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The Take One Picture …Symposium on 

the Irene in January  2010 was accompanied 
by a month-long exhibition on Bridgwater’s 
maritime past. There were some 9 or10 A1 
size panels with the information in large 
print. These are too large to appear here 
now, so the texts have been re-formatted 
and placed in one A4 document. It gives a 
good overview of the port at the start of the 
C20

They will be of help as background 
during the current deliberations about the 
restoration of the dock 
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THE IRENE
She was aWest-country coasting ketch 

built in Bridgwater, Somerset and launched 
in 1907 

She measures 118 feet from stern to tip of 
bowsprit with a waterline of 83 feet and a 
beam of 21 feet. From water level to button 
top on mainmast she has an overall height 
of 90 feet. There were two masts, and she 
would have had a crew of usually three. She 
was flat-bottomed, allowing her to rest on 
the river bed at low tide and on isolated 
beaches, where there were no docking 
facilities.

Total sail 4,687 sq.feet 
comprising:
Mainsail 1,098 sq.ft.

Main-topsail 470 sq.ft.
Mizzen 782 sq.ft.
Mizzen topsail 270 sq.ft.
Staysail 430 sq.ft.
Standing jib 308 sq.ft.
Boom jib 240 sq.ft.
Plying jib    286 sq.ft.
Square sail 803 sq.ft.
The. hull was constructed of 3" thick 

Columbian pine double planking on English 
oak frames with iron knees.

The Irene was. built by the well-known 
Shipbuilders of Bridgwater F. J. Carver & 
Sons and was launched on June 5th 1907. It 
was a successful launch and she was 
christened Irene with a bottle of wine by 
Miss Gladys Symons. She was the eldest 
daughter of Clifford J   Symons, one of the 
owners.

The Irene was purchased by Messrs. 
Clifford J. Symons  (Taunton Road), Clifford 
Symons (Camden Road) and Captain Wm. 
Lee (her future skipper). The launch was 
celebrated by a dinner at the 'Ship 
Aground', Eastover  and was presided over 
by His Worship the Mayor Alderman H. V. 
Pollard.

IRENE time line
1907 –Launched 5 June. Registered at 

Bridgwater. Used to transport bricks made 
by Colthurst Symons, the Bridgwater brick-
makers,and also as a coasting vessel.

1917 – De-registered and re-registered at 
Swansea. Owned by W. A. Jenkins

1919 – Fitted with auxiliary engines.
1922 – Sold to Capt. Hugh Shaw of Ar-

lingham.
1927 – Sold to Colthurst Symons and re-

registered at Bridgwater. Then used as a 
coaster, mainly transporting bricks for her 
owner.

1961 – Ceased being used as a com-
mercial vessel and sold, to be converted to a 
yacht.
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1965 – Bought by Dr Leslie Morrish and 

restored for commercial cruises and used in 
films and TV – Pirates of the Caribbean, The 
Flying Dutchman (Biopic about Richard 
Wagner), etc.

1982 and 1984 – Took part in the Tall 
Ships Race.

2003 – 22 May. Ravaged by fire in 
harbour at Marigot Bay, St Maarten, West 
Indies.

2003-2009 – Restored in Cornwall.
2009 – Resumed sailing.

WHERE WAS SHE MADE?
Irene was built by F J Carver and Sons, 

whose yard was at East Quay.
Frances James Carver was born at Chilton 

Trinity in 1836, and apprenticed at John 
Gough's yard. He became foreman there 
and in about 1878 started his own yard on 
East Quay, assisted by his son, Frank, who 
continued the business until his own death 
in 1921.

