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Introduction 

 

The sailing of model yachts on inland lochs and ponds is a pastime that 

was very important to many towns in Scotland. Individuals like Sir 

Henry Raeburn are cited as having been enthusiasts as far back as the 

eighteenth century.  

 

 
                 Sir Henry Raeburn (Wikimedia) 
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Model yacht clubs where members’ yachts were raced against each 

other have existed since the late nineteenth century. Many still exist. 

 

This is the story of a model yacht club that appears to have been lost 

from sight for many years and how it came to be rediscovered by 

chance.   

 

It existed in the little River Clyde port of Port Glasgow. My 

rediscovery of it happened whilst I was making a genealogical search 

for the Smith family in Port Glasgow.  

 

My family, the Smiths, have long been associated with the history of 

what we thought was the only model yacht club in Port Glasgow. The 

club we knew had started in 1922. Its clubhouse burned down in 1955, 

some thirty years later. The club members then joined the Greenock 

club with the hope of resurrecting the club in Port Glasgow eventually. 

Many of the trophies of the club were still around, kept in the hope 

they would be useful again or just as pleasant reminders. These silver 

reminders would be the clue to a mystery. 

 

 
A 1950 Show of Success 

 

There are several Port Glasgow trophies spread all over the world. I 

was trying to piece together details from the trophies I uncovered. I 

wanted to discover names, dates and boat names for my family’s 

history.  
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My brother, Jim Smith in Toronto, Canada, held one of the trophies. It 

was a small medal. Jim had it because it had my fathers name on it. He 

told me of it when I once visited him. I casually looked at the back of 

the medal for the first time ever and certainly fifty years after anyone 

who had competed for the medal. I was able to see that there were 

winners recorded on the back of the medal.  

 

 
Reverse of the medal 

Some were in the 1940s, including my father. 

 

There were also, surprisingly, winners with dates from the nineteenth 

century on the back. These dates covered the years of 1885 to 1889. 

The front also clearly had an 1885 date on it.  
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Front of medal 

 

There had to have been a lost-to-history club in the town in that time 

period. This is the story I am about to tell. 

 

 

Model ship and yacht building 
 

Was there a tradition of building and sailing model yachts in the area in 

the late nineteenth century? 

 

There was certainly a tradition of building ship models. Ship-builders 

in Port Glasgow and Greenock throughout history made models. It was 

the usual practice to make a scale model of the boat under construction 

in the shipyard. This might just be for the owner. It would be in every 

way a copy of the original on a small scale. The models were of all 

types of boat from sailing ship to steam ship.  
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The model below is the ‘Britannia’, the first Cunarder, built by Robert 

Duncan Sr in Greenock in 1841 

 

 

Britannia (CC BY) 

 

Local home craftsmen also built models, copying famous yachts. You 

could admire the full size yachts as they sailed on the nearby River 

Clyde.  
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In the case of sailing yachts, these models were exact copies and were 

often between six and nine feet in length and could be sailed.  
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Yachtsmen raced them against each other on small bodies of water 

such as reservoirs. This competition gave rise to the modern sport of 

model yachting. 

 

 
 

One suitable place for sailing yacht models close by Port Glasgow was 

the Murdieston Dam in Greenock.  

 

 

 
 Murdieston Dam 
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Members officially opened a model yacht club here in 1879. It was the 

first such in Scotland. The dam was part of the Shaws Water Project 

laid out by Mr. Thom of Rothesey 

 

 

The beginning of the story 
 

Our story leading up to the lost club in Port Glasgow starts in the 

columns of the Greenock Telegraph on 28
th

 April 1879. It reported that 

there was racing at Murdieston Dam by the new Greenock Model 

Yacht Club, the first in Scotland, in their first season. There were ten or 

twelve boats competing, and a new boat from Mr. Murray of Port 

Glasgow. So Port Glasgow people were involved even in these early 

races. 

 

On 26
th
 May of the same year there was another race at Greenock. It 

was between three schooners and two cutters. A Mr. T.D. Rorison 

competed. He won the race with the Agnes Fairley a schooner named 

after his first wife. 

 

We move to five years later, 1884. 

 

Mr Rorison became an important player in early Port Glasgow model 

yachting. When interest was being shown for a model yacht club in 

Port Glasgow he sent letters of encouragement to the Port Glasgow 

Observer in early 1884.  He signed his letters T.D.R. 

