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Introduction 

The entrance to the Tyne today with its two piers and save navigable channel bears little 
resemblance to the conditions that existed at the time the idea for a purpose built lifeboat was 
first conceived at South Shields, in 1789.  
 
The river mouth was totally exposed to the full force of north easterly to south-easterly gales, 
and even in ideal conditions, ships had to contend with crossing the bar. A sailing ship entering 
the river when running before an easterly gale, towards a lee shore, and with a strong cross-
tidal current, had to aim for a narrow river entrance with, to the north, the cliffs of Tynemouth 
and the treacherous Black Middens rocks and Mussel Scarp sands. To the south lay the Herd 
Sands. Between the two, guarding the entrance into the river, there was the notorious 
Tynemouth Bar.  
 
At the mercy of a gale and tides, a captain had little control over the destiny of his ship and crew, 
with possibly, ships successfully entering the river in such conditions more by luck than 
judgement. 
 

The communities of South Shields, North Shields and Tynemouth hold the unique position in the 
establishment and development of maritime rescue. In South Shields the first purpose designed 
lifeboat, Original, was launched in 1790, followed by a second lifeboat, the Northumberland, 
built in 1798 for North Shields. It was this same pioneering spirit that led to the first Volunteer 
Life Brigades being established, at Tynemouth in December 1864, and South Shields in January 
1866 these, the forerunners of today’s H.M. Coastguard Rescue Service. It was also at North 
Shields, in 1905, that the Royal National Lifeboat Institution stationed its first petrol engined 
lifeboat.  
 
It is for these reasons that the Tyne became known as the ‘Cradle of Lifesaving’ not only in this 
country but in the subsequent development of sea rescue organisations abroad.  
 
One of the early lifeboats that played a significant role in this was the South Shields lifeboat, 
Tyne, built in 1833 to replace the Original , and now the second oldest lifeboat in the world, the 
first being the Greathead built Zetland, completed in 1802and  serving at Redcar for 78 years, 
where she rescued over 500 lives. She is now displayed in the town’s Lifeboat Museum. 
 
Since 1894, the Tyne, on display beside the Lifeboat Memorial, between the North and South 
Marine Parks in South Shields, has been testament to the courage and bravery of the pilots who, 
for 150 years, manned the lifeboats of the Tyne Lifeboat Institution, launching to the aid of 
shipwrecked seamen at the treacherous river entrance. During the 54 years of her operational 
life, she saved 1,024 lives.   
 
The Tyne was the third of eight lifeboats operated by the Tyne Lifeboat Institution, an 
organisation that operated a rescue service, protecting the dangerous approaches to the River 
Tyne, between 1789 and 1937. Only two of these lifeboats remain - the Tyne and the 1886 built 
Bedford, currently in storage at Eyemouth. 
 
As part of the regeneration of South Shields seafront and construction of the Haven Point  
leisure complex, South Tyneside Council, in November 2012, approached the North East 
Maritime Trust to undertake the renovation of the lifeboat whilst, with the lifeboat in the Trust 
workshop, her historic 1894 shelter was restored and repaired to its former glory. The Trust 
began the renovation of the lifeboat on 1st August 2013. 



 

 

The Original - the World’s First Purpose 
Designed Lifeboat 

To lifeboat enthusiasts, Willie Wouldhave and Henry Greathead are synonymous with the 
design and construction of the lifeboat with claims by both men as being the “inventor” of the 
lifeboat. This created a controversy that actually ignored those who were the main driving force 
behind the creation of the first purpose designed lifeboat.  
 
Prior to the completion of the North and South Piers in 1909, the entrance into the River Tyne 
was totally exposed to the full force of north easterly to south-easterly gales, with the Black 
Middens rocks to the north, the Herd Sands to the south, and the notorious Tynemouth Bar 
between. During winter gales, it was not uncommon for 6 or more ships to come ashore in a 
single day.   
 

 
 

The Entrance to the Tyne by John Scott – Tyne and Wear Museums. With a collier brig in 

the Narrows, the North Shields Low Light can be seen on the left and on the right, the 

Herd Sand Beacon. 



 

 

 

The entrance to the River Tyne, 1849. 

It was not until March 1789, following the wreck of the Adventure, that the first steps were 
taken towards establishing a lifeboat service when Nicholas Fairles, a local businessman, 
Magistrate and member of the ‘Gentlemen of the Lawe House’, a group of local shipowners and 
marine insurers, who having been appalled at the loss of life and the inability of anyone to help 
rescue the Adventure’s crew, proposed a competition, offering a prize of 2 Guineas, to find a 
rescue boat capable of operating in the breaking surf at the river mouth.  
 
Two entries were received, one from Willie Wouldhave, the Parish Clerk of St. Hilda’s Church, 
South Shields, who submitted a tin model that demonstrated the principles of a self-righting 
boat, and the other entry from Henry Greathead, a local boat builder, whose submission was a 
flat bottomed, wide beamed boat that resembled the troop carrying barges that Greathead 
would have been familiar with during his time as a ship’s carpenter in the Royal Navy, during 
the time of the American War of Independence.   
 
Neither entry found favour with the judging Committee. Greathead’s model was described as  
Inappropriate for the local conditions, and Wouldhave’s self-righting lifeboat, built in copper 
sheeting, was found to be too radical a design. Whilst accepting Wouldhave’s idea of internal 
buoyancy, the Committee only offered a Guinea for his trouble, which he declined to accept, but 
left his model with the Committee.  
 
With no conclusive result, it was not until the Chairman of the Competition Committee, Nicholas  
Fairles, and Committee member, Michael Rockwood, met by chance and combined their 
knowledge gained from the competition to make a clay model of a boat that they considered 
would be best suited for local sea conditions.   



 

 

                                                                                                     
 
                    Willie Wouldhave                                                                    Henry Greathead  
 
Following Committee ratification, the model was given to Greathead to build, who’s only  
contribution to the design was a curved keel, to assist in its manoeuvrability. The resultant boat,  
with design influences taken from the Northumbrian Coble and Norway Yawl, was non-self-
righting and double ended, 28 feet 6 inches long by 9 feet 6 inches beam and 3 feet 2 inches 
depth amidships. The hull was clinker built with a cork buoyancy fender around the midships 
gunwale. It rowed 10 oars, was steered by a long oar from the stern, and had a crew of 12.  
 
The boat was not named but became known as the Original, and was kept on a carriage in a 
lifeboat house located at the river mouth, at South Shields, and crewed by local pilots. The total 
cost of £159, and subsequent operational costs, was met by local shipowners. The new boat first 
launched on service on January 30th, 1790 when a vessel came ashore on the Herd Sand.  
 

 
 

Launching the Lifeboat by Luke Clennell, 1810 – Tyne and Wear Museums 

 



 

 

Controversy  

In 1802, the patent on another early sea rescue pioneer’s work, Lionel Lukin’s ‘unimmergible’ 
boat was due to expire and with this knowledge, Greathead in October 1801, embarked on a 
public campaign to be recognised as the Inventor of the Lifeboat, and to market his boat 
building business.  
 
He first sought the help of the Gentlemen of the Lawe House requesting them to sign his 
certificate stating that he was the inventor of the lifeboat. Nicholas Fairles refused to sign 
suggesting that he should show his model to see if it indeed resembled the Original.  
 
Undaunted, his first successes were financial rewards from Lloyds of London and Trinity House, 
and then, in July 1802, with the patronage and sponsorship of local Members of Parliament, 
Parliament awarded Greathead £1200, recognising him as the Inventor of the lifeboat. In his 
evidence, he stated that the wreck of the Adventure gave him the idea of the lifeboat 
competition, and that his model – he showed Parliament the Original – had won the 
competition. News reached Wouldhave of Parliament’s decision, but without the financial 
means and social status, he could do little to mount a successful challenge. 
 

 
The Original 

 
Prior to his campaign Greathead had built only five lifeboats, but during 1802, his yard built a 
further 10 boats, peaking in 1803 with another 14. Output diminished thereafter with only 12 
boats built between 1805 and 1810. Having been declared bankrupt in 1807 and 1810, and 
imprisoned for debt in 1813, he died in 1818 aged 63. Willie Wouldhave, at the age of 73, died 
penniless, in 1821.  
 
In any event, Wouldhave, whilst designing a self-righting lifeboat, did not design the Original. 
Fairles, the driving force behind the Original, stated in correspondence in 1806, that neither 
Greathead nor Wouldhave could be considered as being the inventor of the Original.  



 

 

 
 

Wouldhave’s 1789 tin model of a self-righting lifeboat, and the South Shields non self-
righting lifeboat, Tyne, built in 1833. 

 

The Tyne Lifeboat Institution 

The success of the Original, and an increase in shipwrecks led, at the behest of Nicholas Fairles, 
to a second Greathead built boat, Northumberland, being stationed at North Shields in 1798, this 
funded by the 2nd Duke of Northumberland, both stations being managed by a local committee.  
 
Because of a recession, the funding of the lifeboat, by local ship owners, was reduced to such an 
extent that in November 1808, following a public meeting in South Shields called and presided 
over by Nicholas Fairles, a permanent lifeboat fund was established, which essentially set-up a 
commercial lifeboat service, ship owners subscribing 10s6d per ship per annum, in return for 
which no charge was made for the lifeboat going to the assistance of any of their ships. Similar 
arrangements were established for the North Shields lifeboat. 5 Guineas was charged for the 
services of the boats to non-subscribers in addition to the payment made to the lifeboat crew of 
½ Guinea each.  
 
Nicholas Fairles was murdered in 1832, when attempting to resolve a coal miners strike.  
 
This arrangement worked well until 1840 when, after the crew of the brig Friendship was 
rescued, the owner declined to contribute to the fund. Judgement was given against him in the 
local Court, but with no legal means to enforce payment. At a meeting of local shipowners soon 
afterwards, it was decided that every vessel using the Tyne should voluntarily contribute to a 
lifeboat fund based on vessel tonnage. At the same time the management of the South and North 
Shields boats was consolidated into the Tyne Lifeboat Institution.  



 

 

This organisation, renamed the Tyne Lifeboat Society, in 1905, was independent of the Royal  
National Lifeboat Institution.  
  
The 1841 reorganisation led to a major overhaul of the lifeboat service. New boats and 
boathouses were built for both the existing North and South Shields stations, and new stations 
were established at Tynemouth Haven and on the Herd Sand at South Shields.  
 
