The story of the schooner Thetis 1873-1877 - by Sue Reardon

Attention was brought to the Thetis in January 2025 when a Sardinian man,
Aurelil Zanda contacted Fowey Harbour Heritage Society with questions
about a crew member of the ship. The Boatswain, William Tucker, was born
in Golant so the query was relayed on to Golant Heritage Group then to me.
What followed has been an interesting collaborative research project which is
still ongoing.

The schooner Thetis was built at Brazen Island, Polruan, Cornwall by
Nicholas Butson’s yard in 1873. The two masted Schooner was 104ft long x
23.6ft x 12.6ft, registry number 63972, signal letters MPHQ and weighing 180
tons gross. It was built for Thomas Pearce and Co. of St Blazey. The vessel
was felted and yellow metalled meaning that the hull’s planks were first
covered by a tarred jute felt which acted as a bedding layer for the copper-
zinc metal alloy sheathing, an effective form of anti fouling.

It was launched on 15th March that year. Although the vessel was built for
Thomas Pearce, he was not the sole owner. Even today all ships are owned
in 64 shares. On being registered Thetis had fifteen people who had bought
multiples of these shares effectively spreading the financial risk over many
investors. Together the sale of these shares raised £3704.16s. The total cost
of building and fitting out the ship came to £3704.17s.2d. The largest investor
was Mr Knight who paid £868.6s.3d for his 15 shares at £57.17s.9d per
share. Thomas
Pearce had 8
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It was one of several ‘Fruit Schooners’ built by Butson’s yard. These ships
were comparatively small, fast and clipper-like, built to transport highly
perishable goods like oranges from the Azores and the Mediterranean back
to Britain. The height of the use of such vessels was from the 1840s to the
1880s after which steam ships overtook the trade. The Thetis did take fruit
cargoes such as Oranges and Pineapples but also diversified by carrying coal
and grain.

At the first owners meeting held at the Ship Inn in Fowey on 13th May 1873
Captain Beale was appointed ship’s Master at a salary of £6 per month plus
10% on the profits and Thomas Pearce was appointed agent of the vessel at
£5 per year. On each of its voyages it carried a crew of eight, the Master,
Mate, Boatswain, Cook, two Able Seamen and two Ordinary Seamen.

With the commissioning complete, Thetis made its maiden voyage leaving
Fowey on 15th May 1873 across the Atlantic to New York. Captain William
Nicholas Beale was the Master, his younger brother Edward was Mate, he
would receive his own Master’s certificate four years later, this was the only
voyage he made with his brother, James Stubbins was Mate subsequently.
The Boatswain was William Tucker, another permanent crew member. All the
rest of the crew were all Cornish born men with the exception of the Cook,
Henry Elliott who was from Dorset, all had been previously sailing in ships
registered in Fowey.

Thetis carried a cargo of china clay in casks weighing 277 tons 5 cwt. It sailed
from New York on 3rd July reaching Salonica now called Thessaloniki in
Greece on the 23rd August with a cargo of petroleum oil in 6369 cases. From
there it took some of the oil to Volo a short distance away further south in
Greece. It loaded Barley at Volo then headed to Dundalk in Ireland in
November. In December it sailed home to Fowey in ballast stopping briefly
there before continuing on to St Michael in the Azores.

The ship’s busy working life continued in 1874. In January it loaded 900 large
boxes of oranges and a further 393 smaller boxes of the same in the Azores.
It sailed for London on the12th arriving at Gravesend around the 25th
January. After discharging the cargo the ship sailed back to Fowey.

At the second Owners Meeting held on the 17th February 1874 at the Ship
Inn there had been significant trading of the ship’s shares. Mr Knight now only
held 1 share having traded most of his holding, subsequently the list of
owners had risen to 25. Mr Pearce and Captain Beale still held their original 8
and 7 respectively, the remainder were taken up by an increased number of
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local smaller investors. This kind of trading of shares was commonplace at
the time. Although Thetis’s cargoes had brought in £1735.4s.8d, the out
goings made up of the crews’ wages and food, port charges and various
other bills came to £888.11s.4d leaving a profit for the first year of
£846.13s.4d. This was paid to the shareholders according to number that
they held at a rate of £13.4s.7d. per share.