 

T.D.R. is Thomas Duncan Rorison. He was 32 in 1879 when the 

members formed the Greenock Club. He was to become the Greenock 

Model Yacht Club’s secretary, and eventually treasurer. Thomas lived 

at 12 Wellington Street in 1879. He was a sugar boiler at this time.  

 

Thomas was not born in Greenock. He was born in Armagh in 

Northern Ireland in 1847. His father and mother had come to Greenock 

shortly before 1851.   

 

He had married Agnes Fairley in 1865 in the Vennel. They had about 

ten children whilst living in many houses throughout the town. 

   

It is the 12
th
 July 1884.  The Port Glasgow Observer writer of Local 

Notes mentions a letter by a T.D.R. It is about a possible model yacht 

club proposed for Port Glasgow. There is also a mention of 

mischievous gamekeepers. He says ‘many a model yacht has been sunk 
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in the (Mill) dam by gamekeepers for no reason. These acts are inane 

bullying. Any quarrel on the hills seems to involve gamekeepers’. 

 

 Locals backed the club being formed. They hoped it would encourage 

interest in the larger variety of boats too. 

 

On the 17
th
 July 1884 T.D.R. then replies. He notes the game keeper 

accusation.  He says that with the correct permissions this problem 

would go. He stated that Port Glasgow has all the right facilities for a 

club. 

 

The Local Notes man quickly answers him. He notes that the Model 

Yacht Club in Greenock, formed in 1879, was very successful. He 

notes also that Port Glasgow people have joined the Greenock club. 

This is because there was no club in Port Glasgow. In Port Glasgow a 

small committee had already been formed in 1884. He knows them. He 

approves of them. They are boat owners. One of them had the largest 

boat in Greenock in 1884. He says there are hurdles. The committee 

still needs the consent of the proprietors of the proposed sailing venue. 

‘They have been asked. We await their reply.’ 

 

Thomas did not write any more letters but he was very much involved 

in the town of Greenock and the Greenock Model Yacht Club. 

 

In 1885 Thomas was recognized for his public duty to the town when 

he was presented a gold key in recognition of his successful 

Chairmanship of the Smithston Poor House and Asylum   

 

In 1887 Agnes died in Wellington Street, aged 42.  

 

The next year Thomas married Jessie Matheson, a spinster aged 39, 

and in 1889 he moved to 24 Roxburgh Street next to the sugarhouse. 

He lived there for forty six years  

 

Thomas became a manager of a sugar refinery. (Could it have been 

next door?). He used these business contacts to obtain many patrons for 

the Greenock Club. The mentions him frequently through the following 

years.  

   

Jessie was to die in 1924. Thomas died in 1935, aged 88.  

He always was a strong supporter of the Greenock Club. 
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Back to the creation of the Port Glasgow Club and where was the best 

place to sail model yachts around Port Glasgow in 1884?  

 

In Port Glasgow the obvious choice was the Mill Dam high above the 

town. The Gourock Ropeworks and the Birkmyre Family owned it. 

They were extremely rich and powerful in the town and lived at 

Broadstone House . 

 
 

 

They were the proprietors that the Local Notes writer referred to in the 

discussion with Thomas. 

 

The Gourock Ropework Company had designed and built the Mill 

Dam as a private dam.  They drew up the plans in 1820. 

 

 

Broadstone House 
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The Mill Dam plans  

 

The Gourock Ropeworks and the sugar refinery in Robert Street 

planned to use the water. Land was bought from the Devol farm and 

the East Dougliehill Farm. The former use of the land was a quarry at 

one point.  

 

When filled with water the dam was five acres in area. It was over 

fifteen feet deep at its deepest point. The intention was to supply clean 

water for the mills and not the town. It was not intended as a power 

source as was the Thom project in Greenock 

 

It was a large enough body of water to allow a sailing course of at least 

half a mile in distance for model yachts. The yachts were generally 

sailed round the course three times. The racing rules were similar to 

those used in regattas of large boats. There was full scope on the dam 

to show all the skills of good seamanship. 

 

 
The Mill dam in the 1960s 
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This shows the view of the Mill Dam at the top and the stream that 

runs down to the industrial complex of the Gourock Ropeworks and 

Bouverie at the bottom. This photograph was before heavy industrial 

building and domestic houses were erected after the Second World 

War. 