In addition to maintaining and manning a floating fire engine for use on the river, the local  
institution also undertook humanitarian work in looking after rescued seamen who had lost all 
their possessions, by giving them clothes to wear, finding and paying for temporary 
accommodation, giving financial assistance for passages home and finding berths on ships for 
seamen to continue in employment.  
 
By 1862, there were 4 local institution boats: the Providence and Tyne both at the Coble Landing,  
South Shields and the Prior in the South Beach boathouse, South Shields, and the second  
Northumberland at North Shields. Following the RNLI establishing the Tynemouth Lifeboat 
Station at the Haven in 1862, the Prior was moved to the South Beach boathouse.  
 
Replacement boats were also constructed with, in 1872, the Tom Perry and in 1878 Willie  
Wouldhave both for South Shields and in 1884, the James Young for North Shields. The last boat 
to be built, in 1886, was the Bedford, together with a brand new boathouse for her next to the 
1841 double boathouse at the Coble Landing South Shields.  
 
In 1905, a new boathouse was constructed at the Pilot House Jetty, South Shields to replace that 
at the Coble Landing, further upstream. This new boathouse was directly opposite the moorings 
of the new motor lifeboat that was stationed at North Shields by the Royal National Lifeboat 
Institution that same year.  
 
The design principles of these later boats, 33ft in length and 11ft. beam, still reflected those of 
the first Greathead built boats, and it was not until 1935, that the Bedford, now in the Pilot Jetty  
boathouse, was fitted with a petrol engine. However, this significantly affected her sea-keeping  
qualities. She performed the last service launch of a Tyne Lifeboat Institution boat in 1937.  
 
Of the last remaining boats, the 66 year old Tom Perry was sold in 1938 and used as a diving 
boat, and the 57 year old James Young, together with the new Tynemouth RNLI motor boat, John  
Pyemont, were destroyed, in their adjoining boathouses, during an air raid in April 1941. The 
Willie Wouldhave and her South Beach boathouse were destroyed in an arson attack in March 
1947.  
 

The Tyne - Her First Years 

The Original served at South Shields until January 1830, when she was wrecked on the Black  
Middens, whilst attempting to rescue the crew of the brig Glatton. She never lost a single life 
during her 40 years service.  
 
The delay in replacing the Original was due to difficulties in securing funds for a new boat, 
leading to the Newcastle Shipwreck Association requesting the National Lifeboat Institution to 
place a boat at Tynemouth Haven in 1832, this being stationed there for 10 years. 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 

The Lifeboats of the Tyne Lifeboat Institution in the early 1900’s – Bedford, Willie 
Wouldhave, Tom Perry and James Young 

 
It was not until 1833 that South Shields had a replacement lifeboat with the launch of the Tyne; 
a double ended, clinker built surf boat, 32 feet 6 in by 10 feet, seven thwarts, rowing 12 oars, 
double-banked, and steered by long sweep oars at the stern and bow.  
 
Built by local boat builder Edward Oliver, in his yard on the Shields riverside just below the 
Lawe Top, she cost £170 to build, the donor being local shipowner, Thomas Forrest of Marsden. 
 
Although 4ft longer than the Original, the design and appearance of the Tyne resembled that of 
the Original, with the exception of a more robust cork fender around the whole length of the 
boat’s gunwale. 
 
The Tyne started her operational career being stationed at the Herd Sands boathouse, before 
being transferred to the Coble Landing boathouse, in 1838. 
 
Her fist rescue was during the summer of 1833, when she launched to the passenger steamer 
Lady of the Lake, ashore on the Herd Sands.   
 
The equipment carried in the boats was very basic, but effective, and did not substantially 
change since first used in 1789. Equipment carried comprised anchors, grappling hooks, ropes, 
axes, bailing buckets, for those boats that were not fitted with relieving tubes, cork and canvas 
fenders and spare oars. Boats carried a unique design of rescue float or slip buoys. This was in 
the form of a small dumb bell, with cork buoyancy cubes attached at each end of a wooden rod, 
the whole assembly attached to a coil of rope. This aid, thrown to the shipwrecked seamen 



 

 

would be held against the chest, the cork giving buoyancy whilst being hauled aboard the 
lifeboat.  

 

Another innovation was the use of gloves for the rowing crew, which worked on the principle of 
today’s wetsuit. The gloves were dipped in water, and, when worn, the layer of water between 
the hand and glove was warmed by body heat, kept the oarsmen’s hands relatively warm. 
 
Lifejackets were available for crews, but these were rarely worn, due to their cumbersome 
nature being a hindrance to rowing, but also because crews had supreme confidence in their 
boats. 
 
Lifelines were provided outside the boats, at the waterline and underneath the gunwales. In 
addition, lines were also rigged inside the boats, along the thwarts and inside the gunwale, for 
the protection of the crew. 
 
None of the boats used rowlocks, but a rope grommet attached the oars to the thole pins 
running along the gunwale kept the oars securely in place. Later boats were built with rowing 
board footrests, which dispelled the earlier design principle of these boats being double-enders.  
 
Until 1849, boats operated individually, but following the lifeboat disaster, the boats often 
worked in pairs, one acting as back up. Institution rules required boats to be in the water, fully 
manned, within five minutes of the order to launch.  
 
Robert Anderson, Secretary of the local Institution, stated in 1851 that the manner of 
approaching a wreck depended upon so many circumstances that one cannot give any general 
answer: they never go to windward of a wreck, and drop an anchor and veer down to her; they 
carry grappling irons, with the finest white ropes attached to them, to hook on to channels or 
shrouds, or any place they can get hold of, when the crew ( as it often happens ) cannot throw 
them a rope; and they approach mostly to leeward, and rarely go alongside, generally receiving 
the men into the end of the boat, which renders it necessary to keep the end as clear and roomy 
as possible. 
 

Refit 

Following the wreck of the Electra in March 1845, the Tyne, although severely damaged was 
towed back to South Shields by the her sister lifeboat Providence, where she was substantially 
rebuilt to reflect the features and design of the recently built lifeboats Northumberland and 
Providence, design features that were subsequently incorporated into all later boats of the Tyne 
Lifeboat Institution.  
 
The Tyne had her deck raised to enable air tight compartments and a water ballast tank to be 
fitted underneath, an improved self draining system, and a larger cork fender fitted around the 
gunwale.  
 
The number of oars was reduced from 12 to ten with two thwarts being removed, and a central 
box of air cases running down the centre of the boat was built, to enable easier access between 
bow and stern. 
 
The Tyne spent the latter part of her career, from 1868, at the South Beach boathouse and 
performed her last service in December 1884, being replaced by the Willie Wouldhave in 
September 1887. The Tyne was then kept in reserve at the Coble Landing until 1894. 



 

 

 
 

 
 

A model of the Tyne, as originally built in 1833 - Trinity House, Newcastle 
 
 



 

 

 
 

The Tyne on the Coble Landing boathouse slipway, 1858, with the pilot crew dressed in 
their working uniform and Coxswain Andrew Harrison in his distinctive top hat in the 
stern, and his grandson Jacob Harrison, second to the left of his grandfather. The 
Providence can be seen in the lifeboat house, and to the right of the boathouse and coble, 
there can be seen a boat with the lines of a lifeboat. This could be the first 
Northumberland lifeboat, which was sold to local pilots, renamed the Noble Institution 
and used as a salvage boat, and on a number of occasions on actual rescues. – South 
Tyneside Local History Library 



 

 

Crew 

The Shields lifeboats were manned by the local pilots, and by December 1862, there were 
around 170 pilots, in addition to their apprentices, some of whom were boys of no more than 12 
years of age based on the river. It took five to six years to qualify and gain a full licence by 
Trinity House.   
 
The Shields Pilots were based at the Coble Landing, a sheltered shelving beach from which the 
pilots could launch their cobles into the river. At one time between sixty and seventy cobles 
were based at the Landing. A coble, usually about 26 feet in length, with oars and a lug sail, was 
manned by the pilot and his apprentice, and waited out to sea for ships making for the Tyne in 
order to find work.  
 
The competition to put a pilot aboard a ship was fierce with many cobles racing each other to be 
the first to put the pilot on board. To sail such small boats in all conditions and over great 
distance would have demanded the highest degree of seamanship local knowledge and 
endurance, skills eminently suited for the perils of manning the lifeboat.  
 
 Trinity House inserted clauses in the pilot licences a condition that they should man the lifeboat 
whenever required. This condition was never enforced; indeed the problem was trying to keep 
the pilots out of the lifeboat when its services were called upon. 
 
The pilot community resided in the eastern part of South Shields in the narrow streets along the 
river bank such as Pilot Street, Shadwell Street, Wapping Street and Heron Place and latterly on 
the Lawe Top, overlooking the river entrance and within walking distance of the Pilot Watch 
House, Coble Landing and lifeboat houses. The majority of the main pilot families of Ayre, Burn, 
Bone, Harrison, Milburn, Phillips, Purvis, Stephenson, Thurlbeck, Tinmouth, Whale, Wright and 
Young all lived in this small area of South Shields.  
 
A retired Pilot, paid £5 a year, was based in the Pilots lookout, Trinity Towers, on the Lawe Top 
at South Shields, and which commanded panoramic views of the river entrance, the Black 
Middens and Herd Sands. This lookout, built in 1810 by Trinity House, was within a third of a 
mile of the Coble Landing and Pilot Jetty boathouses, and next to the terraced housing of the 
Lawe Top where the majority of the pilots and lifeboat crew lived. The Pilots could therefore 
watch ships approaching the river, and if in difficulty, could immediately call out the lifeboats.  
 

Coxswains 

Due to the passage of time and the loss of records, documentary evidence listing those pilots 
who served as coxswain of the Tyne is incomplete.  
 
1845 - Jacob Harrison, Joseph Smith 2nd Cox 
1851 - Joseph Smith 
1854 - Jacob Harrison 
1861 - Jacob Burn, Jacob Harrison, John Milburn 
1861 - 1870, Andrew Harrison 
1863 - 1870, George Smith 
1865 - Joseph Smith 
1882 - Andrew Purvis 



 

 

The 1849 Lifeboat Disaster  

Tragedy hit the community of South Shields on December 4th 1849, when the Providence 
lifeboat capsized with the loss of 20 of its 24 crew of pilots. She had launched to the brig Betsy 
driven onto the Herd Sands, in an easterly gale, and when alongside, a huge sea swept around 
the brig’s stern and capsized the lifeboat. The North Shields lifeboat Northumberland launched 
and rescued the crew of the Betsy and one of the lifeboatmen who had climbed aboard. The Tyne 
launched and picked up 3 survivors clinging to the keel of the Providence.  
 
