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FOREWORD
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Every child who grows up on the Wirral is taught very early on that a peninsula is a body of land almost completely surrounded by water. The sea becomes an intrinsic part of your life: the Mersey to the north and east, with the old Liverpool docks and their complicated, rich history, alongside the great expanse of the Dee estuary to the south and west, where I spent nearly every day of my childhood beachcombing and dreaming. Then there’s the Irish Sea: beautiful, ever-changing, and sometimes deeply treacherous. Some winters the gale-force winds seemed unceasing, with cars in the street lifting off their axles and slates from roofs spiralling to the ground like dying crows.



[image: Image described in caption]
Hoylake RNLI volunteers bringing their lifeboat Mary Gabriel back to the station after a launch in bitterly cold conditions. The lifeboat served from 1974–1990.


What you got used to very quickly, growing up next to an RNLI station, was the sound of the signal flare going up, a loud percussive noise that either indicated a drill or, more often – when the sea was at its most violent – a full-on emergency. Day or night, the crew would rally and head out into the tempest, unflinchingly, to save the lives of complete strangers, over and over again.

My admiration for the crews and all the support teams of the incredible RNLI is boundless. Our coastline defines the nation; it’s in our DNA. What the RNLI does 24 hours a day, 365 days a year, is keep us connected to it: giving safe passage to trade routes, the fishing fleet and those seeking pleasure on the high seas.

The tragedy of Penlee and the Solomon Browne, along with many others, is never forgotten. The sacrifice of those crews is burnt indelibly into the history of the RNLI, but so too is the almost daily occurrence of survival and selfless heroism that makes this extraordinary organisation what it is: safely returning those in peril to their loved ones.

It is an honour and very humbling to write this foreword, and I encourage you to support these brave, wonderful people in any way you can.

‘With courage, nothing is impossible.’

Long live the RNLI.

Daniel Craig










[image: 1. One Man, One Vision]
The Tower of Refuge, in Douglas Bay, Isle of Man, built by the RNLI’s founder to provide shelter for shipwrecked mariners.



For 200 years people have counted on the RNLI to keep them safe on, in and next to the water. Since then, the charity has saved an estimated 150,000 lives and kept many more from harm through its safety work. Today the charity still depends on volunteers and donors to power its vision: to save every one. But whose idea was it to start the world’s first sea-rescue charity? And where did it begin?

Shipwreck: a part of life

The grim sight of battered shipwrecks and news of lost crews were only too common around the British coastline in the 18th century. They were a part of life. Some ports and towns had their own lifeboats on hand to answer the call for help, but building lifeboats was an expensive task and not every community had a wealthy benefactor to pay for one.

Sir William Hillary was an experienced sailor who had once been a wealthy man. But he had fallen into debt and in 1808 he fled England to live on the Isle of Man. While there he witnessed several shipping disasters in Douglas Bay and decided he could not stand by while lives were being lost at sea.

In October 1822 he joined a rescue effort to save the crew of a Royal Navy cutter in a gale.

[image: Image described in caption]
Sir William Hillary, founder of the RNLI.



Using rowing boats, he and his fellow rescuers (mostly naval crew) pulled the listing cutter clear from rocks and returned safely to shore. Following this, Hillary helped Douglas volunteers save more vessels, towing them from danger and hauling them to the beach. Although they saved many lives, it was dangerous work aboard simple boats – and most of the local men, who had families and livelihoods to keep, had been reluctant to volunteer.

Hillary’s experiences led him to use his connections and call upon some of the most influential people of the time to help him form a national institution that would preserve human life from shipwreck. He printed and distributed an appeal leaflet in 1823. ‘On some occasions, it has been my lot to witness the loss of many valuable lives,’ it read, ‘under circumstances where, had there been establishments already formed for affording prompt relief, and encouragement given to those who might volunteer on such a cause, in all probability the greater part would have been rescued from destruction.’

Fellow creatures in peril

At the heart of this institution would be ‘a large body of men … in constant readiness to risk their own lives for the preservation of those whom they have never known or seen, perhaps of another nation, merely because they are fellow creatures in extreme peril’.

