
Making Falmouth under sail in 1885 
sub title: The Voyage of the "Northbrook” 

 

In 1885 the sailing ship "Northbrook" had a near fatal voyage.   She was a three masted, fully 
rigged ship of 1876 grt, and dimensions: 78.5 x 12.6 x 7.2m, built in Stockton on Tees. 

 The event which caught the headlines and the imagination of the public at that time occurred 
back on 19 January 1885, when the Northbrook sailed from San Francisco bound Falmouth with 
a cargo of grain. After a near-record passage down the west coast of South America, she ran 
into a tremendous storm off Cape Horn and was soon in difficulties.   The story is told by one of 
her two apprentices. 

 We started from San Francisco January 19th, 1885, with a full cargo of grain. We were bound 
to Falmouth, for orders. The N.E. trades carried us well down to the line, which we crossed in 
Longitude 123 degrees West.   After a few days of light winds, we then picked up the S.E. 
Trades.   On February 14th, we sighted Pitcairn Island, where the mutineers of 
H.M.S. Bounty landed in 1790.  Our Captain backed the main yard, and lowered the royals so as 
to allow two boats that were rowing towards us to come alongside.   One was called 
Queen Victoria, and the other was the Admiral Drew.    The islanders offered fruit and 
vegetables which we exchanged for cloth and tobacco.   They were a fine, strong looking body 
of men, and they were very interested in looking over the ship and in seeing our photographs 
and books, etc.   The eldest of them remembered Christian, one of the leaders of the mutiny 
and he had been a boy when Christian died.   They all cheered when we sheered off, and we 
squared away, hoisting our royals again.    Strong westerly winds increased as we got further 
south, and we had hopes of making Cape Horn in record time.   However, by the end of 
February, the wind had increased to gale force with a heavy sea running and sail had been 
reduced to topsails.   On March 2nd the glass was falling fast, and all the signs were that a big 
blow was coming. 

 During the morning watch on March 3rd, the watch on deck took in the mizzen upper topsail, 
and stowed the inner jib.   At 7.30 all hands then took in the mainsail.   After that, all hands 
went to breakfast before returning on deck.   There was no more watch below, and the foresail 
and the fore upper topsail came off next. The main upper topsail was furled.  At 8am the glass 
was down to 28.55 millibars, a tremendous sea was running, and the decks were constantly 
flooded.  It was also bitterly cold. At 1pm the main upper topsail was stowed, and the 
foretopgallant staysail.   Due to the danger all hands were then ordered to the poop as big seas 
were coming on board. 

 About 3pm, the fore lower topsail split, and all hands went forward to get the sail furled. The 
mizzen lower topsail was taken in also, but split as soon as the sheets were eased. The 
starboard lift of the cross jack carried away while we were on the topsail yard, and cockbilled.  
This added to the difficulty of getting the mizzen topsail stowed.  About 4pm, the main weather 
bumbkin was torn right away from the ship's side, tearing a portion of side with it.   As there 



was no mainsail set at this time, it gives an idea of the force of the wind on the main yards to do 
this. The yards immediately swung with tremendous force to leeward, bringing up against the 
lee shrouds, and it was quickly noticed that something had gone wrong below, as the main 
mast had sunk some 9 inches.    This slackened all the shrouds and backstays, making the risk 
very great of the mainmast going overboard. Orders were given for all hands to get the rigging 
tightened by means of spars placed across the shrouds, and the slack in the rigging taken up.     
This work took a long time due to heavy rolling and the big seas constantly coming over the 
side.   Shortly after this work was finished, the main royal back stays and topgallant backstays 
carried away.    The men were then ordered to shelter under the forecastle to avoid falling 
spars etc.   It was not long before the main topgallant mast broke off.    It hung from the 
topmast head held in place by fore and aft stays leading to the fore topmast head.  The mast 
swayed backwards and forwards alarmingly as the ship rolled, endangering the foremast itself, 
and two apprentices volunteered to climb up and cut the stays away.  The carpenter joined 
them and between them they succeeded so that the mast finally went over the side. 

 The job had hardly been finished and the deck reached when, with a thunderous crash, the 
mainmast fell, smashing lifeboats, bridge, binnacle, and a variety of things.   Unfortunately, it 
did not go clean over the side, but the head rested near the poop, and the heel, broke off at the 
base was near the main hatch.   The main yard hung over the side, grinding the plates and 
threatening to start the rivets.   All the yards on the foremast were now loose due to the braces 
having been carried away by the mainmast when it fell.  The fore upper topsail yard was 
smashed. 

 The next task was to cut away the Royal and topgallant mizzen backstays so as to let the 
t'gallant fall and ease the load on the mizzen mast.  The Captain, carpenter, and others began 
the process, when quite suddenly, the whole mizzen mast fell down and went clean over the 
side, the shrouds nearly dragging the Captain and the Carpenter with it.   In falling it tore up a 
big portion of the fore part of the poop, all the Lee rails, skylights, steering compass, etc.  The 
poor old ship looked a wreck with about 6ft of the stumps of the masts remaining.   It was well 
past midnight when the wind eased slightly, and orders were given to set the foresail, fore 
topmast staysail, and 'goosewing' the fore lower topsail.    All hands then received a big tot of 
rum followed by a couple of hours rest.     The mate's watch had been on deck for 24 hours. 