As a consequence, in October 1850, the 4th Duke of Northumberland, President of the National 
Lifeboat Institution, offered a prize of 100 Guineas for the best model of a self- righting lifeboat. 
The competition was won by James Beeching of Great Yarmouth, whose design adopted the 
principles of Wouldhave’s 1789 model.    
 

Tyne Rescues 

Although lifeboats began operating on the Tyne in 1789, it was not until 1808 and then 1841, 
with the establishment of the Tyne Lifeboat Institution, that more formal records were kept. Of 
these, only the service logs for the years 1861-1870 and 1882-1910 remain. What narrative 
remains today of the exploits of the lifeboat crews largely comes from contemporary accounts 
or newspaper articles. Although no comprehensive records of the Tyne Lifeboat Institution’s 
work remain, the number of lives saved by the Shields Lifeboats is estimated at over 4000, with 
the Tyne credited with rescuing 1024 lives in her 54 year career. 
 

The first rescue carried out by the Tyne was during the summer of 1833, when she launched to 
the passenger steamer Lady of the Lake, outbound for Stockton. The steamer had shipped a sea 
that put out her boiler fires, and losing engine power, she was driven ashore on the Herd Sand.  
The North and South Shields lifeboats Northumberland and Tyne were launched, the latter 
rescuing crew and passengers.  
 
The following reports are some of the more notable rescues undertaken by the Tyne. 
 

Electra 
 

In March 1845, during an easterly gale, the pilots on their morning watch at South Shields 
observed the brig Electra, flying a distress signal, and whilst trying to reach the open sea against 
the gale, she was being driven slowly towards the shore in the direction of Cullercoats.  
 
With it being just a matter of time before the brig ran aground, the pilots decided to follow the 
progress of the Electra, and decided to launch the lifeboat. Rather than row the lifeboat across 
Tynemouth Bar and then up the coast, it was decided to take the boat overland and launch from 
where the Electra came ashore. 
With the North Shields boat Northumberland being repaired, the Tyne was rowed across the 
river to North Shields and placed upon the Northumberland’s carriage. With the carriage hitched 
up to four horses, the boat was pulled into Tynemouth village, then northwards, across fields 
and ditches through Cullercoats and Whitley Bay. The boat’s wooden carriage collapsed as it 
was not designed for such a long and difficult journey. At times it caught fire through the friction 
of the axle, the fire also damaging the lifeboat.  
 



 

 

The Coxswain, Jacob Harrison, conferred with Second Coxswain Joseph Smith, and decided to 
continue the journey having come so far. All loose gear was taken out of the Tyne and carried by 
spectators whilst the crew and horses continued to drag the boat over the fields. Meanwhile, the 
Electra was dragging her anchors off Hartley, some eight miles to the north of the river, and 
upon arrival, the Tyne was launched, no mean feat, without its carriage to take the boat into a 
sufficient depth of water to launch. Twice the boat was thrown back by the surf, and on the third 
attempt, four of the crew were washed overboard. Whilst three of the crew held onto the boat, 
the fourth, grasping an oar drifted north for a half mile before being rescued by a gentlemen 
riding his horse into the surf. 
 

 
 

The Wreck by John Scott - Tyne and Wear Museums.  This scene, on the Black Middens 
rocks with Tynemouth Lighthouse in the background, shows two crew sheltering on deck, 

hoping to be rescued. 
 
With the Tyne preparing to launch a fifth time, the Electra’s anchors failed and she came ashore, 
with her crew being able to climb along the jib and drop onto the beach. 
 
The Tyne, although severely damaged, was towed back to South Shields by the Providence. 
Rather than carry out repairs, the opportunity was taken to undertake a complete refit, with the 
addition of a raised deck, water ballast tank, self draining tubes and a more substantial fender 
around the gunwale. 

 
The Gale of January 1854 

 
During the first two weeks of January 1854, a terrific gale from the east south east battered the 
Tyne Harbour. The following account has been taken from the 6th and 13th January editions of 
the North and South Shields Gazette and illustrates the conditions the lifeboatmen had to 
endure in going out to sea in a winter’s gale in their open surf lifeboats and the help and 
assistance given to the shipwrecked sailors, by the local community, once they had been 
brought ashore. 
 
During these two weeks of gales, the lifeboats launched to over 50 ships that were driven 
ashore on the Herd Sands and Black Middens.  
 



 

 

At five o’clock in the evening on Tuesday 3rd January, conditions at the mouth of the Tyne began 
to steadily deteriorate, with a full storm blowing at 11 o’clock that night. At that time, a number 
of pilots, in their lookout, observed a light on a vessel that had been driven onto Tynemouth 
rocks. The South Shields lifeboat, with a crew of nineteen, was immediately launched, and got 
alongside the brig Antelope, of North Shields, and took off her entire crew, the brig subsequently 
becoming a total wreck. 
 
At seven o’clock on the following morning, the Pilot steamer proceeded to sea with the intention 
of placing pilots onboard vessels making for the harbour. The seas were so high that she had to 
return. Between eight and nine o’clock, the brig Elizabeth, of South Shields, was driven onto the 
Black Middens. The lifeboat launched, but in seeing that the Elizabeth was in no immediate 
danger, the lifeboat went to the barque Euratta, of Hull, which had struck the Elizabeth, carrying 
away her bowsprit, and rescued her 14 crew.  
 

 
 

Shipwrecks off the Tyne, circa 1825-1850. Unknown Artist – Tyne and Wear Museums 
 
The next vessel to come ashore was the coal laden brig, Anns, of North Shields, whose crew was 
rescued by the Manby’s rocket apparatus, the brig becoming a total wreck. By this time, there 
were numerous vessels arriving off the mouth of the Tyne seeking the safety and shelter of the 
harbour. The inhabitants of Tynemouth, North and South Shields had now gathered on the cliffs 
overlooking the harbour entrance to view the unfolding events. 
 
The clipper schooner, Eliza, of Kirkwall, made her approach to cross the Bar, and was struck by 
a heavy sea and went ashore on the Herd Sand. A second sea struck her and threw onto her 
beam ends, her ballast shifting to the starboard side. She lay in this position for about 15 
minutes, when she came off the sands and was driven over the Bar. The crew had taken to the 
rigging, three in the main and two in the fore rigging. Lifeboats from South and North Shields 
launched, but after several attempts were unable to save the crew. The Eliza, still on her beam 
ends, came ashore on Tynemouth rocks, the crew still alive and waving for assistance to the 
crowds onshore with heavy seas breaking over the vessel. A Mr. Fry, from Tynemouth, manned 



 

 

his boat, but this was soon overwhelmed in the breakers, the crew safely reaching the shore. 
They righted the boat and again launched, but failed to reach the schooner. Whilst other vessels 
were successful in entering the river, the barque Sir Robert Peel was not and came ashore close 
to the Eliza. The crew of the Sir Robert Peel were rescued by the rocket apparatus, but soon 
after, two seamen went back out to the barque, fixed a line to an oar and threw it in the 
direction of the Eliza, the oar and line reaching the wreck. Her crew were too exhausted to haul 
it in.  Not long after, the vessel turned bottom up. From what could be seen from the shore, three 
of the crew appeared to have died before the vessel capsized, one of whom was hanging from 
the rigging by one of his legs. A bundle containing a pocket book and documents was washed 
ashore, but none of the crew were found. 
 
The Sir Robert Peel, having sailed from Valparaiso with, in addition to its cargo of saltpetre, also 
had nine pieces of silver ore, each piece weighing upward of one hundred weight. The silver was 
taken off the barque using the rocket apparatus, and upon reaching the shore was immediately 
placed under the protection of the River Tyne Police, and officers of the Customs House and 
Inland Revenue, being taken to the Spanish Battery. The Sir Robert Peel, a copper hulled vessel, 
became a total wreck, a number of saltpetre bags coming ashore on the beach between the rocks 
and Low Light. 
 
The rocket apparatus saved the crew of the brig New Messenger, of Sunderland, loaded with salt, 
which had grounded on the Black Middens. 
 
The next vessel to come ashore was the brig Amphitrite, of South Shields, soon followed by the 
brig Arethusa, of Blyth, both crews being saved. At seven o’clock in the evening, a coal laden 
schooner came ashore next to the Euratta, her crew being saved by the lifeboat. 
 
At 6.30 pm the following day, Thursday, 5th January, the pilots on watch in the Lawe Top 
lookout, observed two fully laden vessels attempting to cross the breaking seas on the Bar. The 
first of the two ships  was successful in crossing the Bar, however, the second, the brig Hannah 
of Whitby, was struck by a series of heavy seas on her stern, which carried away her taffrail and 
wheel. The mate, Joseph Smith, who was on the wheel at the time, suffered a fractured right 
arm, and the apprentice, George Fowler, was washed overboard and drowned. The pilots, seeing 
the Hannah being driven towards the Black Middens, launched the two South Shields lifeboats, 
each with a crew of eighteen onboard, into the heavy seas and snow showers. The Providence 
made four attempts to reach the brig, but was prevented from doing so owing to the ropes 
thrown onto the vessel breaking and four oars being lost. The Tyne, after three attempts, 
succeeded in getting alongside and took off the nine crew, with considerable difficulty being 
experienced in getting the mate into the lifeboat by virtue of his broken arm. 
 
The two lifeboats had been out for some time in the prevailing conditions, and a considerable 
number of people had begun to congregate at the Coble Landing, anxious about the safety of the 
boats and their crews. 
 
After three hours both boats returned, and the rescued crew were immediately taken to the 
home of Mrs. Jackson, at the Coble Inn. The mate was immediately taken upstairs, with the local 
doctor being sent for to set his arm, who was still in the care of Mrs. Jackson a full week after his 
rescue. One of the apprentices, John Barker Laing was found to be suffering from the cold and 
fatigue, and after a period of nursing, he recovered and was sent home to Whitby. 
 