The priorities of the institution would include ‘the preservation of human life from shipwreck … assistance to vessels in distress … support of those persons who may be rescued’. But Hillary’s noble idea was ignored at first – the Admiralty refused to help. Hillary refused to give up, however. Instead, he rebranded his appeal, this time aiming it at the more philanthropic members of London society. And it worked. Benefactors came onboard, in particular Thomas Wilson, the energetic Liberal MP for Southwark, and shipping magnate George Hibbert, the Whig MP for Seaford and Chairman of the West India Merchants Society. Despite some personal differences, the three men became a formidable force and the campaign rapidly gathered momentum. In time, more and more benefactors joined the cause, inspired by the idea they might help save lives.



[image: Image described in caption]
The City of London Tavern in Bishopsgate, where the original RNLI was formed. More than 30 aristocrats, clerics, politicians, naval officers, brokers, bankers, merchants and philanthropists put their names to the fledgling RNLI at the public meeting. King George IV granted the Royal prefix to the Institution’s name, making it the Royal National Institution for the Preservation of Life from Shipwreck. On 5 October 1854, the Institution’s name was changed to the Royal National Lifeboat Institution – the RNLI.


More than 30 eminent gentlemen put their names to the fledgling RNLI at the inaugural public meeting. Prime Minister Robert Jenkinson, 2nd Earl of Liverpool, agreed to be President, while Vice President Dr Charles Manners-Sutton, the Archbishop of Canterbury, presided over the meeting. And among the aristocrats, clerics, politicians, naval officers, brokers, bankers, merchants and philanthropists were William Wilberforce and sea-safety guru Captain George Manby.


For more information on how the RNLI was founded and funded, visit RNLI.org/foundation





Timeless commitment

When the RNLI was formed, 12 resolutions were passed, including:

That an Institution can now be formed … to be supported by donations and annual subscriptions.

[image: Image of card payment donation box]


That such immediate assistance be afforded to persons rescued as their necessities may require.
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After establishing a UK-based lifeguard service in 2001, the RNLI went on to help other lifesaving organisations set up their own lifeguard services – including the teams at Cox’s Bazar in Bangladesh, the world’s longest natural sea beach (pictured).





[image: Image described in caption]
The RNLI is playing a key role in helping to tackle the international drowning epidemic.



That the subjects of all nations be equally objects of the Institution, as well in war as in peace …

They could not have known at the time that these 12 resolutions would still stand as part of the RNLI’s charter 200 years later. A further nine resolutions, mainly recognising the efforts of the key players, were also met with eager approval. It was a landmark moment for Sir William Hillary, who became known as the ‘Father of the Institution’. His vision had finally become a reality. King George lV became Patron and granted permission for the Royal prefix to the institution’s name, making it the Royal National Institution for the Preservation of Life from Shipwreck.


Two months after the original RNLI was formed, Sir William Hillary wrote:

‘This Institution has been [honoured] by the high patronage of the King … sanctioned by many of the most distinguished characters in the church and state, and sustained by the bounty of a generous nation. It only remains for me to express the heartfelt satisfaction … that this Institution is now established on principles which will extend its beneficial effects to the most distant shores, and to generations yet unborn.’



A lifesaving legacy

The RNLI began to provide lifeboats to areas that needed them, including the Isle of Man, where Hillary returned to live out his days. He led many lifesaving rescues there over the following years, aboard the lifeboats provided by the institution he had proudly founded. He died on 5 January 1847, aged 76. His tomb in St George’s churchyard in Douglas bears the inscription of the RNLI and his image is still shown on all RNLI Medals for Gallantry.

Today, as we celebrate 200 years since the institution began, his lifesaving legacy continues around the coast and inland, with lifeboat crews, lifeguards and water safety work keeping thousands of people safe every year around the UK, Ireland and beyond.





‘With courage, nothing is impossible’

SIR WILLIAM HILLARY
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By the time the Royal National Institution for the Preservation of Life from Shipwreck was founded in 1824 there were already a number of different lifeboats in service at locations around the coast of the UK. For many decades coastal communities had been pulling together in their own ways to help those involved in shipwrecks, and many had local boats and systems for when help was needed. But when the first purpose-built lifeboat came to be and precisely who invented it remain disputed issues among lifeboat historians.

The first lifeboat?

A Londoner, Lionel Lukin, may have conceived the first purpose-built lifeboat when he designed an unsinkable boat and patented it on 2 November 1785. Although a coachbuilder by trade, Lukin had always been interested in improving the safety of boats, and in 1784 he began experimenting with a Norwegian yawl, a type of sailing boat. Using the River Thames to test his ‘unimmergible’ design, Lukin incorporated pockets of air in watertight compartments, buoyant gunwales, cork and other light materials in the structure. He also included a false iron keel for additional weight to help keep the boat upright.