As well as the building slipway, the yard 
incorporated the C18 dry dock, 102ft long, 
and gates 24ft wide and also a gridiron - 
timber baulks set in the bed of the river on 
which a vessel could rest at low tide whilst 
repairs were made. The dockyard closed 
during the Second World War, and by the 
1950s had been filled in and the site used as 
the town's first bus station. Other than a 
modern street name - Carver's Road, 
nothing remains to be seen. As well as sea-
going wooden vessels the dockyard built 
barges used for transport from Bridgwater 
to the upper reaches of the River Parrett and 

on the Bridgwater and Taunton Canal. The 
yard made gates for the various clyses on 
the drainage channels on the Levels, such as 
the one at Highbridge in 1926.

SHIP BUILDING TIME-LINE
1593 – First shipwright recorded in 

Bridgwater.
1671 – Sir William Wyndham suggested 

the skill should be revived.
c.1697 – John Trott built the Friendship 

for the merchant William Alloway.
Early 18th century – The corporation 

encouraged shipbuilding both on the east 
bank of the river beside the bowling green 
and on the east quay.

1728 –Dr. John Allen was involved with 
plans for a dock in 1728.

1732 –John Trott negotiated successfully 
to build a graving and repairing dock on the 
east bank, which in 1743 was converted to a 
dry dock. The Trott family were still using 
the dock in 1814.

Between 1766 and 1799 – 40 vessels were 
built in the port ranging from 13 to 266 tons, 
and sailmakers and manufacturers of rope 
and twine were in business.

Between 1800 and 1850 –51 vessels were 
built in the port, produced by 7 shipyards, 
the largest vessel 459 tons. 

1851 - 1900 – Six yards built 88 vessels.
1887 – Only one yard remained, that of F. 

J. Carver on the East Quay.
1900 and 1944 – Only three vessels were 

built there.
No ships were built later.
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THE PAINTING
The painting shows the Irene at sea in full 

sail, with a small island to the left and low 
coastline to the right. Two people can be 
seen on-board deck.

ABOUT THE ARTIST
Watchet-born Thomas Chidgey (b1855) 

was a sea-captain all his life, but was also a 
talented amateur marine artist. He 
specialised in the coastal sailing vessels he 
was familiar with.

As well as this painting of the Ketch 
Irene, Blake Museum has two more oil 
paintings by him - the Ketch Swan (ref 
BWRAB:1965/18) and the Ketch Florrie (Ref 
1968/10).

Capt Chidgey painted the picture in 
settlement of a private debt owed to Mr 
Albert George Atwell, Manager of Carver's 
yard where Irene was built in 1907.

The picture eventually came into the 
hands of Mrs Joyce Tout, Mr Atwell's 
daughter, and after her death in 1996, the 
Blake Museum was presented with it, in 
November 1997.

Six more of Capt Chidgey's paintings 
may be seen in Watchet Museum, and 
others are in private hands.

THE OWNERS
The vessel was bought from the ship yard 

by three people, two of whom were partners 
in Colthurst Symons & Co, brickmakers. 
The third was Irene's first captain

Colthurst Symons was a long es-tablished 
firm of brickmakers, being founded in the 
mid-nineteenth century.

Their head office was on East Quay, and 
they had yards at Dunball, Castle Fields, 
Somerset Bridge, Huntworth, Combwich 
and Burnham on Sea. The firm ceased 
operation in 1970 with the closure of the 
Dunball and Castle Fields yards.

The main business was the production of 
different patterns of roofing tiles and 
building bricks, but land drainage pipes 
were also made as were Bath bricks in some 
yards. TerraCotta decorative mouldings for 
things like roofing finials were also 
produced, particularly in the Edwardian 
era.
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A number of the yards were upstream of 

Bridgwater bridge, so barges were used to 
transport the brickyard products to the 
vessels moored at the quays or the docks. 
They were flat bottomed, clinker-planked, 
53 ft long by 13ft beam and could carry 15 
tons. Smaller ones were used on the canal. 
They were steered by 25ft sweeps. The 
holds were open with a small cabin forward 
and an equipment cuddy at the stern. All 
the brick and tile makers maintained fleets 
of them.