The master, Benjamin Harrald, who had severely injured his hand, the mate and the crew, had 
lost all of their clothes and belongings. The Hannah had sailed from Hartlepool, coal laden and 
bound for London, the previous Monday, and being caught in the gale on the Tuesday evening, 
were driven north westwards, during which time, the crew had continually had to man the 



 

 

pumps, until just before the brig came ashore on the Thursday evening.  Captain Harrald, on 
behalf of himself and his crew, thanked the lifeboat crews for saving their lives and also to Mrs. 
Jackson for her kindness and attention after they were landed. 
 

  
Lifeboat rescue off Tynemouth in the early 1800’s – attributed to J.W. Carmichael 

 
On the morning of Friday 7th January, a schooner was observed riding off Souter Point with a 
flag of distress flying. A message soon reached Whitburn, and the rocket apparatus was taken to 
where the schooner was lying offshore. Although on a lee shore, the vessel seemed to be riding 
out the storm being a mile offshore and in no danger as long as her anchors held. The Whitburn 
lifeboat was also sent for.  
 
The pilots, at South Shields, had also been informed of the schooner, and were preparing to go 
to her assistance. However, the pilot steamer, Pilot, was undergoing repairs, and the departure 
was delayed until two o’clock in the afternoon. Considerable difficulty was experienced in 
crossing the Bar due to the heavy seas running, but in getting clear of the breakers, the steamer 
soon reached the anchored schooner. Using the Pilot’s own lifeboat, the schooner was boarded, 
but no one was found, the pilots speculating that the crew had taken to their own boat. This 
proved to be correct, as at the time the Pilot was crossing the Bar, the villagers at Marsden, who 
had been watching the schooner, saw her crew take to their longboat and pull towards shore, 
and tried to attract their attention to the danger of the breaking surf. To no avail, and just 
outside the surf line, the boat was filled by a heavy sea, with one of her crew being washed 
overboard. He was soon recovered, when shortly after, the longboat was struck by another 
heavy sea and capsized in the surf, three of the crew succeeding in climbing onto the upturned 
hull. A rocket was fired from the shore, the line falling directly across the boat, but none of the 
crew could hold it and all were thrown into the sea and drowned, one of the crew holding up his 
hand as he was going down. 
 
Half-an-hour after this event, the Pilot reached the schooner, the Minerva of Wisbech, and she 
was brought safely into the river, the pilots subsequently receiving a salvage award from the 
Receiver of Wrecks. 



 

 

At eight o’clock on Sunday, 9th January, the wind was blowing strong from the east south east, 
with a great number of ships off the harbour entrance waiting to enter. The Pilot put to sea with 
25 pilots on board. Shortly afterwards, the barque Aurora, with no pilot onboard, successfully 
crossed the Bar, but then was driven southward by the ebb tide onto the Herd Sand. She was 
soon followed by the Prussian brig Armida, which became a total wreck.  
 
The tide having now receded prevented any further vessels from entering the river, but on the 
next tide, at half flood, some vessels were successful in entering the river, however, the brigs 
Ann, of Lynn, Jean, of Inverness, Breakwater, and Conference, both of Shields and Jane and 
Margaret, of Newcastle, the schooners George, of Whitby, James and Ann of Ipswich and 
Cresswell of Colchester, the  barque Sarah Midge, and the French vessel Bon Virgine, all came to 
grief at the harbour entrance. 
 
Upon grounding, the crew of the Jean got on board the brig Breakwater and were trying to 
launch the longboat, when the mate was washed overboard. He had sunk and risen twice, when 
at this time the lifeboat, which the crew had not noticed in the spray as it was painted white, 
rowed up to the mate and rescued him. 
 
In total twelve vessels came ashore, between 9 o’clock on Sunday night and 2 o’clock, Monday 
morning. The South Shields lifeboats Tyne and Providence and the North Shields Lifeboat 
Northumberland, launched at nine o’clock that evening and rescued 87 seamen, finally returning 
to their boathouse at the Coble Landing some five hours later at 3 o’clock in the morning. With 
crew changes, 48 pilots manned the lifeboats throughout the night. 
 
Between midnight and one o’clock on Monday morning so great were the number of seamen 
brought ashore, that the stock of clothes kept in the lifeboat house for rescued seamen was used 
up, despite having been replenished a month prior for the winter round of wreck services. The 
lifeboat secretary, Robert Anderson, had to place a further order for an additional supply, and 
Mrs. Jackson and Mrs. Young displayed the greatest kindness throughout to the seamen rescued 
by the lifeboats. As crew after crew were landed, their houses were at once thrown open to 
them, and their every want attended to. 
 
A very large proportion of the men brought ashore were members of the Shipwrecked Mariner’s 
Society and upon producing the Society’s medal, there were given money and rail tickets and 
returned to their home ports. 
 
On the Monday morning, with so many ships on the sands, the River Tyne Police, and Officers 
belonging to the Customs House, took up positions on the sands to protect the ships from 
wreckers. Despite the presence of the Police, some looting occurred and 12 men were 
subsequently arrested. 
 
Between nine and ten o’clock that evening, the brigs Lively, of North Shields, Savannah, of 
London, the billyboy Happy Return, from Goole, the Norwegian vessel Junius and the Ocean of 
Goole, came ashore on the Herd Sand. The South Shields lifeboat launched, but owing to the 
amount of ice in the river, the lifeboat could not proceed down river to the stranded vessels. 
Fortunately, the crews were not in immediate danger, and remained onboard their vessels until 
low water, when they came ashore. 
 
On Tuesday, the wind was still blowing strong from the east north east, with hail and sleet 
showers. During the early part of the afternoon, several vessels entered the harbour, but the 
schooner Boadicea, of Teignmouth, struck the Sarah Midge, carrying away her own foremast and 
grounded on the Herd Sand. The lifeboat put off, but the crew of the Boadicea refused to enter 
the lifeboat, having boarded the Sarah Midge, waiting for the tide to fall before coming ashore.  



 

 

Several of the vessels that came ashore were auctioned where they lay, being bought by local 
men for salvage. The New Messenger was sold for £38, with the boat and oars being sold 
separately for £2 11s. The brig Anns was sold for £8, the brig Amphitrite for £22, the Arethusa 
for £24, the Antelope for £5 15s and the Euratta for £50.  
 

 
 

Shipwreck off Tynemouth by Charles George Jefferson – Tyne and Wear Museums 
 

The Great Gale of 1861 - The Wrecks of the Fowlis and Minerva 
 
The ‘Great Gale’ that occurred during Saturday 9 February 1861 proved to be a busy day for the 
Tyne Lifeboat Institution, and illustrated the necessity of having four lifeboats stationed at the 
mouth of the river that could deal with multiple wrecks occurring in a short period of time. A 
north easterly gale had been blowing for a number of days which had resulted in atrocious sea 
conditions on the Bar. 
 
The first boat ashore, in the early hours of the morning, was the brig Minerva of Whitby, in 
ballast, which came ashore on the South Pier stones. The Providence launched from the Coble 
Landing and, having been washed back several times eventually got alongside the brig and took 
off  five of the six crew, the sixth crewmember coming ashore on a piece off the ship’s timbers. 
 
At 7.30 in the morning, the schooner Fowlis of Inverness, laden with staves, was seen running 
for the river entrance, but struggling in the conditions, ran onto the Herd Sands and drifted 
broadside, onto the rubble stones of the under construction South Pier, approximately 200 
yards from the end of the completed pier, and close to where the Minerva had come ashore.  
 
The lifeboats Providence, Tyne, Northumberland and Prior were launched but the Tyne and 
Providence were unable to reach the wreck due to it being low tide. The Providence was stove in, 
in four places, after hitting the rubble stone base of the pier three times, and had to return to the 
Coble Landing for running repairs. The Prior, manned by nineteen pilots, could not reach the 



 

 

wreck in the prevailing conditions and put back to shore. The crew tried to re-launch, but the 
boat was firmly stuck on the sands. 
 
The Providence put off a second time and on reaching the wreck, the crew threw grapnel lines 
toward the Fowlis, but they missed their holds. The lifeboat was unable to maintain its position 
in the high seas and was forced ashore.  
 
Whilst the lifeboats were trying to rescue the crew, Lawrence Byrne, the Chief Boatman at 
Tynemouth Coastguard Station, and his men, had brought the rocket apparatus across the river 
to South Shields, and fired five rockets, the line on each occasion either fouling or breaking on 
the pier stones. 
 
The Tyne, with a crew of twenty two onboard, returned to the beach and took on board a 
number of the Coastguards and their rocket apparatus. Anchored well to seaward of the wreck, 
the first attempt to put a line on the schooner was unsuccessful. 
 
A crew member then jumped from the Fowlis and began to swim towards the lifeboat. On seeing 
this, the Tyne immediately made for the seaman, Peter Mackenzie, and hauled him aboard 
before landing him on the beach. 
 
The lifeboat then returned, and a second attempt to put a line onboard proved successful, to 
which was attached a lifebuoy, not a mean feat when firing the Boxer rocket from the small 
confines of a pitching lifeboat, and with the crew having to protect themselves from the rocket 
when fired. The first man to be hauled through the surf to the lifeboat was the Mate, Farquhar 
Fraser, followed by the Captain, George Fraser. 
 

 
 

The Tyne at the wreck of the Fowlis by John Scott – South Shields Museum 
 
 



 

 

Three persons remained on board, Hugh Fraser, brother of the Mate, George Patience, cook, and 
Alexander Jack, aged 20. By this time, the lifeboat crew and Coastguards had been struggling for 
three hours, on a rising tide and increasing wind, and were joined by the Northumberland and 
the salvage boat, William Wake.  
 
At around 1130, the Fowlis was hit by a series of heavy seas and started to break up, with all 
three of the remaining crew thought to have perished. However, Hugh Fraser and Alexander 
Jack were seen still clinging to the wreck, whilst George Patience was on a detached part of the 
schooner. The lifeboats made as close as they could to the wreck and threw lines to the crew, 
but these efforts were thwarted by the ferocity of the seas breaking across the Fowlis.  Hugh 
Fraser and Alexander Jack perished. George Patience was on the last remaining part of the 
wreck, being constantly washed over by the breaking surf. The flood tide had started to drive 
the wreck further up onto the pier stones where a number of men formed a line and succeeded 
in throwing a rope to Patience, who was then hauled ashore. 
 