Lukin’s design was so successful that the following year he was commissioned to convert a coble, a type of fishing boat, into an ‘unimmergible’ boat for the people of Bamburgh in Northumberland. This boat was in service for a number of years as a dedicated lifeboat. During storms, men from Bamburgh Castle patrolled the shores on horseback, ready to go to sea in their lifeboat and help save lives from shipwreck. So Lukin’s boat can in theory claim to be the first lifeboat, and Bamburgh Castle the first lifeboat station.

But Lukin’s converted coble did not lead to any further commissions of the same type, and it wasn’t until 1789 that the private Law House committee in nearby South Shields commenced its search for an inventor who could construct a purpose-built lifeboat. The search was triggered by a tragedy at the mouth of the River Tyne. England’s north-east was at that time already a world-renowned maritime hub, with a thriving shipbuilding industry and a busy seafaring coastline. A ship named Adventure ran aground during a violent storm, but the sea was so rough that local men and their boats couldn’t reach the crew of the ship. Instead, crowds had to stand by and watch as Adventure’s crew drowned.

Two great minds: Wouldhave and Greathead

The committee’s competition offered a prize of two guineas for the best design and, among the many entries, two stood out. Parish clerk William Wouldhave and local boatbuilder Henry Francis Greathead, both from South Shields, submitted designs that caught the committee’s attention.

[image: Image described in caption]
Henry Greathead, builder of the pioneering Original lifeboat.


Wouldhave’s innovative design was for a boat made out of copper and cork that would right itself in stormy seas. Greathead’s model was built out of wood, and although it had some excellent features it didn’t self-right like Wouldhave’s design. Seeing potential in both men’s ideas, the committee declared that neither design was an outright winner but instead took elements from both offerings to produce a prototype for a final lifeboat design.

Wouldhave took offence at this idea and, despite being offered half of the prize money as a reward, rejected it. So the committee turned to Greathead – the more experienced boatbuilder – and asked him to build the lifeboat from the final design. Greathead’s resulting boat was named the Original, and he has come to be known as the inventor of the lifeboat, although in truth the earlier work of both Wouldhave and Lukin contributed to Greathead’s design. Perhaps in acknowledgement of this, Greathead never took out a patent on his lifeboat, and was always willing to share his plans for the good of others and saving lives at sea.

[image: Image described in caption]
A model of the Original, Henry Greathead’s lifeboat built in South Shields in 1789.




FOCUS ON: THE ORIGINAL

What were the features that made Greathead’s Original lifeboat so different from the regular rowing boats that had been used until then?

The first Original was stationed at South Shields and kept in a boathouse close to the beach. When the lifeboat was needed, a boy paraded the streets banging a drum to let the local men know someone was in danger. It was launched with a wheeled carriage that had to be hauled over the beach by locals and sometimes a team of horses. Its first rescue was on 30 January 1790, when the lifeboat volunteers saved a shipwrecked crew on Herd Sand. Henry Greathead went on to build 31 Original-type lifeboats over the next two decades for maritime communities at home and abroad.

[image: Illustration of the Original]





[image: Image described in caption]
Built in 1802, Zetland is the oldest surviving lifeboat.



Zetland: the oldest lifeboat

The oldest surviving Original-type lifeboat, Zetland, was built by Greathead in 1802 and is now on public display at the Zetland Lifeboat Museum in Redcar. It was used to save over 500 lives at sea off the notoriously treacherous Redcar coast. In 1864, when the new lifeboat Crossley arrived at Redcar, Zetland was hauled to the beach and an RNLI joiner was ordered to destroy it. The people of Redcar objected and it was agreed that Zetland would remain in the care of the town. The lifeboat was then managed locally and was even used for rescue as late as 1880, 78 years after being built. Zetland has remained in Redcar ever since, and is listed on the UK’s National Register of Historic Vessels, as part of the nation’s historic fleet.

We are sailing

In 1851, recognising that the existing lifeboat fleet was aging and, in some locations, limited by its one-size-fits-all design, the institution launched another competition to design a new lifeboat. This time the contest’s results were showcased at the Great Exhibition of the Works of Industry of All Nations, also known as the Great Exhibition, at the Crystal Palace in London. There was a prize of 100 guineas, offered by the President of the Institution, the Duke of Northumberland, and almost 300 entries came from all over the world. The top 50 designs were displayed in the palace for visitors to see, attracting much attention and helping to publicise the Institution’s work.

