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INTRODUCTION

By Rear Admiral Sir Edmund Irving, KBE, CB
President of the East Kent Maritime Trust

SUNDOWNER was acquired by the East Kent Maritime Trust in 1986 when she
was 74 years old and after she had made Ramsgate a port of refuge. It
was, therefore, appropriate for the Museum to possess such a prize
exhibit, and after restoration to provide seagoing opportunities for young
people.

The authors have compiled a comprehensive history from her early days
with the Royal Navy. After a spell as a maid of all work in the fleet,
she was placed on the sales list. Her life was revitalized under the
ownership of one whose background was already notable and, during her
years of service with Commander Lightoller, she was seldom idle, becoming
known to yachtsmen between the wars from the Baltic-.to the Mediterranean
on her leisurely meanderings with faﬁily and friends.

There must surely have been some natural instinct between owner and
vessel which was sparked off by the impending signs of war and which,
first, led to a clandestine cruise very much on the lines éf Erskine
Childers' "Riddle of the Sands'" a generation before.

When war did come SUNDOWNER had not long to wait for her chance to serve
her country, in which she and many others made their historic contribution
to Britain's naval heritage. .

A return to peace brought her back to cruising, a change of ownership,
near disaster and finally to Ramsgate where, after 46 years she rejoins
that Band of Brothers, the Dunkirk Little Ships Flotilla, proudly wearing

the Association's Burgee and Pennant.
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THE BEGINNING

In 1912 the hull of an Admiralty boat was
launched, she was later to become M.Y. SUNDOWNER.
In 1912 the S.S. TITANIC sank. Commander Charles
Herbert Lightoller was the original owner of
SUNDOWNER. He was also the senior surviving
officer of the TITANIC disaster.

In 1912 an admiralty steam boat later to become M.Y. SUNDOWNER was
launched. Whether she was a steam launch or a steam pinnace is not at all
certain, as the registration number which would have enabled full details
of the vessel to be ascertained was lost, possibly during the conversion
period. Such marking would have been found either on the stem post or on
the keel hog. If she had been a launch it is most likely to have had an
open hull, giving the maximum possible space for the storage of goods or
personnel that would be transported from ship to ship or ship to shore.
If this had been the case then the sides of the vessel would have had to
have been cross strengthened in some way to keep the double diagonal wood
hull in stability. No evidence of such cross bracing has been found. If
she had been a pinnace or picket boat, as they were called, she would have
had steel lifting eyes fixed to the hog to fore and aft, to enable a crane
on board a mnaval ship to lower hooks for the purpose of lifting the
pingace on board. There is no trace whatsoever of any lifting eye being
fixed. However, the pinnace boat would have been decked over and the deck
beams would have acted as the stabilizers for the two sides of the hull.
In the circumstances and with minimal evidence available it has been
assumed that the hull was in fact a steam pinnace.

AN ADMIRALTY STEAM PINNACE

In 1912 steam pinnaces would have been coal-fired, the coal being stored
alongside the boiler between it and the side of the boat to the port side.
On the starboard side would have been fixed the wheel steering the vessel,
situated about midway along the ships length. The forward part of the
vessel would have had a three-pounder gun mounted on the fo'castle and she



would have been decked in as far back as the boiler. The stern area of
the boat would have been open with seating accommodation around the sides
for a few personnel. The boiler and engine would have been covered with a
curled steel plating and there would have been a single brass funnel which
would have been kept highly polished. Timber for decking would be of
scrubbed teak.

The crew of the steam pinnace would have consisted of a Midshipman who
would have been the Coxswain, a Petty Officer, a Petty Officer/Stoker
responsible for the firing of the boiler and two A.B. Seamen whose duties
would have been to attend the mooring of the vessel and other work in
connection with loading and unloading.

The duties of a steam pinnace were to patrol the entrances of harbours
or estuaries where naval boats were at anchor and give them protection
from enemy attack. Her peacetime role would have been that of a personnel
communications ship. Steam pinnaces were in operation with the navy until
the commencement of the 1939-45 war, although later versions had oil-fired
steam tubines.

Where this particular pinnace was built or in what area of the world she
served cannot be ascertained, and any conjecture as to her role in the
Royal Navy could only be a flight of imagination. The end of her life as
a steam pinnace is more discernable. In 1928 or 1929 she was, in company
with several other hulls, sold as Admiralty surplus as Sheerness dockyard.
Some- of those hulls were purchased by a Charles Cooper of Conyer in Kent,
and removed to his boatyard in Conyer Creek.