The South Shields Gazette reported that concerns about the condition and state of the rocket 
apparatus had been raised, in that the ropes used were in a poor condition. It had been alleged, 
during the rescue attempts, that the ropes were actually rotten, which had caused them to 
break. 
 
Thirty minutes later, the schooner Caesar of Whitstable came ashore on the Herd Sand, with the 
Tyne and Northumberland each rescuing four of its crew of eight. 
At 1230 in the afternoon, the brig Indus of North Shields ran onto the Herd Sands, with the crew 
being rescued by the Northumberland. The brig broke up on the sands and was a total loss. An 
hour and a half later, the brig Sarah Anne of North Shields, in trying to enter the river, came 
ashore on the Herd Sands, the Tyne rescuing her crew of six. 
 
Surviving rescue logs also state that at four o’clock on the following Sunday morning, the Tyne 
launched and rescued the crew of four from the schooner Treaty of Goole. The Treaty, laden 
with potatoes, had earlier sailed from the River Tay bound for London. During the gale she lost 
her mainsail and made for the Tyne as a consequence. Upon entering the river, she came ashore 
on the Herd Sand.  She was towed off the sands around three o’ clock that same afternoon. The 
Sarah Anne and Caesar still remained on the sands, but by the following day, she had gone over 
onto her beam ends and became a total wreck. The Caesar was still on the sands. 
 
Whilst the Tyne Lifeboats were dealing with these incidents, the Whitby Lifeboat, a 30 foot, 10 
oars, ‘North-Country’ type built by Falkingbridge of Whitby, having already launched on three 
occasions, capsized on its fourth service of the day, at two o’clock in the afternoon, drowning all 
but one of its 16 crew, Henry Freeman. This boat was never used again and was broken up the 
following year. 
 

The Wrecks of the Rhineland, Olaf Kyrre and Flid 
 
What proved to be the last launches of the 49 year old Tyne took place during a severe easterly 
gale in December 1882, when she was stationed at the South Beach boathouse. 
 
Between the fourth and eighth of December, the lifeboats Tom Perry, Willie Wouldhave and Tyne 
launched on six occasions and the Tynemouth RNLI No. 2 boat Forester launched on two 
occasions. 
 
The first call came on the morning of the 4 December, when an east south easterly gale, bringing 
with it heavy snow, quickly blew up and caught out the Cullercoats coble fleet which had set sail 
for the local fishing grounds earlier that morning. The thirty boats, upon returning to 



 

 

Cullercoats, found that it was too dangerous to beach the boats in the harbour, and immediately 
made for the Tyne. The Cullercoats RNLI lifeboat, in attempting to launch, was damaged when it 
came off its carriage. 
 
In anticipation of the boats arriving off the Tyne, the signal guns were fired, alerting the two 
Volunteer Life Brigades, with the three Tyne lifeboats and Tynemouth’s No. 2 boat all launching. 
All of the Cullercoats cobles made it into the river by midday.  
 

 
 

Crossing Tynemouth Bar – James Bales, 1860 - Tyne and Wear Museums 
 
An hour later the signal guns fired again, when the German barque Rhineland, carrying a cargo 
of timber, and being towed into port by the paddle tug Skylark, came ashore on the Black 
Middens near to Battery Point, when the towline parted in the heavy seas. The Tom Perry and 
Willie Wouldhave launched from South Shields, with the Tom Perry, Coxswain Andrew Harrison 
and Second Coxswain Arthur Landers Burn in command, soon reached the barque and, with 
heavy seas breaking over the wreck, took off the crew of twelve, which included the Captain’s 
wife and two small sons. 
 
Tynemouth’s No.2 boat, Forester, launched, with some difficulty, from the Black Middens station 
at twenty past one in the afternoon, the boat being filled several times by the breaking seas. She 
reached the wreck 25 minutes later, shortly after the Tom Perry, where she took off the 
remaining two crew members, landing them at South Shields at two thirty. The conditions were 
so bad that the Forester lost her rudder, grapnel hooks and lines on this service. Due to the 
falling tide and heavy sea, she could not be rehoused and was moored at the North Shields Fish 
Quay, adjacent to the Low Light, her crew remaining with her.  
 
During the day, weather conditions deteriorated, and later that evening the Volunteer Life 
Brigadesmen at South Shields on bad weather watch in the Watch House tower observed a 
small boat labouring in the conditions at the harbour entrance and disappearing when a 
number of seas hit her.  



 

 

At 11 pm, the signal guns were fired with both Tynemouth’s No.2 boat Forester launching some 
twenty minutes later followed by the Willie Wouldhave. Nothing was found, but later the name 
board Catherine and Mary with some wreckage was washed ashore at Prior’s Haven. There were 
no survivors. 
 
Whilst the Forester was searching for what was later thought to be the Catherine and Mary, she 
found the Danish schooner Argo in a dangerous position near to the South Pier, and escorted the 
schooner into harbour, returning to her temporary moorings at one thirty in the morning.  
 
The South Shields Life Brigadesmen had also observed the ship’s lights, and alerted by the signal 
guns, took the breeches buoy equipment to the end of the South Pier. In the time taken to set up 
the life saving apparatus, the ship had cleared the danger and entered the harbour. On 
returning, a huge sea swept over the pier and washed one of the South Shields Coastguards forty 
yards along the pier, before he got a grip of one of the handrails, saving his life. 
 
At 10pm the following day, the 5th December, with the gale unabated, the lights of a ship were 
observed from the South Shields Volunteer Life Brigade Watch House, and soon after a flare 
went up. The brig, Olaf Kyrre of Frederickstad, Norway, had left the Tyne 10 days earlier, but 
had been driven back by the force of the easterly gale, and had missed the river entrance, 
coming ashore on a sand bank close to the south side of the South Pier. Between the sand bank 
and the pier, stones had been laid to protect the pier works from south easterly gales.  The 
alarm guns were fired, and the Life Brigadesmen took the rocket apparatus down the pier. The 
second rocket fired fell over the ship, but with the crew lashed to the rigging, and seas 
constantly sweeping over her decks, it was too dangerous for her crew to leave the rigging and 
secure the line. 
 
With the Volunteer Life Brigade being unable to affect a rescue, the call came to launch the 
lifeboat. However, the Superintendent in charge of the South Beach station, refused to sanction a 
launch due to the dangerous sea conditions, and would not open up the boathouse to the 
gathered pilots, returning home with the boathouse keys.  
 
The Tynemouth No. 2 boat Forester launched at 1020pm from temporary moorings at the Low 
Lights and discovered the Olaf Kyrre behind the South Pier, but were unable to pass beyond the 
pier ends due to the atrocious sea conditions and had to return to the Fish Quay, arriving at 
1145pm. 
 
At the South Beach, the pilots were still of the opinion that a service could be rendered and 
broke down the boathouse door with a spar that had been washed ashore, and the lifeboat Tyne, 
with a crew of fifteen under the command of Coxswain Andrew Purvis, launched in the early 
hours of the sixth December and battled for two hours through the heavy breaking surf to reach 
the wreck, three-quarters of a mile offshore. 
 



 

 

 
 

Going to the Wreck by Joseph Garbut, 1875 – Tyne and Wear Museums 
 
The launchers, sheltering in the boathouse, could see the dim masthead light of the Tyne as she 
battled through the breakers to reach the wreck. Once alongside the wreck, grapnel hooks were 
thrown into the rigging, but before the crew could jump into the lifeboat, a breaking sea swept 
the Tyne away from the wreck and broadside towards the stones protecting the South Pier. 
Fortunately, a following sea took her over the rocks, and the crew regained control of the boat 
and began to row away, south eastwards, from the pier and seaward of the wreck.  
 
Reaching a position to the north east of the wreck, the Tyne dropped her anchor and veered 
down toward and got alongside the Olaf Kyrre. The crew were lashed to the rigging and were 
unable to help themselves being frozen and exhausted with seas washing over the wreck and 
frequent snow storms. The bowman of the lifeboat leaped aboard the brig, and cut the eight 
crew free; taking them into the lifeboat, which then surfed through the following breaking seas 
back to the boathouse. 
 
Once the boat had beached in the early hours of the morning, the lifeboatmen had to be carried 
ashore, their lower bodies and legs completely frozen, but before they were taken home to the 
warmth of their homes, the Coxswain, crew and launchers brought the Tyne back up the beach 
and left her outside the boathouse, awaiting daylight hours to put her back into the boathouse.  
 
The Norwegian crew were taken to the warmth of the Life Brigade Watch House where they 
were attended to by the Brigade Doctor, provided with dry clothing and refreshments, and put 
to bed in the Watch House surgery. 
 
Meanwhile, the Superintendent had heard of the rescue through the morning edition of the 
South Shields Gazette, which was lauding the exploits of the Coxswain and crew of the lifeboat. 
He immediately went to the boathouse to see the Tyne on the beach and the boathouse doors 
damaged. 
 



 

 

In a fit of rage, berating the crew for stealing the lifeboat, and stating the crew would not receive 
their service payment of 10s 6d, he went up to confront Andrew Purvis at his home on the Lawe 
Top. Upon hearing the Coxswain’s story of the rescue and realising his error in criticising the 
actions of the crew, he sanctioned payment. The evening edition of the Shields Gazette, pilloried 
the Superintendent for his public pronouncements, but with the crew receiving an additional 
half a crown, all criticisms were soon forgotten.  
 
On the ninth December, the Shields Gazette published a letter from Hans Andreasen, Captain of 
the Olaf Kyrre. 
 

“ Allow me on behalf of myself and my crew (eight men all told) through the 
medium of your valuable paper, to express our most grateful thanks to the 
gallant crew who manned the lifeboat ‘Tyne’ and who, at the imminent peril of 
their own lives, rescued us from a watery grave early on the morning of 
Wednesday the 6th inst. 
 
The daring and fearless manner in which the ‘Tyne’s’ crew struggled against the 
raging and relentless elements in making for our unfortunate vessel, was the 
most heroic, and we feel unable by words to express the praise they have earned 
and so truly deserve. We have also to tender our heartfelt thanks to all those 
kind friends who cared for us after we were brought ashore. The hospitality 
shown to us in the providing of refreshments and warm clothing will ever be held 
by us in graceful recollection. 
 
