the ships 

in the Company was on what was known as 'Tramp 

Charter', that is carrying cargoes from one port to an-

other on short term charter, perhaps for a shipping 

agency or shipping company, and then picking up an-

other charter, always moving on, sometimes without 

knowing where you were going to be next. 

The term Ship's Carpenter can sometimes seem a 

bit misleading. There was much more to the job than 

just, carpentry. A better description would have been 

Ships Maintenance Man. Firstly, the ship had a crew of 

forty-four, all hands, and their living accommodation 

was the equivalent of a small hotel, that spent a great 

deal of time in sometimes very rough motion, Things 

naturally got broken and needed fixing. In addition, 

there was a constant round of things to be serviced and 

maintained, such as the moving parts of the big folding 

steel hatches, known as McGregors. There were lots of 

wheels and screw clamps on these that had to be kept 

oiled and greased, and overhauled regularly. Also, most 

of the deck machinery such as the cargo winches and 

the anchor windlass needed to be maintained. The 

Chippy was also the ship's plumber. One of my duties 

as Chippy was to let go the anchor and to drive the big 

windlass on the fo'c's'le head when we were docking or 

sailing. This could sometimes involve being on standby 

for long periods whenever we were entering or leaving 

port. Another responsibility of the Chippy was to load 

fresh water into the storage tanks on board, this was 

done usually by connecting a big fire-hose, usually sup-

plied by a waterman on shore, to a hydrant on the 

quayside, connected to an inlet on the deck. I suppose 

this went back traditionally to the days of sailing ships 

when the Chippy was responsible for ensuring that the 

wooden barrels or casks that the water would have 

been stored in were kept watertight. A follow on from 

that was the daily duty of the Chippy to dip all of the 

water ballast tanks and the bilges in the hold to give a 

report to the mate on water levels. This was known as 

'taking soundings' which involved dropping a linked 

metal rule on a line down the sounding pipes which led 

to the tanks from the deck above. The resulting meas-

urements being entered in a book and given to the 

Chief Officer. The bottom of most ships was comprised 

of double bottom tanks that could be filled with ballast 

water to give some stability to a ship when travelling 

light, without a cargo.  

Self-guided visits to the museum are continuing.  Alt-

hough tours are available by prior arrangement, there 

are fewer tour guides available following on from the 

Covid restrictions which are now reduced. Fortunately, 

a couple of new tour guides are in training and will soon 

help to share the stories of our Maritime Heritage. 

A 70% grant of €2,000 has been granted to us from 

DLR County Council  for an exhibition about the ship-

wrecks of the Rochdale and the Prince of Wales in 

1807. This was probably the final precedent leading to 

the construction of Dun Laoghaire Harbour as a harbour 

of refuge. 

Work on cataloguing the artefacts continues as we 

transfer to a cloud-based program with AXIELL. This will 

eventually enable a more streamlined information ac-

cess to our displayed and stored heritage. 

A plan for the upgrading of the M.V. Kerlogue story 

of the Bay of Biscay rescue exhibition is ongoing and is 

expected to complete by December this year, for the 

80th Anniversary on December 28th. Though the official 

opening will be early in January 2024. This will entail a 

refurbishment of her Irish Ensign and display in a pro-

tective case, a new display case with more artefacts, 

storyboards, and video. Grant aid will be applied to re-

duce the costs, and a donation of €500 has already 

Museum Report by Roger Kirker 

The M.V. Kerlogue 
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Pat Sweeney RIP 

We regret to announce the death of Pat Sweeney, former President Emeritus of the Maritime Institute of Ireland. 

Pat died on 17th of October 2022. A full appreciation of his life and his huge contribution to our work will appear in 

the next issue of this newsletter.  

been received. 

There have been a number of applications by stu-

dents seeking internship during their final year’s study, 

and we have agreed to host 3 between March and Au-

gust. The students will be sponsored by Erasmus+ and 

not be at our cost. They will assist the volunteers and 

staff with tour guiding, events and administration. 

Due to pressure of space, the library report is held 

over till the next issue. 

Photo taken at Pat’s book launch ( “Liffey Ships & Shipbuilding” published 2010) at Dublin Port Centre. We 

acknowledge the courtesy of Mary Feehan of Mercier Press Cork, in relation to this photo. 
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A new book by Cormac Lowth, Ringsend Sailing Trawlers, is available in the Museum 
bookshop. The book gives a realistic picture of the marine culture of Ringsend with its 
ancillary trades of boat building and repair, as well as rope making.  

Price €27.00. 

The book is also available on EBay or by directly contacting the 
author on cormacflowth69@gmail.com. 

Telephone: +353 (0) 86 150 3766. 

Membership Renewals 

The friendliest of reminders to get your renewal in. 

Many thanks, 

Joe 

Advertisement 

Disclaimer: The views and opinions expressed in this newsletter are those of the contributors 

and do not necessarily reflect the official position and policy of the Maritime Institute of Ireland. 