Thetis sailed in ballast to Cardiff on the 12th February 1874 to load a cargo of
296 tons of coal for Maderia. After a brief call in at Fowey, it arrived in
Madeira on the 13th March. From there it sailed on to Nassau in the
Bahamas in ballast, picked up a cargo of pineapples recrossing the Atlantic to
London then returned to Fowey in ballast. The third cargo of the year was 304
tons of china clay loaded at Fowey in July, taken to Cetto, now known as
Cetta on the north western coast of Italy. There it loaded 300 tons of ‘patent
food’ what that actually was hasn'’t been discovered, it wasn'’t a very profitable
cargo at raising only £62 income. Thetis arrived at its next destination of
Smyrna now known as Izmir in Turkey on the 9th September, the ‘patent
food’ was discharged. At some point it sailed on in ballast to Kumkale in the
region of modern day Canakkale about 200 miles further north on the Turkish
coast to pick up the next cargo of barley. It seems there was a long wait for
this as there’s no mention of the vessel in October or November in the ship’s
Accounts. Eventually Thetis briefly called in at Fowey on the 2nd of
December before continuing to its destination of Ostend on the 5th. This was
a much more profitable cargo raising £442.8s.8d. From Ostend the ship
returned home in ballast for
Christmas.

The Topsail Schooner 'Thetis' off Flushing

Petrus Cornelis Weyts (1799-1855)

This painting of the Thetis was most
likely commissioned her Captain.
Pierhead painters would often have
a partly prepared picture ready for
filling in the vessel’s details.
The painting now hangs in the
Ferens Art Gallery in Hull.

Page 7 Thetis



The first voyage in 1875 was to Porthcawl in Wales to load 302 tons of iron. It
left for Naples on the 5th February. From there it sailed in ballast to Palermo
Sicily arriving on the 20th March where 3990 fruit boxes were loaded for New
York docking there on the 27th May. The next load was 280 tons 13 cwt of oll
cake from New York to lvergordon, north of Inverness in Scotland. Again
Thetis made brief stop at Fowey before continuing on to Ivergordon where it
arrived in early August 1875.

The Owners Meeting held to pass the audited accounts from the 29th
January 1874 to the 5th August 1875 took place at the usual venue, the Ship
Inn Fowey on the 10th August. The profit for the period were slightly less than
in the first trading accounts at £791.14s.8d, accordingly the dividend rate had
also decreased at £12.7s.5d per share. There had been a significant rise in
the outgoings of the vessel with a large bill of Mr Butson, the boat builder for
£ 1462.10s.3d.

In late August 1875 the ship headed southwards in ballast from Invergordon
to South Shields where it loaded coal to take to Piraeus, the port of Athens,
calling in at Fowey on the 13th September, reaching Piraeus in October. It
journeyed on in ballast to Cephelonia, now spelt Kefalonia, one of the Greek
islands to load Currents at the two main towns of Lixouri and Argostoli,
leaving on the 22nd of November to sail home to Fowey where it arrived on
the 23rd December. The ship was at home for Christmas before sailing for
Hamburg on the 28th December 1875.

On the 6th March 1876 it left Hamburg, once again briefly stopping at Fowey
before for the long voyage to Buenos Ayres in Argentina arriving on the 26th
June. The accounts don’t say what the cargo was only that the lump sum of
£450 was received for it. It sailed in ballast 130 miles inland up the Uruguay
River to reach Paysandu in August to pick up a cargo of 260 tons of hides
and 12 tons of bones bound for Bristol. On the return voyage the Thetis put in
to Fowey on the 19th October to repair a broken yardarm damaged in severe
gales, finally arriving at Bristol in early November.

The next owners’ meeting took place at the Ship Inn on the 13th November
1876. There was a disappointing profit of only £399.7s.2d to report with the
dividend of only £6.4s.6d divided amongst the 25 shareholders. Although the
running costs were slightly less at £1325 compared to £1584 in the previous
accounts, the receipts had fallen by over £650 since that last report.

The ship left Bristol en route to Barcelona on the 29th November when
Captain Beale was forced to put into Fowey on the 4th December this time to
replace a jib boom lost in bad weather. It resumed it's voyage to Barcelona on
the 23rd December. It had left Barcelona having discharged its cargo which
was again just entered in the accounts as a receipt of £270 lump sum,
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heading for Palermo in Sicily in ballast when it became stranded on 14th
February 1877 on the west coast of Sardinia at a place then called Aquebella
now called Portixeddu.

From the Shipping and Mercantile Gazette of Tuesday February 20, 1877.
By telegraph from Cagliari on Feb.18th - 9.30 pm the Thetis schooner,
Beale, from Barcelona for Palermo, in ballast, has gone ashore at
Acquabella, and will probably be a total wreck; all hands safe.” This
information was corroborated in the Western Mail newspaper of Tuesday,
February 20th 1877. “The Thetis of Fowey, Beale master, from Barcelona to
Palermo, has stranded at Acquabella, west of Sardinia. The crew were
saved.” From being stranded on the 14th the Thetis was completely wrecked
by the 20th and what remains lies in deep water at the foot of rocky cliffs.

The site of the wreck today. Photograph Aurelil Zanda
Although it was reported that all hands were saved, William Tucker the
Boatswain became ill and died the day after the ship became a total wreck in
the nearby village of Fluminimaggiore. The Sardinian death certificate
appears to contain a lie. It states that William Tucker died from injuries
sustained in the wreck yet there was no mention in the newspaper reports of
a crew member being wounded in the stranding. The reason only became
obvious when a British death overseas listing was discovered, the cause
being given as Smallpox, presumably this was withheld from the local
population to avoid panic as Smallpox was such a contagious and deadly
disease then. William was buried in the Old Cemetery in the village.
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William was born in Golant, Cornwall. The family lived at the bottom of Fore
Street, his Father was a Copper Miner. William had been baptised on 31st
July 1842 in the village church of St Sampson, making him 34 at the time of
his death. Sadly, just the previous year his younger brother James had been
lost at sea when the Sabina disappeared off the Yorkshire coast in a fierce
storm. All the crew perished, no bodies wherever found, only a fragment of
the ship’s boat with Sabina written on the stern was recovered.

The UK National Probate Calendar for 1877 lists, Tucker, William, Effects
under £100 21st July. Administration of the effects of William Tucker late of
Fowey in the county of Cornwall Merchant Seaman a bachelor who died 22
February 1877 at Flumini in the Island of Sardinia was granted at the
Principal Registry to Elizabeth Trembath (Wife of Richard Trembath) of the
Parish of St Sampson in the said county the Sister and one of the Next of Kin.

The surviving crew members left Sardinia from the capital’s port of Cagliari on
board a British vessel the Betsy bound for Bristol in March that year. Aurelil
Zanda has told me that the Mayor of Fluminimaggiore gave the Thetis’s
Captain William Beale enough money to buy six rifles, for what reason | don't
know. Also that a letter of gratitude was sent to the Mayor in Queen Victoria’s
name, thanking the villagers for their part in helping to rescue the sailors. A
gift of a casket containing several silver spoons was received in appreciation
for their care. He has said that unfortunately the whereabouts of the letter is
not known now, the spoons were divided amongst the villagers and the
casket is still in the village.

In 2025 Aurelil gained permission to erect a
memorial cross and plaque in remembrance of
William Tucker and the wreck of the Thetis. Itis
placed nearby to where the vessel sank. He
and the villagers have constructed a path down
cliffs to the site.

the

The final owners meeting was held at the Royal

Hotel near Par Station on the 26th May 1877. The last cargo delivered to
Barcelona had earned £270, the sale of equipment from the wreck which
included rigging, sails, boats, stores, chronometer, barometer, carpenters
tools and the medicine chest only raised a total of £344.9s.1d. After
outstanding bills where paid it left a balance of £158.17s.6d to be divided
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between the shareholders at £2.9s.7d per share. A sad end of a fine vessel
underlining what a risky venture investing in such ships could be.

Nearly all of the above information was put together from the Account Book of
the Thetis which is Appendix One in Volume One of The Merchant Schooners
by Basil Greenhill published in 1951. This was discovered by Aurelil in
January 2026 who kindly passed this information on to me. Kresen Kernow
Archives hold crew lists for the first two years of the ship’s trading which
showed the permanent members and how infrequently the crew changed.
The final year’s crew list was found in the National Archives. Aurelil is
investigating old records in Sardinia.

It has been a fascinating project, giving a vivid insight into the life of a trading
schooner, the costs involved, the financial risks, returns and losses and the
human risks encountered by the crew.

By the 1880s the days of these small fast ships were almost numbered as

larger steam driven vessels took over their trade. A schooner under full sail
must have been a magnificent sight.
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