 In conclusion, I would add that we had given up all hope of rescue on that 
dreadful Wednesday morning, and were resigned to meet the worst, when 
thanks to providence, the gallant crew of the ‘Tyne’ were enabled to achieve in a 
most glorious manner their difficult and self-imposed task. 
 
I am, 
Hans Andreasen 
Master of the unfortunate brig ‘Olaf Kyrre’ of Frederikstad, Norway, 
7th December 1882.” 

 
Two days later, at 6.40am on the eighth of December, another Norwegian brig, the Flid of 
Egersund,  came ashore 200 yards south of the South Pier, lying broadside to the seas, which 
were now sweeping over her. The South Shields Volunteer Life Brigade observed the ship 
coming ashore and made the signal for the guns to be fired at Tynemouth.  
 
The Life Brigade set up the rocket apparatus and fired a line over the stern of the Flid, and on 
being made secure onboard, the Brigadesmen sent out the hawser, whip lines and breeches 
buoy. The Norwegian crew, not knowing how to rig the equipment, took it off the hawser line. 
On seeing this, another breeches buoy was attached and one of the fulltime Coastguards, 
Humphrey Ashton, volunteered to be hauled out to the wreck, being immersed in the surf, 
before safely reaching the wreck, where once onboard he began to instruct the crew to rig the 
rescue equipment. Another Coastguard, Thomas Ewart, also made the same journey out to the 
Flid, and soon the equipment was rigged and brought three of the crew ashore, where they were 
taken to the warmth of the Watch House. In the meantime, the Tyne had launched from the 
South Beach boathouse, located next to the Life Brigade Watch House, and battled through the 
breakers to reach the Flid. The remaining eight crew and two Coastguards were taken off, and 
landed on the beach. This proved to be the last service launch of the Tyne. She was replaced by 
the Willie Wouldhave, which had been transferred from the Coble Landing in September 1887, 
the Tyne being placed in reserve at the Coble Landing.  



 

 

The Lifeboat Memorial 

The idea for a Lifeboat Memorial was first suggested at a public meeting held on 3 May 1887 on 
how best to celebrate the jubilee year of Queen Victoria’s reign, where it was agreed that the 
most suitable location would be next to the newly completed Marine Park.  
 
An Executive Committee was formed, and by the 20 May 1887, £304 had been donated. An 
article appeared in the Newcastle Courant, some three days later, suggesting that the idea of a 
drinking fountain and a bronze statue of either Queen Victoria or Willie Wouldhave should be 
erected on the broad thoroughfare between the North and South Marine Parks. 
 
A meeting of subscribers on 28 May agreed to erect a memorial to the founder of the lifeboat as 
the town had nothing but a stone in the graveyard and the model of a lifeboat to remind them of 
their noble townsman. 
 
A competition for designs for a memorial, not to exceed £500 in cost, was held with adverts 
placed in the Newcastle and Shields newspapers, the Scotsman and Leeds Mercury offering a 
first prize of 10 guineas and second prize of five guineas.   

 
The Committee also agreed that due 
to the many opinions as to who 
actually was the inventor of the 
lifeboat, the monument should be 
called the “Wouldhave and Greathead 
Memorial of the Lifeboat”.  
 
The winner of the competition was 
South Shields architect, Mr. J.H. 
Morton. Morton had previously 
designed the 1886 Bedford boathouse 
at the Coble Landing, and would go 
onto design the 1905 Pilot Jetty 
boathouse. 
 
The winning design, 45 feet in height, 
comprised three elements, the first 
being a drinking fountain with 
recessed shells and bowls and dog 
troughs around the base. The second 
consisted of, on the west elevation, a 
large medallion of Wouldhave with a   
model of a lifeboat underneath. On 
the north elevation, there would be a 
representation of the building of the 
lifeboat by Greathead, and on the 
southern side, the saving of a 
shipwrecked crew.  The third element 
would consist of a clock. 
 
Work commenced on 20 May 1889 
and was completed in October. 



 

 

The Volunteer Life Brigades  

The Volunteer Life Brigades were established following the wreck of the steamship Stanley, on 
the Black Middens, in November 1864.  
 
Despite the heroic attempts of the Tyne lifeboats Providence and Tyne, together with the  
Tynemouth RNLI lifeboat, Constance, which lost two of her crew, and the efforts of the local  
Coastguard, who did not have the manpower or resources to affect a successful rescue, 25  
passengers and crew on the Stanley perished.  
 
The disaster highlighted the need for a volunteer shore-based rescue organisation to work with 
the full-time Coastguard, and be trained in the use of rocket and breeches buoy rescue 
equipment.  
 
After a series of public meetings, Tynemouth Volunteer Life Brigade was established in  
December 1864, followed by Cullercoats in 1865 and South Shields in January 1866. Over 500 
Brigades were established around the coast, nationally,   
 
The South Shields Brigade became the first volunteer group to undertake a breeches buoy 
rescue, in April 1866, with the rescue of the crew of the Tenderten.  
 

 
 

South Shields Volunteer Life Brigade Watch House and the South Beach Lifeboat House, 
where the Tyne was stationed between 1868 and 1887 – A painting by J. McClea, 1897 – 

Tyne and Wear Museums 
 



 

 

The Brigades being called to many the same wreck services as the Tyne Lifeboats established, in 
1883, a common signaling system to avoid any unnecessary delays in mustering crews and 
launching the lifeboats, that when a crew had been taken off a vessel by the lifeboat, the 
Coxswain would burn a long light as a signal to the Life Brigades that their services would not 
be required. 
 
At South Shields, the Honorary Secretary of the Volunteer Life Brigade, Samuel Malcolm, issued 
a similar notice stating, that in the case of vessels stranding on or near the South Pier, signal 
lights, for the benefit of the lifeboat crews, will be lit from the Watch House, namely that three 
bright lights –when a vessel is on the south side of the South Pier, or two bright lights – when a 
vessel is on the north side of the South Pier. In August 1907, this system was further refined 
following consultation between the lifeboat Coxswains and Volunteer Life Brigade.  
 
During 1866, the Board of Trade circulated nationally the rules of the Tynemouth Brigade with 
the intention that further Volunteer Life Brigades would be established around the coast to 
assist the full-time Coastguards in breeches buoy rescue. By 1913, 404 companies were in 
existence. In 1931, the Board of Trade formed the Coast Life Saving Corps which absorbed many 
of the old Volunteer Life Brigades. 
 
The history of the South Shields and Tynemouth Volunteer Life Brigades and the Tyne Lifeboat 
Institution is inextricably linked, with the founding members of the shore-based rescue 
organisations being officers and crew of the local lifeboats. James Gilbert, a founding member of 
the Tynemouth Brigade was the first coxswain of the RNLI’s Tynemouth Lifeboat Constance. 
Samuel Malcolm a founding member of South Shields Volunteer Life Brigade served as 
Honorary Secretary, Honorary Treasurer and President over a period of 69 years. He also held 
the post of Vice President of the Tyne Lifeboat Institution.  
 
At South Shields, a timber watch house was built in 1866, at the start of the South Pier, with the  
addition of a lookout tower and infirmary by 1879. A wooded equipment store was built in 1868 
and replaced by the present brick building in 1894. A watch house at Tynemouth was built on a  
prominent site overlooking the harbour entrance in 1866. This site was requisitioned by the 
military and a new watch house was built nearby in 1874, where it still stands today.  
 
Both are protected historic buildings and are still the operational headquarters of both 
lifesaving brigades that also house museums outlining the history and development of the 
Brigades and local lifeboats.  
 
The three Volunteer Life Brigades that remain in service are those at South Shields, Tynemouth 
and Sunderland, with former Brigades having been absorbed into the HM Coastguard Rescue 
Service. The Brigades are all operational ‘Declared Facilities’ specialising in coast and cliff 
rescue, working directly with HM Coastguard, the RNLI lifeboats from Tynemouth, Cullercoats 
and Sunderland and the search and rescue helicopters of 202 Squadron at nearby RAF Boulmer.  
 

 
 
 



 

 

The Shields Lifeboats and the United 
States Life Saving Service 

In July 1883, United States Life Saving Service (USLSS) District Inspector Lieutenant Charles 
McClellan visited South Shields and witnessed a breeches buoy drill carried out by South Shields 
Volunteer Life Brigade on the 25th July as well as inspecting two of the 33ft. surf lifeboats of the 
Tyne Lifeboat Institution, the Tyne and Tom Perry. 
 
Both lifeboats had raised water tight decks, air cases, through deck relieving tubes and valves, 
water ballast and external fenders. These features were added to the Tyne during a refit in 1845, 
and were standard in all subsequent boats, such as the 1872 built, Tom Perry.   
 
The United States Life Saving Service operated a number of surf boats of different designs. One 
of these boats, the Beebe surfboat resembled the lines of the Original and the early Shields 
lifeboats. 
 

 
 

The Beebe McClellan Surf Boat incorporating design features from the Shields lifeboats 
 
Upon his return home, McClellan embarked on an active programme of improving lifesaving 
equipment and surf boat design, as outlined in the USLSS Board of Lifesaving Appliances reports 
of 1886, 1888, 1892 and 1893. 
 
Improvements in USLSS surf boat design, through the work of Lieutenant J.C. Moore and the 
subsequent evolution of the Beebe-McClellan surfboat, progressed during 1887 and 1888, with 
new build boats, and modifications to existing surfboats that included the features found in the 



 

 

Shields lifeboats.  The Beebe-McClellan surfboat was a double-ended clinker built boat, 25ft in 
length, with a raised water tight deck, air cases under the thwarts, 12 through deck relieving 
tubes and valves, a water ballast tank and external cork fenders, and a crew of seven, 
comprising of six oarsmen and a coxswain, steering the boat with a sweep oar. 
 
With no direct evidence, it is only speculation as to whether McClellan’s visit to the South 
Shields, and his inspection of the local lifeboats, had any direct influence upon the subsequent 
design and development of USLSS surfboats. However, it is clear that the impetus to improve the 
design and capability of USLSS boats gathered pace soon after McClellan’s visit, and that the 
introduction of features prevalent in the Shields lifeboats cannot be considered a coincidence.  
 
The breeches buoy drill, requested by Lt. McClellan, had been arranged through the Board of 
Trade, in order for him to obtain a complete knowledge of the working of the rocket apparatus, 
as part of his fact finding trip to the United Kingdom.  
 