BRICKMAKING TIME-LINE
By 1655 – Brickmaking had begun in 

Bridgwater when a brickmaker
emigrated to the West Indies.
1686-7 – Bricks from Mr. Balch's yard 

were used for rebuilding Corporation 
property.

1708-9 – Brick kiln at Hamp, another at 
Crowpill.

1720s – Brick kiln at Crowpill
1760s and 1770s – Kiln of Samuel Glover, 

who exported bricks to a coal mine near 
Kidwelly (Carms.) and imported anthracite 
dust to fire his kilns.

Before 1776 – The Sealy family had a yard 
and kilns at Hamp

By 1823 – Three brickfields at Hamp.
By 1830 – Hamp brickfield worked by 

John Browne and William Champion, 
patentees of bonded ornamented bricks.

From the 1820s – Bath brick, named for its 
resemblance to Bath stone was made out of 
the mud deposited on the Parrett's banks.

1840 – The industry was thought to 
employ some 1,300 workers, half of them 
habitually laid off in winter.

About 1850 –there were 16 brick and tile 
works within 2 miles of Bridgwater Bridge.

1880s – Ten local brick and tile companies 
made Bath bricks, used for scouring 
polished metal, and some 8 million were 
produced each year.

1881 – H. J. Major employed 120 men and 
100 boys in 1881.

1890s – Bath Brick production in-creased 
to 24 million.

1896 – Poor pay resulted in a prolonged 
strike in the brick-yards.

1900 – Bath brick production fell to 17 
million.

After the First World War – exports of 
bricks, tiles, and Bath bricks were reduced.

1935-7 – New building in the town 
stimulated local demand for bricks and

tiles, and peak production from 13 sites 
within the parish.

1939 – Manufacture of Bath bricks had 
probably ceased due to the use of new 
detergents.

1945 – All but two of the brickyards 
reopened.

1960s – There was a rapid decline.
1970 – Colthurst Symons's yard at Castle 

Field was the last to close, because the best 
clay was exhausted and cheaper sources 
were available elsewhere.

WHERE DID THEY GO? VOYAGES
In the main, Bridgwater vessels tended to 

work the local coasting trade of the Bristol 
Channel and Ireland, though on occasion 
they went further afield. 

Bridgwater ships were home traders, 
though a few went into deep waters to 
South America for hides and to New York. 
They carried all cargoes about the narrow 
seas, but chiefly the bricks of their native 
port to Liverpool, to Antwerp, the Elbe and 
Danish ports. In 1832, The Alfred, the local 
newspaper, recorded:

The trade of Bridgwater was principally 
confined to London and the ports of the West of 
England, some few voyages are made to 
Liverpool, Dublin and Belfast, and probably 
three or four voyages in the year to the Baltic for 
timber and tallow. The staple articles of export of 
the port itself are scouring bricks, bricks for 
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building and pantiles; to which may be added the 
surplus agricultural produce of the western part 
of Somersetshire, as wheat, malt, flour, barley, 
beans, wool, cheese and cider. In addition to 
these may be mentioned a few cargoes of elm and 
oak timber, but principally the former.

Among the articles of export scouring bricks 
take the lead; of these, which are made in no 
other part of England, immense quantities are 
sent to London, Bristol, Liverpool, Dublin and 
other large places. Bricks for building and 
pantiles, and shipped in large quantities to 
Dublin, Belfast, Penzance, Falmouth and 
Newport --wool is shipped for Gloucester chiefly; 
malt and flour, with wheat, beans, and barley to 
Bristol, and the several ports of Wales.

Amongst the articles of import into the port of 
Bridgwater, coals form the principal; the greater 
part of these are brought from Newport, and 
some from Cardiff and Lydney in 
Gloucestershire; culm is likewise imported in 
large quantities from Swansea, for the use of the 
limeburners; roofing slates are brought from 
Beaumaris and Port Madoc in Wales; salt, the 
produce of the Worcestershire brine pits, from 
Gloucester; groceries and spirits, the latter being 
chiefly British gin distilled at Bristol, and rum 
from Bristol; oats from Cardigan and 
Carmarthen; and some oak bark from Minehead. 
There are various other articles imported, but the 
above-mentioned are the principal. Besides the 
above there are four schooners of about 120 tons 
burthen each, employed in the trade between 
London and Bridgwater; and four others in the 
trade with British America. -16 Dec 1832

To make a profit vessels needed to be at 

sea as much as possible, each leg of the 
journey occupied by carrying another cargo. 
It is clear that as well as shuttling the 
owner's products to customers Irene also 
acted as a general cargo trader. In 1913 for 
example she sailed:-

From Preston in January to Falmouth, 
Falmouth to Par, Par to London, London to 
Bridgwater, Bridgwater to Rotterdam, 
Rotterdam to Exmouth, Exmouth to 
Teignmouth, Teignmouth to Glasgow, 
Glasgow to London, London to Newquay, 
Newquay to Bridgwater, Bridgwater to 
Galway, to the Arran Islands, then to 
Queenborough in Kent, Queenborough to 
Annan in the Solway Firth, to the Kyles of 
Bute in the Clyde and from there to London, 
arriving there in December. 

Also in 1913, the Florrie, built at Bridg-
water in 1892, sailed to Dublin, Glasgow, 
Newport, Portleven, Newlyn, Limerick, 
Llanelly, Guernsey, Rotterdam, Caen, Ald-
erney and Southampton.

They used to visit every small haven 
around the west and south coast of Eire. 
Youghal, Clonakilty, Waterford, Kinsale, 
Baltimore, Killaloe, Limerick, Fenit, Galway, 
the Aran Isles, penetrating far inland on the 
tidal rivers and discharging at remote quays 
between the wooded banks of small creeks. 
They carried anthracite from Hook, 
Saudersfoot and Swansea, coal from 
Liverpool and Lydney, granite from 
Penmaenmawr, Trevor, Porth Gain, 
Porthoustock and Newlyn, and timber from 
the Baltic ports. 

THE COST OF A VOYAGE
A typical trip of another vessel was recorded in 1925. Note the very small rates of
pay:

A Voyage to Ilfracombe with Bricks and Penarth Harbour with Coal to B. Water
Dock from May 20 to June 9 1925

£ s d
Loading at Cumbwich one Man 110 tons at 3 ½d ton 1 12 1
One man 13 ½ tons [at] 3 ½d 3/11. Stower 48 tons at 1d 1000 4/- 1 8 0
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Obbel* out of Pill and Pilot down 7/6 19 0
Harbour dues 9/10 Tally man on deck 1/6 11 4
Men working out 48,400 bricks at 9d per 1000 1 16 4
Steam in and out of Penarth Harbour  15 0
Broker 2/6. Dues 3/9. Tippers 1/ 7 3
Telegram*** at Ifracombe 1 / 4 Penarth Harbour 1/- 4 2 8
Pilot up to B. Water 7/6. 2 Obbels to take ropes 4/- 11 6
Broker Sully and Hurman. 3/6 Dues 8/5. Crane man 1/- 12 11
Dock dues £1 3 4 Tripper 96 tons at 1½d ton 12/- 1 15 4
2 men working out by boats 3 ¼d per ton 96 tons £1 6s each 2 12 0
Steam up to B.Water**** 115 at 4d ton 1 14 4
2 men working out by boats 3 ¼d per ton 96 tons £1 6s each 9 9
Crew 21 days at 6/- day each 12 12 0
Self 21 days at 8/- day each 8 8 0
Man working out 6000 bricks in ends at Combe 9d 1000 4 6

______
36 12 6

Crew trimming coal 6/- each 18/- 18 0
______
37 10 6

Freight on 48,4000 brks at 13/- per 1000 31 9 0
On coal 122 tons 4 cwt at 5/3 ton 32 1 6

______
63 10 6
37 10 6
______

Ship Share 26 0 0
* Obbel – Hobbler local name for a day-labourer
** Combe – Ilfracombe
*** Telegram – Few telephones in those days
**** Evidently a tow
Coal was the main cargo carried from the ports on the north of the Bristol Channel
and until the opening of the Severn Tunnel in 1886 sea was the quickest route. Forest
of Dean coal came through Lyndney. The Welsh coal came through Newport, Car diff,
Penarth, Barry, Port Talbot, Swansea and Llanelly.
After the opening of the Severn Tunnel the coal trade fell away greatly, and the
port entered its slow decline

IRENE CREW LIST 1907-1913
1907

Last Name First Name Age [born] Status
Murray Peter 1864 AB 
Coates Charles 1878 OS
Hughes Edwin 1878 AB 

Lee Henry 1835 Mate 
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Symons Clifford ― Owner 

Lee William Hy 1870 Master 
Scott Charles 1887 AB

1908
Last Name First Name Age [born] Status
Goulding F W 1881 AB 

Jones Albert 1890 OS 
Lee Henry 1878 Mate 
Lee William Hy 1870 Master 

Melsen F 1878 AB
Scott Charles 1887 AB

Vearncombe George 1882 AB 
Symons Clifford ― Owner 

1910
Last Name First Name Age [born] Status

Worden William Jn 1885 OS 
Scott Charles 29 Mate
Scott Charles 1887 Mate

Symons Clifford ― Owner 
Lee William Hy 1870 Master 

Hobbs Ernest 1872 AB 
Procock William 18 OS
Pollard John 17 OS
Leedom Albert Hen 1880 AB 

Vearncombe George Dan. 1885 Mate
Godfrey Michael 21 OS

1911
Last Name First Name Age [born] Status

Lee William Hy 33 Master 
McDonagh Edward 18 ―

Snell B 19 OS
Symons C. ― Owner 
Godfrey M 21 OS
Pocock W 18 OS
Rowe C 22 OS
Scott C 23 Mate
Burke Edward 37 AB

1912 
Last Name First Name Age [born] Status

Vale Arthur 21 OS
Symons Clifford ― Owner 

Donnagh Edward 1892 OS
Burke Edward 1876 AB
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Lee Wm Hy 1878 Master 

McDonagh Edward 19 AB
Scott Charles 23 Mate

1913
Last Name First Name Age [born] Status

Lee Wm Hy 1878 Master 
Jones Charles 1880 AB

McDonagh Edward 34 AB
Mannock A 34 AB

Pizzey Chas. Wm 18 OS
Dizis* Tnlint 18 OS
Scott Charles 1891 Mate
Burke Edward 1876 AB

Symons Clifford ― Owner 
* Dizis is a Greek surname. He may well have been a foreign sailor who had ended up in the port.  

NAVIGATION
The River Parrett from the Bristol 

Channel at Burnham toBridgwater is 
notoriously difficult to navigate by a sailing 
vessel, due to the extreme tide range, and 
the constantly shifting mud-banks. At 
Burnham the sea way between Berrow and 
Steart flats is at right angles to the land and 
then takes a sharp left hand bend to run 
parallel with it. Then follow a series of 
bends before reaching Bridgwater. 
Mudbanks line the river, and care is needed 
to keep to the safe channel. Many vessels 
came to grief on a falling tide and tipped 
over.

Around 1750 a candle lantern was 
maintained on the church tower – now 
known as the Seafront Rear Light (a fixed 
red light visible for three miles) with a Front 
Range mounted on a lamp post on the 
seafront. In 1801 a lighthouse was built at 
the north end of the churchyard. 
Deactivated in 1832, the building remains 
but the top four stories have been 
demolished.