COMMANDER CHARLES HERBERT LIGHTOLLER, DSC

Born 30th March 1874 in Chorley he
became apprentice to a sailing barque
in Liverpool at 14. He was shipwrecked
in 1889 and endured numerous storms in
the Indian Ocean. After obtaining his
Mates Certificate he broke with: sail
and served with steamers on the West
African coast. After nearly drowning
and contracting malaria he left the sea
and unsuccessfully attempted gold
prospecting in America. Returning to
Liverpool in early 1900 he joined the
White Star Liner MEDIC as fourth
officer. It was on one of its visits
to Australia that he met his future
wife, Sylvia. He was made Second
Officer on the TITANIC which sank in
1912. After diving from the stricken
vessel he reached a raft and was
eventually saved by the CARPATHIA.

During World War I he first commanded a merchantman and then a Royal
Navy Torpedo boat in the Thames estuary. He was given a new command with
the Dover Patrol hunting German U-Boats. One of these he rammed and sank.
He was awarded the DSC. In the 1930's he attempted journalism. The
family tradition of service at wartime was continued in World War II with
his service in the Royal Naval Reserve. He had three sons and two
daughters. Two of his sons died in action. After the war, with his
surviving son, he set up and ran a boat yard at Twickenham. He died omn
8th December 1952.




2
CONVERSION

The Isle of Sheppey off the River Medway lies about 5 miles from the mouth
of the River Thames, The northern side of the Island faces the Thames
whilst the southernmost part is separated from the mainland by The Swale.
At the west end of the Island The Swale meets the River Medway which up-
river leads to Chatham, Rochester, Rochester Bridge and on towards
Maidstone. Conyer Creek is about 8 miles seaward from the river Medway
and heads south to the village of Conyer. Conyer derives its name from
coney earth which means rabbit warren, conies being the local name for a
rabbit. At the mouth of the creek is an area called the Butterfly.

Conyer has been famous from the mid 19th century for the building of
barges which were used to carry the bricks from the local brickworks down
to London. Over the years the Butterfly, which was a large expanse of
water, has been gradually filled in with London rubbish, brought back by
the barges and dumped there. Barges would have returned empty but for
this dubious cargo. The village of Conyer in 1930 consisted of a few
houses, two public houses, a church nearby and at least one famous boat
yard, owned by Charles Cooper.

In late 1929 Charles Herbert Lightoller (known hereafter as H.L.)
motored down from London to Conyer in his Chrysler, to see the conversion
being done by Cooper of a yacht belonging to one of his friends. It was
whilst there that Mrs. Sylvia Lightoller, H.L's wife found, lying in the
mud, an old hull of a boat, in fact the hull of a steam pinnace.

For some time H.L. and family had been looking for a suitable boat that
they could convert for their own use into a Motor Yacht. They had looked
at craft in the Hamble, the Itchen and up the River Thames without
success, they had attended Admiralty boat 3ales all in search of what they
called their dream ship, and:now it seemed their search had ended by doing
a good turn in taking a friend down to Comnyer.

Whilst at Conyer H.L. records they had a chat with one of "natures
gentlemen, and a marvellous craftsman", Charles Cooper, who it was decided
should do any conversion for them. On their way home they decided to buy
the hull and they called her for the moment HOBO. They knew of a naval
architect and designer Mr. Halliday, and they paid him a visit. He kindly
met with their wishes and drew some plans etc... to scale so the family
could spread themselves in designing their own cabins and general layout,
He also advised on what they may and may not do.

On 7th January 1930, H.L. again went down to Conyer with his family and
examined the hull carefully and she was pronounced sound in wind and limb.
Although rubbed slightly on her port side and a blister to her underside,
which had been directly under her old boiler, she was perfect for their
requirement. The hull was 52 feet long, 12 feet beam and a 5 feet 6 inch
draft. They had Cooper haul her up onto the bank.

On 15th January Halliday and H.L. went down to Conyer for a further
inspection. The hull was accepted and a cheque was made out and
possession was taken. Cooper was then given a free hand to prepare the
hull for the conversion.

It was at this stage that H.L. and family began in earnest to think
about the conversion. His log describes the family involvement, he
remarks:






