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Cutty Sark at Sunset, by John Everett, early twentieth century.

A complete set of picture credits can be found here.
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HRH The Duke of Edinburgh and Commander Steele, Captain-Superintendent of HMS Worcester on the ’tween deck of Cutty Sark, 28th May 1953.
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CUTTY SARK

DESIGNED BY

Hercules Linton for John Willis & Son

BUILT BY

Scott & Linton of Dumbarton, Scotland

LAUNCHED

22nd November 1869

PORT OF REGISTRY

London

REGISTRATION NUMBER

63557

HULL LENGTH

212½ feet (65 metres)

EXTREME LENGTH

280 feet (86 metres)

BEAM

36 feet (11 metres)

DEPTH

22½ feet (7 metres)

MAXIMUM RECORDED SPEED

17½ knots (20 mph, 32.5 kph)




Preface

As the very last of the tea clippers, the importance of Cutty Sark to the nation’s history cannot be understated. The original owner of Cutty Sark, John Willis, commissioned her with the hope and expectation that she would become the fastest ship in the world. While he anticipated both generating sizeable financial profits and gaining acclaim, he certainly could not have expected her to have survived into the 21st century. I am sure that he would be delighted to see his prized ship treasured by people from all over the world, visited by millions and hailed as the finest example of the golden age of sailing.

As Director of Royal Museums Greenwich, I have been involved with Cutty Sark since my appointment in 2007. From her incredible 2006–12 Conservation Project, through to her award-winning visitor experience today, the ship continues to inspire new generations of visitors, and I am proud that so many of the visitors we welcome on board are families with young children. We continue to seek to engage all of our audiences, and a visit to Cutty Sark really does provide something for everyone – she has become a must-see attraction and, more than ever before, truly lives up to her standing as the jewel in the crown of the Maritime Greenwich World Heritage Site.

The story of Cutty Sark did not end when she arrived in Greenwich more than sixty years ago. She has now welcomed more than 17 million visitors on board since opening to the public in 1957, including nearly two million since 2012. In 2019 Cutty Sark celebrates her 150th anniversary. For a ship designed to last no more than thirty years or so, this is a remarkable achievement and one that Royal Museums Greenwich will ensure is a milestone to remember. The continued support of our key stakeholders is vital to our ongoing work to preserve Cutty Sark for future generations and we look forward to welcoming new supporters throughout the ship’s 150th year.
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Dr Kevin Fewster AM

Director, Royal Museums Greenwich
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HM The Queen at the reopening of Cutty Sark, 25 April 2012
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Introduction

On a November afternoon in 1869 a new ship slid down the slipway into the River Leven. Named Cutty Sark, she was built for one purpose – to transport tea from China to London as quickly as possible.

Cutty Sark was launched in the middle of Britain’s ‘imperial century’. A great spirit of entrepreneurism had been backed by successive governments, the latest being the Liberal administration led, for the first time, by William Gladstone (Member of Parliament for Greenwich). Restrictions on trade, protectionism and high taxes were seen as the causes of poverty: free trade was the cure.
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Fig. 1 Squally Weather, by Montague Dawson, c. 1958.



The defeat of the combined French and Spanish fleets at Trafalgar in 1805 is often regarded as the beginning of a century of supremacy at sea for Britain; but the boom in British seaborne trade began well before this and, indeed, underpinned the huge costs of the Royal Navy that protected it through the long French wars of 1793 to 1815. London, the port of registry for the new ship, had seen a succession of new docks built in the early 1800s, including the West India Docks (1802), London Docks (1805) and the East India Docks (1806). The Royal Victoria Docks had opened in 1855, and in the year before Cutty Sark was launched, the Millwall Docks had been completed.

Britain was unrivalled: Germany had yet to be united and the United States, although on the ascent, was some years away from challenging her. Materials poured in from across the Empire: jute and cotton from India, the Empire’s ‘jewel in the crown’, gold and copper from newly found deposits in Australia, sugar from the West Indies. Yet few, if any, of the hundreds of British and American tea clippers would have been built if it had not primarily been for events in the 35 years before Cutty Sark’s launch. Most significant of these were the so-called Opium Wars. Now almost forgotten in Britain, but taught to every Chinese child as the time when the humiliation of their country by foreigners began, these two conflicts, ignited by the flimsiest of reasons, forced the Chinese to open all their major ports to foreigners, making the tea trade possible.
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Fig. 2 An early advertisement for tea.