 After breakfast, it was all hands on deck again to clear up the wreckage, and to get some sort 
of sail up so that we could get steering way.   The Mate's watch worked forward, and the 
second mate's watch worked aft.  The carpenter got to work cutting through the slings of the 
main yard, so that the yard could sink on completion, but unfortunately it failed.  We had to rig 
up a purchase to take the weight off the yard, so that the pin in the holding shackle could be 
withdrawn.   A big cheer went up when the yard was finally cut adrift and it sank.   All the time 
it had been rubbing against the ship's side there was danger of the hull being pierced below the 
water line.   The next job was to get rid of a portion of the main topmast which remained on 
board, and a crosscut saw did the job.   Chains were passed over the mainmast in case it might 
take charge, but it was pretty well chocked off.   All the jumble of shrouds and rigging lying 
around the decks had to be cleared up, and it took some time, keeping and storing the good 



stuff, and the rest cut away.  Such was the tangle that it took some time to get from forward to 
aft on the deck. 

 Finally, on the 7th March, we rigged up shear legs from a spare spar and a spare stump 
topgallant mast, which we raised using the main winch.  A cat block was lashed to the head of 
it, and by this means we lifted the heel of the big mast level with the bulwarks, constructing a 
timber bed for it to rest upon, which we greased.   Then, with the help of the ship rolling, all 
hands pushed the main mast over the side, and a great cheer went up.   Now, we needed a sail 
aft, and we secured the shear legs which we used to set two staysails, and which drew fairly 
well.   Some hands were getting the broken fore upper topsail yard down for 'chips' to work on 
it.  A long spar about 70ft in length which was carried on top of the deckhouse was got down 
and fashioned into a jury mast.   On March 13th, we started to send down the fore topgallant 
yard and all spare chain from aloft  We rove gear to send down the the top gallant mast, and 
this was done safely, only not so easily as the ship was still rolling heavily, and it was more 
difficult than doing this in port or at anchor. The carpenter found that the broken topsail yard 
was too damaged to repair, so we sent the fore topgallant yard up in its place   We bent  the 
mizzen topsail to the topgallant yard, and it drew well. 

 On March 18th, the carpenter was working to get the jury mast into shape, and most of the 
rest of us were preparing the rigging, stays etc for the new temporary mast.    

The remainder of the crew were in the holds shifting grain and some bags further aft, as we 
were trimmed by the head since losing so much gear at the after end.   On March 23rd, we 
spoke to another vessel, the Hopeful 54 days out from Melbourne and bound for Queenstown.   
They sent a boat over with a coil of rope that we needed.  On March 28th, we got our jury mast 
up, lowering the heel down the inside of the broken mizzen mast until it was level with the 
deck, and secured it with the stock of a kedge anchor which we  passed through holes either 
side. It was then wedged firm.   After putting on the makeshift rigging, we got two staysails and 
a trysail on it. 

 On April 2nd, we managed to send up the fore t'gallant mast again, having cut off the royal 
portion above. We then bent a new jib and jib topsail and a larger foresail.  Next day and finally, 
we sent the fore royal yard up in place of the fore t'gallent yard and bent a mizzen t'gallent sail 
on it.   By this means we made 7 or 8 knots with the wind on the quarter, and she steered well.   
On April 11th, we spoke to a ship, Canute, which promised to report all hands well.  She was 
bound for Monte Video from Cardiff.     We were in the SE trades, and all hands set to, to get 
the ship looking as clean as possible under the circumstances.   On April 15th, the topsail yard 
had been repaired by the carpenter who had successfully scarfed a new piece onto it, and we 
set sail which maintained our speed at 7 knots. 

 A schooner, the Golden Fleece, was signaled and she promised to report us.  She was on 
passage from Liverpool to Valparaiso.   Later a big passenger steamer altered course to ask if 
we needed help, which we politely declined.  She was close enough for us to see many people 
crowding the rails and waving to us. 



 On June 7th we sighted a sail astern, which took all day to catch us. She turned out to be 
the Loch Cree, 80 days out of Wellington for London.   She gave us some more rope, and passed 
it to us by sailing ahead and paying out the line with a wooden fender attached allowing us to 
grab the rope by using chain hooks.   As we approached the English Channel, several vessels 
approached us thinking there could be a lucrative salvage job, but all of them steamed away 
disappointed. 

 FINALLY, WE REACHED FALMOUTH, AND THE TUG TOOK US IN AT ORDINARY RATES UP TO AN ANCHORAGE.  WE 
were cheered by all the ships present. So ended our long trip of 9,000 miles, taking us 107 days 
under jury rig.   A few days later we were towed around to Liverpool. 

 Captain David Timothy received great praise from the owners nod underwriters for the way he 
brought her home. Both apprentices received a purse of sovereigns from the underwriters, and 
medals from the Board of Trade. 
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