A report in the 26th July edition of the South Shields Gazette, stated that after the drill, Lt. 
McClellan was introduced to the assembled crowd, where he expressed his pleasure and thanks 
to the Brigadesmen for their drill, which he considered to be highly professional. He concluded 
that if ever he had the misfortune to be shipwrecked, he would like it to be in the vicinity of 
South Shields Volunteer Life Brigade, the crowd applauding his short speech.  
 
Following his visit, McClellan brought a hawser cutter back to the United States and proposed 
and obtained approval in October 1884, from the USLSS Board of Life Saving Appliances, for the 
adoption of a hawser cutter that had been designed and developed by a member of South 
Shields VLB.   
 

    
 
The SSVLB Hawser Cutter, on display in the SSVLB Museum, and an extract from the 1884 

Board of Life Saving Appliances Report illustrating this piece of equipment 
 
Both the Tynemouth and South Shields Brigades were instrumental in the development of life 
saving apparatus, with the Board of Trade using TVLB to evaluate new equipment, whilst SSVLB 
also developed a new traveller block and recommended and implemented talley boards being in 
foreign languages, this after the crews of a number of foreign vessels that came ashore did not 
know how to rig the breeches buoy. TVLB also campaigned for instructions, translated into a 
number of languages, on rigging a breeches buoy, to be put on brass plaques permanently 
attached to all ship’s masts. 
 



 

 

Later Years 

Having served for 56 years, performing her last rescue in 1884, the Tyne was retired in 1887, 
and kept in reserve at the Coble Landing boathouse until 1894, when she was given to the town 
for permanent display. 
 
In the same year as her retirement, the Tyne was displayed at the Newcastle Jubilee Exhibition, 
held at Exhibition Park in the city. She was moored on the lake next to a reconstruction of the 
old Tyne Bridge, the Exhibition attracting over 2 million visitors. 
 

 
 

The Tyne moored in front of a replica Tyne Bridge at the Newcastle Jubilee Exhibition, 
1887 

 
It was on the 9th May 1894, that the Tyne left her boathouse at the Coble Landing for the last 
time, moving to her new home near to the Lifeboat Memorial.  
 
On the day she left the boathouse, and before Harbour Drive was built, the lifeboat on her cradle  
was hauled  by seven Corporation horses, on a carriage,  from the Coble Landing up to the Lawe 
Top and then down Lawe Road to her new shelter, with local pilots and coastguards assisting. 
However, at the top of Lawe Road, one set of wheels failed, and it was decided to undertake the 
rest of the journey on skids.  When the Tyne was being lowered, bow first, onto skids, she slid off 
her carriage and down Lawe Road for over 150 yards, her keel and bilge keel smoking, before 
coming to rest. She was placed back onto the skids with the remaining 350 yards of her journey 
completed without any further incident.  
 
The boat and shelter were moved to the current location during the mid 1930’s, to 
accommodate the construction of a trolley bus terminus. 
 



 

 

  
 

The Tyne in her original shelter at the Pier Head before its location was moved to the 
Lifeboat Memorial 

 

 
 

The Tyne, on her original carriage, in her new shelter at the Pier Head 
 



 

 

 

 

What is thought to be the Tyne on her carriage next to the Coastguard Station and Pier 

Yard. This photograph, taken before the completion of the Lifeboat Shelter is dated as 

between May 1889, when the Lifeboat Memorial was built and May 1894 when the 

shelter was completed.  



 

 

Air Raid Damage 

During an air raid on the night of Thursday 2nd October 1941, the Tyne and its shelter were 
severely damaged. For the second time during that week the Luftwaffe had carried out a raid on 
South Shields with significant damage being caused throughout the town, including a public air 
raid shelter being hit with many fatalities. The air raid took place between 9 o’clock and 
midnight, but five minutes before 10 o’clock, two bombs fell on the Pier Approach, east of the 
Wouldhave Memorial, and bomb craters in the road up to 6 metres in depth, blocking the 
entrance to Sea Road, The railings and shrubbery of the South Marine Park were uprooted and 
much damage was done to Parker's Cafe. The damage to the lifeboat was caused by concrete 
blocks from the road, blown into the air by the bomb blast falling through the shelter roof and 
onto the lifeboat, the port side, midships section being completely destroyed.   
 
The Lifeboat Memorial was scarred by flying debris and the clock faces and mechanism were 
broken. A minute later a third bomb hit a block of houses in nearby Pollard Street, five houses 
were shattered and many more affected by flying glass and bomb splinters, gas mains were 
damaged. Five people were trapped in their shelters but were rescued alive. 
 
Three Luftwaffe bombers were shot down by RAF Beaufighter night fighters, of which a Heinkel 
111 bomber come down off the coast and a Dornier 17, three miles off Tynemouth, the Canadian 
pilot of the Beaufighter observing the crew of four parachuting from the plane. 
 
It was not until late 1945 that the boat and shelter were repaired, the Tyne being returned to the 
Pier Head in January 1946. The works were undertaken by Robson’s boat builders of South 
Shields. A report in the January 8, 1946 edition of the South Shields Gazette quoted an official of 
Robson’s stating that in addition to the whole side having to be replaced, the boat was generally 
overhauled. There were no original building plans and the boat builders had to study the design 
as they cut away the damaged part to rebuild the boat with new hardwood planks. 
 
In August 1990 repairs were undertaken to the lifeboat’s fender which had been vandalized, 
and in February 1991, the lifeboat was taken to Robson’s Boatyard for further repairs and 
renovation work. During subsequent years, Robson’s repainted and carried out minor repairs to 
the Tyne. 
 
In 1983, the Tyne, its shelter and the lifeboat memorial were designated as listed buildings for 
their historical and architectural significance. 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 

The Tyne after the October 1941 air raid, showing the damage to the canopy roof and 
port side of the lifeboat – South Tyneside Local History Library 

 

 

 

The bomb crater, in Sea Road, between the Lifeboat Memorial and South Marine Park 



 

 

  
 

The Lifeboat, Shelter and Parkers Café and the two bomb craters on Sea Road 
 

 
 

The restored Tyne returning to the Pier Head in 1946  



 

 

Renovation of the Tyne 

The renovation of the Tyne was carried out by the North East Maritime Trust at its workshops in 
Wapping Street. The Trust is a dedicated group of volunteers with invaluable expertise in 
traditional boat building and maritime conservation. 
 
The first step came on the 1st August when, after meticulous planning, volunteers from the 
Trust, raised the boat off her stands and lowered her onto rollers and winched her out of the 
shelter, before strops were fitted and she was lifted onto a low loader for the short trip to the 
workshops, passing the harbour entrance and beach where she carried out many of her rescues. 
 
 

    
 

      
 

     
 

The August 1st move from the Pier Head to the NEMT workshops 
 



 

 

The narrowness of Wapping Street dictated that she had to be lifted over adjacent buildings, 
manoeuvred along and then lowered onto the quay, before being carefully guided into the 
workshop and, with very little space to spare, placed back onto her stands almost touching the 
stern of the Henry Frederick Swan. 
 
Once inside the workshop, the first task was to clean the interior of the boat and remove the dirt 
and detritus that had accumulated over the years, this taking one week.  An external survey 
revealed that the overall structure of the boat was sound, with most of the deterioration inside 
the vessel with thwarts, buoyancy boxes, side wall cladding and floors having suffered from 
water penetration due to coating failure.  
 
The outer cork and canvas gunwale fender was in a fragile condition due to age and the UV 
degradation of the canvas, this having split in some places, exposing the cork underneath.  
The paint coating has broken down in several places revealing the many layers of previous 
applications with little or no surface preparation between layers, which had only served to 
superficially improve the appearance of the vessel over successive years. 
 
Following the boat being cleaned, the thwarts and central buoyancy boxes, port, starboard and 
centre seating lats were removed which allowed better access to the decking, and the removal 
of paint began.  
 

 

The removal of the deck paint 

It took three weeks work to remove the paintwork down to bare timber, which enabled a full 
survey of the boat to be undertaken. This revealed the original timbers that remained, where 
extensive repairs had been carried out in 1945 by Robson’s Boatyard, following air raid damage, 
and which timbers needed to be repaired or replaced.  
 

 
 



 

 

 
 

 
 

The repairs to the internal side gunwale, following the air raid damage, were revealed 
with a line of newer narrow horizontal planks being cut into the side, these contrasting 
with the wider original planks elsewhere in the boat. 

 



 

 

 

The decking where rotted timber was cut out and replaced 
 

     

An original thole pin, on the left, and to the right, a replacement made in 1945, as part of 
the repairs following the air raid damage 

 

One of the original wooden cleats located at the bow and stern of the boat. The wear and 
tear on the wood caused by mooring ropes can be clearly seen. 



 

 

 

 
 

Microscopic paint analysis showing the paint layers that were applied to the Tyne 
 

To establish the exact paint finish, and in addition to historical research, eight areas were 

identified and paint scrapings removed for analysis. Paint samples from under the bow and 

stern rope fenders were also removed and sent for analysis to International Paints.  

All paint was then removed from the inner hull using an industrial paint stripper. This was 

necessary due to the thickness of the existing paint coatings, in places this amounted to 20 

layers, the older layers of paint being lead based.  

The three deck board planks identified as having wet rot/wood worm present were removed. 

Following removal, the support timbers underneath these boards were also rotten and were 

replaced. Several planks of the starboard void space had to be removed to gain proper access to 

the supporting deck board planks this revealing, in the void space, the structure of the boat as 

originally built, the subsequent raised deck and ballast tank and more repairs completed after 

the 1941 bomb damage.  

After the supporting timbers and deck board planks had been replaced, the gaps between the 

planks were caulked and sanded down to a smooth finish. Loose internal planking was re-

secured with brass screws. 

The steel ring bolts for the hull grab line hooks had corroded and were replaced with stainless 

steel. Thole pins, towing/mooring rings and fender supports had corroded and rusted with the 

deterioration and weakening of the surrounding timbers. All steel work that was to remain in 

the boat was been coated with a rust inhibitor, etch primed then primed with International 

Yacht Primer. 

 



 

 

 

The interior decking with paint removed  
 

The two areas of the gunwales that had signs of wood breakdown due to cast iron bolts were 
removed together with the bolts and oak wood inserts made. 