Tea imports into Britain and her colonies were originally monopolised by the Honourable East India Company (later the British or simply East India Company), almost from the moment in the seventeenth century that tea reached British shores. This monopoly was taken away in 1834 after the free-trade lobby successfully argued that the East India Company was keeping tea prices artificially high. However, the supply of tea remained a Chinese monopoly. Even after tea plants were discovered in Assam in the 1830s, and production began in India, it was not until towards the end of the nineteenth century that China ceased to be the world’s foremost exporter of tea.

The combination of falling prices and a strong push from the Temperance Movement in the early nineteenth century led to tea – once a luxury drink for the aristocracy – becoming immensely popular at all levels of society. Demand soared but soon hit a problem: the Chinese, although content to export tea, silks and porcelain, had no interest in importing goods from the West. They demanded payment in silver, creating an ever-increasing trade imbalance. Attempting to redress this, the East India Company began growing and processing opium in Bengal, and selling it to merchants to smuggle into China. The silver that had paid for the tea would now find its way back to the West. These opium supplies began to reach China in 1781, reaching a huge scale between 1821 and 1837. Inevitably, it resulted in an enormous addiction problem.
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Fig. 3 British and Chinese combat at Fatshan Creek on the Canton River, Second Opium War (1856–58), by an unknown Chinese artist. As a result of the Opium Wars, several Chinese trading ports were opened up to foreign markets. Merchants like Cutty Sark’s owner, John Willis, were able to exploit the new opportunities for trade with China.



The Chinese authorities prohibited the sale of opium in 1799 but were unable to enforce the ban. In 1839, they made a further and particularly determined effort, seizing and destroying most of that year’s opium imports at Guangzhou (Canton). The merchant lobby in Britain argued that this was a ‘violation’ of free trade, and the government was persuaded to take the strongest possible action. The First Anglo-Chinese War – popularly known as the First Opium War – began that year.

After the British attacked Guangzhou and occupied Shanghai, the Chinese emperor was forced to sign the Treaty of Nanking (Nanjing) in 1842. This ceded Hong Kong to the British and opened up a number of ports to Western traders for the first time – most notably Fuzhou (Foochow) and Shanghai. (These were particularly important because Western tea merchants soon discovered that tea was available earlier in the year further up the coast from Guangzhou, and from 1853 onwards Fuzhou and Shanghai became the principal tea ports.) But China’s humiliation was not over. The arrest in 1856 of the crew of a Hong Kong-registered vessel, the Arrow, on suspicion of piracy and smuggling, was used by the British as another excuse for war. This time they were joined by the French and even American and Russian forces. This Second Anglo-Chinese War was ended by the Treaty of Tientsin (Tianjin), which was finally ratified in 1860. As well as being forced to legalise the opium trade and pay a huge amount of compensation (in silver, of course) the Chinese were also obliged to open up yet more ports on the Changjiang (Yangtze) River. Of these, the most important was the tea capital of China, Hankou (Hankow) – 586 miles from the sea and at the centre of a vast inland canal network.

The result was a huge number of ships, built in Britain and America, to take advantage of the opening up of the Chinese ports. As the supply of tea grew, a fashion arose for ‘fresh’ tea, and particularly for
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BUCKINGHAM PALACE.

This is the story of a very famous sailing ship, and when you read it, it is
worth bearing in mind that before her time every merchant ship on the oceans
was driven by the wind. Ships driven by steam were already common by the
time she was built, but after her time all merchant ships are driven by engines.
‘Cutty Sark’ is, therefore, the last representative of a very long tradition.
Needless to say, at the time when she was built, no one imagined that she might,
one day, become a museum piece. The Cutty Sark Preservation Society saved
her from the scrap yard in the 1950s and restored her for exhibition, but she was
built to last for only about thirty years; not for two or three hundred years.

Her active life was fairly dramatic, but no-one could have foreseen what
she would have to go through, even after she had been placed in a specially built
dry-dock at Greenwich. In some ways, the devastating fire in 2007, which nearly
destroyed her, turned out to be her saviour. The massive 6 year re-building
program, made possible by many generous donors, has ensured that she can now
look forward to many years as an historic object as well as a memorial to the age
of sail, and to the men who ‘went down to the sea’ in sailing ships.
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