In 1832 a pair of lighthouses was built to 
mark the channel between Berrow and 
Steart flats. The Pillar lighthouse is 99ft high 

with a light visible for seventeen miles and a 
vertical red visibility stripe painted down 
the structure. This was found not to be 
satisfactory due to the tide range, so the 
second, the  low Light, was built on the 
beach some 800 yards in front of the High 
Light. It is a 36ft square wooden tower on 
nine wooden pile legs. 

It is close-boarded, painted white, with a 
vertical red stripe on the seaward side. The 
flashing white light shows the safe route 
between Steart and Berrow Flats. Once 
steam tugs became available in the 
nineteenth century they were used to tow 
sailing vessels up and down river.

SAILING SHIP RIGS
Sailing ship rigs can be divided into two 

broad categories: the "fore and aft rig", in 
which the sails lie along the same plane as 
the ship's fore and aft line; and the "square 
rig", in which the sails are rigged athwart 
(across) the ship. Each rig had certain 
advantages.
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The Fore & Aft Rig 
The fore and aft rig, or schooner rig, 

required only a small crew, and was 
generally used in the coastal and fishing 
trades. Ships with this rig could point 
higher into the wind and were usually more 
manoeuvrable when working in the 
changing winds along the coast. The rig was 
not limited to coastal schooners, and big 
fore-and-afters could be seen plying the 
Atlantic bound for European ports, the West 
Indies, or South America.

 Sloop
A fore and aft rigged vessel with one 

mast is a sloop. Most sloops in the 19th 
century were small inshore fishing vessels. 

 Square Topsail Schooner
A combination of fore and aft sails and 

small square sails. They were popular for 
coastal trading

 Coastal Schooner
The work horse of our coastal trade. She 

was probably not much more than a 
hundred tons, and carried everything from 
timber and coal to bricks, general cargo, and 
a load of hay to coastal communities. Our 
schooner is shown with only a main 
topmast, but many also carried a fore 
topmast. Note the yawl boat towing astern.

Ketch 
 A two masted sailing vessel where the 

mizzen mast is ahead of the rudder. The rig 
is similar to a schooner but the main mast 
(the tallest mast) is the first mast, not the 
second mast. Ketches were common in 19th 
century Europe and continued into the 20th 
century.
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Four Masted Schooner 

 Shown at anchor. This design attempted 
to reduce individual sail area, raise tonnage, 
and still manage with a small crew. In the 
early days sails were hoisted by hand, but 
gradually the petrol or oil hoisting engine 
was introduced, saving work, wages, and 
food. She could operate with eight hands, 
and reached 500 to 700 tons. 

The Square Rig 
 The square rig was normally an offshore 

rig used by vessels making long ocean 
passages and taking advantage of the 
prevailing wind and current patterns of the 
globe. These ships varied in size from the 
small handy brigantines and brigs of a 
couple of hundred tons to the great full 
rigged ships and barques of over two 
thousand tons. The square rig was also seen 
in the coastal trade.

 Brigantine
A two masted vessel square rigged on the 

foremast, with fore-and-aft sails on the 
mainmast. The brigantine is shown with 
two staysails set between the masts.

 Brig
A two masted vessel square rigged on 

both masts. The brig is a very old and 
efficient sailing rig, and the class was still in 
use up to the very end of commercial sailing 
ships. They were very common in European 
waters.

 Barquentine
A vessel with the foremast rigged square, 

and the other masts rigged fore and aft. 

 Barque or Bark
Usually a three masted vessel, the fore 

and main masts square rigged and the 
mizzen mast or after mast rigged fore and 
aft. The four masted barque was a relatively 
common rig on the oceans.
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 Full Rigged Ship
Square rigged on all masts. Staysails 

could be set between the masts. Outboard of 
the square sails might be set studdingsails, 
and above the royals (uppermost sails) 
might be set sails with such names as 
skysail, moonraker, Trust to God, or Angel 
Whispers.

Based on Guide to Sailing Ships Rig 
infosheet, Nova Scotia Museums.


