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Sker Point: * *
the graveyard of sunken vessels

P O R TH CAW L'S  M A R ITIM E  history is stained with 
disaster. But it is marked with great acts of heroism, 
too. _

Scarw eather Roack alone has claim ed countless hundreds of 
lives. But the en tire  length of the seabed from Nash Point to Sker 
is a graveyard  of sunken vessels and forgo tten  sailors’ names.

One of the earliest shipping d isasters in th is pa rt of the 
Bristol Channel tu rned  into a Jiving n ightm are for Porthcawl 
when the bodies of over 300 soldiers w ere washed ashore.in 1798.

Soldiers washed ashore

A troopship bound from  Bristol to Dublin heavily laden with 
soldiers to pu t down a rebellion in Ireland ran aground on 
Scarw eather Rock and broke up. No one knows exactly how 
m any lives w ere lost, bu t th e  300 soldiers washed ashore along 
the Porthcaw l coast w ere given an undignified burial in unconse­
crated  ground in the  w est w ard of Porthcaw l.

Ten years la te r  Porthcaw l w itnessed ugly scenes of vio­
lence when a cargo of Irish whiskey was washed ashore at 
Sker. The brig “Perserverance” was en rou te  to Bristol with a 
load of the  fiery sp irit w hen she broke up on Sker Point.

Sixty sailors w ere saved bu t the  d isaster took an unex­
pected tu rn  when the  local people ransacked the cargo.

Two loo ters d rank them selves to death  before the cavalry 
from  Swansea arrived  to p ro tec t the  cargo.

But ugly scenes quickly broke ou t when the  rest of the 
p ilferers com plained th a t they  had been cheated out of their 
fa ir share of the whiskey. O rder was only resto red  a fte r the 
Riot Act was read  ou t in local churches.

Porthcaw l launched its first lifeboat, th e  “Dolphin," in 1830— 
before the  days of the  Royal National Lifeboat Institu tion . The 
RNLI was established in Porthcaw l in 1859 with the launching of 
“Good D eliverance.” It was reform ed in 1965 as an Inshore Life- 
Boat S tation.

Nash Sands was the  scene of m any shipwrecks and countless 
drownings.

The “M arianne" was w recked th ere  in Decem ber 1821, to be 
followed a decade la te r by the  packet steam er “Frolic.” Eighty 
passengers and all the  crew  of the  “Frolic” w ere lost.

Heavy seas broke 
‘Samtampa’ in two

Even the  fam ous Royal Navy didn’t escape the clutches of 
Nash Sands. The Lords of the  A dm iralty w ent aground th ere  in 
1840, though no lives w ere lost. T heir ship, the “Black Eagle” was 
la te r refloated.

One of the  most fam ous hereos of the Porthcaw l coast was 
Daniel Shea who won the  silver m edal four times. His most 
daring rescue took place on O ctober 13,1858, when the schooner 
“Ajax” was wrecked on the  Kenfig Sands.

Daniel Shea and six o th er coastguards dragged a gig along 
the  foreshore to the  scene of the  shipwreck and, w ithout w aiting 
for the rest of the  lifeboat crew, launched the boat. Battling 
through the heavy su rf they  eventually  reached the Ajax and 
took off he r six crew  m em bers.

Awarded silver medals
Daniel Shea and Jam es Collopy w ere aw arded silver m edals 

fo r th e ir  bravery and th e  rem aining men w ere given cash 
awards. But fate  caught up with Shea nine years later. He was 
drowned when the  Padstow lifeboat capsised.

The RNLI life-boat “Good D eliverance” made a name for 
itself with four rescues in less than  a decade. In January  , 1861. 
the life-boat towed th e  schooner “Mary Ja n e ” into Porthcaw l 
from  the  Scarw eather Rock a fte r  it was abandoned by its crew.

A y ear la te r  “Good D eliverance” rescued ten people from  the 
Liverpool brigan tine  “Cham pion,” which was also wrecked on 
Scarw eather. In 1869 it rescued eleven crew m em bers and the 

. cap tain’s wife from  the  Spanish schooner “L o retta” which went 
aground on Nash Sands. And th ree  crew  m em bers from  the pilot 
cu tte r  “D asher” w ere rescued a year la te r  at T usker Rock.

Twenty lives were lost off Nash Point in 1866 when the iron 
sailing vessel “M alleny” laden with coal fo r South America, went

out of control in a gale in Swansea Bay. Slie d rifted  helpless back 
along the coast and was driven ashore off Nash Point.

The Italian barque “C aterina" m et an equally tragic  fa te  on 
Nash Point in 1857—its crew  of 12 and a pilot were all drowned 
only hours aftc r leaving C ardiff bound fo r the  colonies.

M idnight of June  19/20, 1926, spelt d isa s te r  fo r the  Dublin- 
bound kciCh “ Renown" when she was struck  by a heavy squall in 
the Bristol Channel. Severly dam aged by the  storm , she sank 
four miles south of the  Porthcaw  lookout.

Rescued ten sailors

The Porthcaw l Lifesaving Association earned  a Board of 
Trade W reck Shield in 1938 when they rescued ten  sailors and 
the  cap tain’s wife from  the  Dutch ship “R egina” when it went 
aground on Kenfig beach. A breeches buoy was used to fe rry  the 
victim s ashore from  the  ship.

A tr=~:c accident led to death  of a M ountain Ash woman at 
Coney Beach in 1946 when an ex-Army am phibious vehicle sank 
with 29 passengers on board. The vehicle was being used for 
pleasure rides from  the  beach bu t the  plugs were inadvertently  
left open one m orning. The vessel filled up w ith w a te r and sank 
soon a f te r  se tting  out.

The m ost fam ous shipw reck on the Porthcaw l coast hap­
pened in April of 1947 and was captured on film  by a Sunday  
T im es photographer. W hen the Am erican Liberty ship "Sam- 

. tampa" (pictured  above) ran aground at Sker Point, the Mum­
bles life-boat “Edward Prince of W ales” se t out to its rescue. 
But heavy seas capsized the lifeboat and quickly broke the 
“Sam tam pa” in two. All 39 crew  m em bers o f the “Samtampa"  
and all eight life-boat m en w ere drow ned.

The ship's m aster w as later exhum ed from N ottage cem e­
tery and his body taken back to his hom e In New Zealand.

The m ost recent d isaster on the Porthcawl coast was in 
O ctober 1968. The sand dredger “Steepholm ” w ent aground on 
Tusker Rock and was a com plete loss.

Its crew of seven  w ere all rescued by the M um bles Lifeboat 
w hose coxsw ain. Derek Scott, was awarded the RNLI Bronze 
Medal.

A year later the G reek ship “Amalia" w ent aground at Nash 
Point, but it w as later refloated.
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