The award for the best design went to the shipwright James Beeching. His boat was 36 feet long, was pulled with 12 oars and was the first lifeboat to be rigged with sails. It was also the first self-righting lifeboat, something made possible by a heavy iron keel, huge air cases and a heavy water ballast.


See it in real life

The St Paul lifeboat, built in 1897, is on display at the Historic Dockyard in Chatham, Kent. It is part of the RNLI’s Historic Lifeboat Collection, where visitors can see all sorts of legendary lifesaving craft and explore interactive displays, archive film and audio clips.



[image: Image described in caption]
Adding sails to lifeboats was an important stage in their development – in the right conditions, crews could use lifeboats like St Paul (pictured) to go further and faster.





[image: Image described in caption]
From rowing, to sailing, to steaming: Duke of Northumberland was the first steam-powered RNLI lifeboat.



As with the approach of the committee in 1789, the judges saw Beeching’s boat not as the ultimate in lifeboat design, but instead as a starting point from which more could be achieved. Various versions of Beeching’s sail lifeboat were commissioned, each one specifically adapted to suit the challenges of the local geography, so different types of lifeboats began to operate from coastal locations around the country.

Perhaps the most successful of these was an adaptation of Beeching’s design by the master shipwright James Peake. He took Beeching’s prototype and created a lighter – and cheaper to build – model that was made out of copper-fastened elm. Peake’s boat was popular with lifeboat crews because it was so much easier to handle. This model came to be known as the Beeching-Peake and was the workhorse of the RNLI for the next 30 or so years.

Steaming ahead

By the late 19th century, steam had transformed the UK’s industrial landscape. Steamships and steam-powered railways were driving huge growth and progress in almost every aspect of life. The RNLI’s pulling (rowing) and sailing lifeboats continued to save lives at sea, but were limited in their scope, especially in heavy seas. Could steam power and modern technology transform the RNLI’s lifeboats in the way it had other forms of transport?

Tending a coal-fired boiler in a boat that is pitching and rolling in heavy seas would not turn out to be straightforward. Duke of Northumberland, the RNLI’s first steam-cum-sail boat, entered service at Harwich Lifeboat Station in Essex, in September 1890. The hydraulic steam-driven lifeboat used waterjets instead of propellers and was based on an 1888 scale model built by Greens of Blackwall.

The charity commissioned five further steam-driven lifeboats; two used waterjets, while the others were propeller-driven. Together, these lifeboats were in service for over 40 years and saved almost 600 lives but they were slow, heavy and expensive to maintain. When the steam-driven lifeboat James Stevens No. 4 was wrecked at Padstow in Cornwall in 1900 with the loss of eight crew, it marked the beginning of the end for steam, and no more steam-driven RNLI lifeboats were ever built.

Petrol power

The earliest petrol-driven lifeboats were adaptations of existing pulling and sailing ones. Petrol had proven its prowess in the motorcar and the aeroplane, but petrol and seawater were as yet unacquainted, and making an engine casing that was watertight but not airtight would be one of the greatest challenges for boatbuilders of the era. Naval architect George Lennox Watson successfully fitted a petrol engine into an RNLI sailing lifeboat and trialled it in the Solent in 1904, but lifeboat crews everywhere were largely unimpressed by the idea of a motorised lifeboat. That reluctance, combined with costs and the First World War, meant that progression towards more petrol power was slow.



[image: Image described in caption]
At the start of the 20th century, the RNLI’s Naval Architect George Lennox Watson created the charity’s first petrol-powered craft by fitting an engine to a sailing lifeboat.





[image: Image described in caption]
The hospital ship Rohilla was wrecked off Whitby during the First World War – what lifeboat could save the crew of medics aboard?


Henry Vernon: The one that swung it

A year later, to a lukewarm reception from the unenthusiastic crew, the first petrol-driven lifeboat – J McConnell Hussey – entered service at Tynemouth Lifeboat Station in north-east England. Although motorised lifeboats continued to be viewed with suspicion, the station’s second petrol-driven lifeboat, Henry Vernon, would change the story of lifesaving forever in 1914 when it was called upon to help reach survivors from the hospital steamship Rohilla.
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