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Forward Note; 

When I was at school, every Thursday at morning assembly our Headmaster, Mr. 

Tharp, led a prayer for mariners, it went something like this ñLord we pray for all 

those who go down to the sea in ships and occupy their business in great watersò. It 

always brought a lump to my throat and still does to-day. This is the story of two of 

my seafaring ancestors who did just that and the little ships they sailed in from 

Penzance. 

To quote Charlie Domville-Fife (see below), their ñwhite wings of memory have 

already passed with them to the Valhalla of the Seaò, but by drawing together the 

information still available fro m the many Archives of merchant navy history I have 

tried to bring to life just for a moment the colour and flavour of the life of our 19
th

 

century seafaring ancestors and their ships described by Domville-Fife as ñthe most 

beautiful creations of man throughout the agesò.      

 

My granny Trythall nee Phillips, (my mothers mum), was I think, very proud of her 

seafaring family and when I was a boy she gave me a pair of well used mariners binoculars 

that she said had belonged to her grandfather. I still have them and use them to look at 

ships from our window overlooking Mounts Bay and Penzance Harbour. She gave George, 

my elder brother, a slightly more modern pair that was her Fatherôs. She was very chuffed 

when George decided on a seafaring career, the rest of our family are land based, but I have 

always retained an interest in maritime matters and ended up as manager of a shipping 

company here in Penzance. My granny never really new these men, her Grandad died when 

she was under 1 year and her Father when she was just 4.  

My granny and later my mother had a beautiful painting of the Schooner Cambria of 

Penzance entering the Port of Lighorn (also known to day as Ligorno or Leghorn), with 

Captain W H Phillips as master 1860. My brotherôs family now have the picture: 

reproduced below.   

 

My mother always said that my grandmotherôs parents were both lost at sea in a storm 

when great grandmother joined her husband on a voyage from Penzance to Italy.  

Recently I have been investigating their lives and their ships and this is a summary if my 

research which tells a different story. 

 

In the unconsecrated part of Penzance cemetery I found the following inscription carved 

into a piece of granite stone; 

It reads; In memory of W H Phillips Buried at sea 21 July 1877 aged 54 years also Rebecca 

his wife who died 14 March 1895 aged 73 years. These are my great great Grandparents.  
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This simple piece of good Cornish Granite records the end of the life of my great great 

Grandfather, a 19
th

 century seafarer and this is his story and the ships he commanded. Its 

not unique there were thousands of others. In 1860 even the small Port of Penzance had 

over 60 commercial sailing ships on the register totalling more then 7 thousand registered 

tonnage, and there were hundreds of similar ports and each ship carried maybe seven or 

eight crew all of whom ñoccupied their business in great watersò. His career at sea was part 

of the heyday of sail of the British merchant fleet that traded their  small fast ships all over 

the world. 
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 William He nry Phillips Senior, Master Mariner  (my grannyôs granddad)  

 

1824 Born Penzance  

1835 First went to sea as a boy on the ñBristol Packet ò? , 43 tons, of Penzance 

1844 Married at Penzance Rebecca Jane James of Hayle 

1851 Census. At Home Living at Dock Lane, children:  Rebcca aged 7 

         Joseha aged 5 

         William Henry aged 1 

 Later they moved to 8 Regent Square and then to 1 Bullock Market terrace. 

1856 8 July received Masterôs Certificate of Service at Penzance 

See copy from the Caird Library , the National Maritime Museum Greenwich: 
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1856-58 Master of Schooner Vesper ON (Official Number) 2349 of Plymouth owned by John 

Bellamy of Boscastle. 24 voyages Coasting trade and Africa west coast. 

1858 Birth of 2
nd

 son Edwin Phillips 

1859 ï 61. Master of the Schooner Cambria ON 18246 built by J C Hoad at Rye1857 and 

first registered at Penzance 27
th

 June 1857. Owned by J C Hendy and Solomon Row of 

Sithney. 

See notes below for the full history of the ship.     

From Royal Cornwall Gazette 22 April 1859 

 
   Weymouth. 

It would seem that William Henry  took over as master in March 1859.  

The ñCaptainôs registersò held at The London Metropolitan Archive show that during the 

three years he was master they voyaged to: 

1859  

18 March Tarragona, (a Mediterranean Port on North East coast of Spain), 

discharged at Cardiff  

7 July       ditto    discharged at London  

24 September Lisbon  discharged at Liverpool 

15 December Madeira  discharged at London 

1860 

10 March  St Michaels (Sao Miguel Azores) and Madeira discharged at Liverpool   

13 April   Naples   discharged at Liverpool 
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1861 

17 February  Naples   discharged at Glasgow. 

 

I found some of the crew agreements for these voyages at the National Archive at Kew 

reproduced at appendix 1. 

 

April 1861 Census, vessel in port at Penzance William Henry Phillips, master, not on board. 

  

From 1861 to 1865 he was master of the William Canynges ON 447 Schooner 111 Tonnes of  

Penzance Built 1852. Owned by Alfred Holbrook of Penzance. 

Voyages to West Indies, Madeira, Naples, Venice, Leghorn 

 

All this information is from the Board of Trade Mastersô service record held at Kew: 

Eg: They used a shorthand code for the voyage and home port info.  

 
 

 
 

1871 Census family living at 8 Regent Square Penzance. 

1867 ï 1875 Master of the Schooner Savage ON 23498 150 Tonnes owned by Alexander 

Berryman of Penzance. Some voyage records are held at Cornwall record office and others 

at the national museum of Newfoundland. His elder son William Henry Phillips Jnr. Served 

with him as a ñboyò and then seaman from August 1868 to August 1870, then Bosun to July 

1871 and as Mate from February 1872 to July 1875.  Here is an extract from his Captains 

Service Records of voyages held at Kew. 

1867   Lisbon,  New York. 

1868   Cadiz  Africa West coast 

1869   South America, the Brazils 

1870   Barcelona, Hamburg, Africa West Coast, Lisbon, 

1871   Cadiz (rest of year not legible.) 

1872   Rio Grande du Sol(Brazil) 2 round trip voyages terminating at Runcorn 

1873   Rio Grande du Sol again 2 voyages to and from London 

1874   Rio Grande du Sol  returning to Penzance. 

1875   Messina, Catanazaro, this is a port on the South East coast of the toe of 

Italy the entry in the register is brief, ñvessel wreckedò, but not all bad news, the crew were 

saved, see news item in Liverpool Mercury 18 November 1875: 
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Google maps to day show a long Lido beach with boats moored offshore 

 

 

Cornwall Record Office holds a few of the Crew Lists for the Savage and some are 

reproduced below 

For example, Official log of the Savage on a voyage to Rio Grande, (Brazil), commencing 8
th

 

April 1869 and returning to Hamburg 29
th

 November 1869. The crew List includes his son 

William Henry Phillips junior , see more of him later. Captain Phillips reports ñvgò, very 

good for general conduct and ability in seamanship for all his crew of 7 men.  

 Note this is not the ships ñlog bookò, but a formal record of the voyage that was required 

under the Merchant shipping acts to be filed at the end of every foreign going voyage of a 

British registered ship. In this case it would be handed to the British consul in Hamburg. 

At that time it seems that they had to call in at Cadiz to get a permit from the Brazilian 

Consul there to allow them to enter the Port of Rio Grande. Google maps show Rio Grande 

as a superb Port of refuge very like Falmouth.   