The two damaged sections of cork buoyancy fender were repaired using a filler to bring the 
indented surface back to the original level. The whole of the fender was then sanded down and 
two coats of International Yacht Primer applied. 

A replacement valve wheel for the ballast tank drain arrangement was made in the workshop, 
modeled from photographs of the valve wheel that was in the boat until a number of years ago, 
but which has since been lost. 

 

Part of the raised deck and gunwale removed revealing original timbers 
 



 

 

   
 

The copper protection plates 

The copper protection plates inward of the thole pins were removed, cleaned then annealed. 
The latter process was necessary as the copper sheets were very brittle. Once all the painting 
had been completed to include the finish top coat, the copper sheets were replaced on a bed of 
putty and secured with new copper tacks. 

 

 

The bow and stern rope fenders 
 

The forward rope fender was in such a poor condition that any restoration was not possible and 
new fenders were made. The aft fender had all remaining paint removed, was soaked in a 
mixture of linseed oil and Stockholm tar, dried and replaced in its position at the stern of the 
lifeboat. 

The task of making the new bow fender was undertaken by “Get Knotted” a rope making 
company based in Warwick, with the specialist knowledge to faithfully produce the woven 
replacements required to ensure historical accuracy. As members of the Guild of Master Knot 
Tyers, extensive research was carried out to ensure that the new fender met the stringent 
conservation and historical requirements, both in design and by sourcing the correct tarred 
sisal rope, which is no longer produced commercially. 



 

 

Once all repairs had been completed, the task of painting the lifeboat began. The Yacht Division 
of International Paints of Felling supplied the complete paint system together with detailed 
advice on the correct application procedure. 

As the lifeboat is a Grade Two Listed structure, it was agreed with South Tyneside Council 
Heritage Officers, following the paint analysis and historical research, that the hull above the 
waterline would be painted a light blue colour, with white below the waterline, and white for all 
the interior deck areas and thwarts and buoyancy boxes. 
 
The internal surfaces that had paint removed were fully sanded down, wiped down with white 
spirit then fresh water and after a final sanding, had three coats of International Yacht Primer 
and two coats of International Pre-Kote white applied. 

On the deck, all mating surfaces that would be hidden by the refitting of the buoyancy boxes and 
seating lats were given two coats of International Mediterranean White and these fittings were 
refitted. All countersunk screw heads were filled in to a level with the existing wood and sanded 
to a smooth finish. Two coats of International Pre-Kote white then International Mediterranean 
white applied as the final top coat.  

The final top coat was toned down from a full gloss to a 70% gloss by adding International 
Matting Additive to the International Mediterranean White. 

All visible internal steel screws that had been used in the past had rusted and had marked the 
old paintwork. These were replaced with silicon bronze screws to avoid a repeat of the rusting.  

The external hull planking had all flaking paint removed, and the bare wood was primed with 
two coats of International Yacht Primer.  

The external hull planking below the waterline was painted with International Mediterranean 
White containing 50% by volume of International Matting Additive. This reduced the gloss 
coating to a 26% appearance. 

 

The new rope fender 

The support chocks were moved to gain access to the planking in way of the chocks, these areas 
were scraped clean, primed and two coats of International Pre-Kote white applied. When the 



 

 

newly painted scraped sections had dried, a further full coat of International Pre-Kote white was 
applied. 

The final light blue colour was achieved by mixing International Mediterranean white with 
International Squall Blue on a ratio of 5:1. 30% International Matting Additive was then added 
to reduce the gloss appearance to 70%. 

Two coats of the light blue were applied with a fine sanding down with wet and dry sandpaper 
between coats. The two coats are necessary to bring out the full opacity of the light blue. 

All paint was removed from the centre support chock; two coats of International Yacht Primer 
applied then a top coat of International Danboline Grey.   

 
 

Sanding and priming the hull 
 

 
 

The renovated interior 
 



 

 

 
 

 
 

November 30th 2013 – The external painting completed. 
 

In total, approximately 1500 man hours was spent on the renovation of the Tyne. 10 weeks were 
spent removing the internal fittings and all paint layers. It took five weeks to repair the 
damaged and rotten wood and to paint the interior decking and sides, and four weeks to 
applying all of the hull external paint layers. 



 

 

The Old and the New – A Unique Day 

On January 9th 2014, after 5 months of work, the Tyne was brought out of the NEMT 
Workshops, and lifted onto the quay.   This provided the unique opportunity for the world’s 
second oldest lifeboat to meet her modern day equivalent. With the local media and television 
news present, the 25 knot Severn class lifeboat Spirit of Northumberland, made the short 
journey from her station at North Shields Fish Quay and moored alongside the 180 year old 
Tyne. 
 

 
 

 
 
 



 

 

 
 

The old and the new - the Tyne and Spirit of Northumberland – Richie Leonard 
 
 

 
 

Tynemouth Lifeboat Crew and NEMT Volunteers – RNLI/Adrian Don 
 

The  Tynemouth Lifeboat Spirit of Northumberland Her name was chosen by members of the 
Lifeboat Station, in recognition of the first lifeboat to be stationed at North Shields, the 
Northumberland,  in 1798 Both the Northumberland and Tyne launching jointly to undertake 
many rescues together at the treacherous mouth of the river.  



 

 

The Return 

After the Tynemouth Lifeboat had returned to her moorings, the Tyne was lifted onto a low 
loader and put into temporary storage, at the Holystone Industrial Estate, Hebburn, whilst the 
restoration of the shelter continued. A month later, on February 11th, 2014, the Tyne was taken 
out of her temporary home, and lifted onto a low loader and taken back to the Pier Head.  
 

 
 

 
 

The Tyne leaving Holystone Industrial Estate, Hebburn 



 

 

 
 

Lifted off the low loader, and in front of local television news cameras, the boat was carefully 
manouvered between lampposts and trees and lined up with the shelter.  A hauling and pulley 
system was anchored to the Lifeboat Memorial and rollers laid down the centre line of the 
shelter. With her bow supported on chocks, the lifeboat was slowly hand hauled into the shelter, 
and jacked up to allow her three supports to be placed under the keel. With a number of fine 
adjustments she was placed precisely within the shelter in order to take advantage of the 
floorlights that will illuminate the lifeboat hull. 

 

 
 

Once in the shelter, the bow and stern rope fenders were fitted, the grab lines rigged around the 
gunwale and waterline, and the shelter railings erected. A formal opening ceremony and 
blessing of the boat took place on February 28th 2014 to celebrate the completion of this project. 



 

 

Restoration of the Shelter 

 
 

The Tyne in her original 1894 Shelter 
 

Following the 1941 air raid damage a new slate roof was constructed over the metal frame, and 
concrete railings erected around the lifeboat, these subsequently replaced with metal railings.  
The metal structure began to show its age, with significant deterioration due to exposure to the 
elements, and as part of the regeneration of the Pier Head, the opportunity presented itself to 
restore both the lifeboat and shelter. 
 
The restoration of the Grade II Listed shelter back to its original 1894 condition was designed 
and project managed by South Tyneside Council, commissioning specialist conservation 
metalworkers Chris Topp and Co.  to undertake the works. 
 
The  metal frame and roof were carefully dismantled and taken off site and surveyed to 
determine the condition of the metal, those elements which could be restored and those, which 
due to decay, would need to be replaced. Missing decorative cast iron features were replaced.  
 
Paint samples were taken from the cast iron structure to establish the original paint colour, the 
structure being painted red.  
 
The 1945 roof was removed with the original curved roof structure reinstated.   
 
To improve access around and provide closer and better views of the lifeboat, the shelter and 
perimeter railings were realigned.  New   foundations, paving, and railings were constructed 
together with the improved lighting of the boat and shelter.  
 
The restoration cost £120,000. 



 

 

 
 

Plans illustrating the restoration of the Victorian Shelter – South Tyneside Council 
 

 
 

The Tyne in her restored shelter – March 2014 



 

 

 
 

The Lifeboat and Shelter – before and..... 
 

 
 

.........after 



 

 

The Tyne and the Zetland- The World’s 
Oldest Lifeboats 

The Zetland and the Tyne are the world’s oldest preserved lifeboats, both built in South Shields.   
 
The Zetland, built by Henry Greathead in 1802, for the Tees Bay Lifeboat Society, was stationed 
at Redcar for over 60 years. In 1858 the RNLI took over the management of the station. In 
February, 1864, after she had sustained damage rescuing the seven crew of the brig Brothers, 
the RNLI considered the old boat unfit for service, and replaced her with a new self-righting 
lifeboat, and deciding that the Zetland be broken up. After local fishermen and townsfolk 
protested, the lifeboat was given to the town.  

However, her career was not yet over as on October 28th 1880, during an easterly storm, the 
RNLI lifeboat and the local fishermen’s lifeboat launched to three ships that had been driven 
ashore, both sustaining damage in rescuing their crews. The local rocket brigade had also used 
all their rockets in undertaking rescues that day.   

When another brig, the Luna, came ashore, the 78 year old Zetland was hauled down to the 
beach and launched, rescuing the seven crew, and bringing to an end an illustrious career, of 
saving over 500 lives.  She is now displayed at the town’s Lifeboat Museum. 

 



 

 

 

 

The Zetland at Redcar Lifeboat Museum 

 



 

 

The NEMT Team 

 
The members of the North East Maritime Trust who undertook the restoration are….. 
 
Dave Parker, Tim West, Phil Smith, Charlie Lowdon, Ronnie Clarke, Alan Smith, Kevin Conn,  
Rosie Power (who did the art work), Callum Watt, Margaret Hamilton, Arthur Hamilton, Alex 
Thurkettle, Brian Fenwick, Brain  Teale, Jerry Dudman, Glenn Nicholas, Patrick Cunningham,  
Joe Dawson, Tom Howe, Chris Taggart, Paul Nicholson (arranged for the making of the new bow 
fender with Alan Ewins of ‘Get Knotted’ in Warwick), Dougie Miller and Ken Smith. 

Historical research – Steve Landells, Arthur Hamilton 
 

 

 
 
Trust Volunteers who worked on the renovation of the Tyne, December 2013 – Newcastle 

Journal 
 
 



 

 

 
 

Trust Volunteers – January 9th 2014 
 

 
 

Trust Volunteers after successfully returning the Tyne to her shelter on 11th February 
2014.  

 
 
 