 

 
 

This shows a close up of the Mill Dam. If you look closely you can see 

the club house of the 1922 club to the left of the dam wall. It may not 

have been positioned on the same place as the 1885 boathouse. 
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Opening Day and Robert Duncan  

 

After all the successful negotiations, finally, on 23
rd

 June 1885 there 

was the opening of the Port Glasgow Model Yacht Club.  

 

Mr. Robert Duncan, shipbuilder, opened it. Messrs Birkmyre of the 

Gourock Ropeworks had kindly let the club use the Lower Dougliehill 

reservoir (or Mill Dam as it was known locally). The members erected 

on the embankment a suitable house for the yachts. They placed a 

number of seats at regular intervals around the dam. Councillor 

Campbell gave the club a flag.  

 

That first day there were two boats from Greenock Model Yacht Club 

competing. They won the top two prizes on the first race day. 

 

Robert Duncan was the key supporter of the club. He was an important 

man in the town. The speech he opened the club with has survived and 

I have included it in full as an Appendix.  In it Mr. Duncan hoped they 

would not just copy but improve their yachts. He urged them to initiate 

new ideas. With typical forthrightness he concluded with: “And may 

your prosperity and success as individuals and as a club continue, as it 

will do, as long as you do everything in your power to deserve it.” As 

an incentive he promised them a cup. 

 

 
Mr. Robert Duncan, shipbuilder,  

at the opening of the Model Yacht Club. 
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Robert Duncan was born in 1827 in Greenock. His father was a 

successful shipbuilder who started in Greenock. His father built 

the Cunard liner Britannia which was first to cross the Atlantic 

for Cunard in 1841. It was one of four ships, the other three 

being Acadia (Nova Scotia) built by John Wood, Columbia 

(America ) by Robert Steele and Caledonia (Scotland) by 

Charles Wood. All had engines fitted by Robert Napier.  

 

Robert Junior began work with Scott Russell the designer of the Great 

Eastern. He served an apprenticeship with Robert Steele, the Greenock 

builder. Robert then managed Smith and Rodgers in Glasgow.  

 

In 1863 when he was 36 he opened a shipyard in Port Glasgow. After 

seven years Robert was sole partner. He had built numerous types of 

steam and sailing ships in his career. Here are a few. 
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He became President of the Institute of Engineers and Shipbuilders of 

Scotland. He was President of Clyde Shipbuilders’ Association, and of 

Greenock and Port Glasgow Shipbuilders’ Association. 

 

In 1868 he was a Town Councillor. He became a Baillie. He was a 

member of Newark Parish Church. Robert helped found the 

Temperance Institute by giving half its start up money. He was also a 

founding patron of the Port Glasgow Choral Union 

 

Robert married a Miss Mary Ferguson, daughter of Archibald 

Ferguson, merchant of Greenock, in 1853. They had ten children. 

 

 

Sailors in the 1885 Season 
 

On August 17 1885 the members raced at the Mill Dam for the silver 

Challenge Medal. This was the trophy that started my story. E. Stewart 

won with Stella (40 tons). Maggie (51 tons) was second, owned by J. 

Cameron. Third was Lady of the Lake (46 tons) and this was owned by 

D. Cameron. These are the first yachts recorded on my brother Jim’s 

medal.  
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To give some background to the club members and highlight their lives 

and skills I will try to outline what is known about some of the 

members of the Port Glasgow club from the public records 

 

The first winner, E. Stewart (Edward McRae Stewart), was born in 

1864, the son of John Stewart, a carter. He was aged 21 in 1885 and a 

boilermaker, in a trade going through rapid development. 

 

Robert Duncan thought that in the marine boiler shop of years ago we 

have the origin of the iron ship. The boilermaker of that time began to 

think that if the shell of a boiler would keep water in, it would keep it 

out. Iron boats of small size had been built before for canal purposes, 

but they were swiftly adapted for seafaring. So Edward was at the 

forefront of big ship technology. 

 

Edward was single. He was a boarder with Mary Adams in Sinclair’s 

Close in Bay Street. Sinclair’s Close was one of about nine narrow 

closes running off Bay Street. They were the old part of Port Glasgow 

and really the remnants of the village of Newark that had been 

swallowed up by the new town (1668) as it grew. 
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Edward eventually married a Margaret Marshall, on 20
th 

February 1891 

at Caulfield’s hall. Her father was a sail maker. He had three children. 

He died in 1920, aged 55, at 44 Princes Street.  

 

J. Cameron (James Cameron), who took second place, was 57 in 1885, 

living at 47 Shore Street. He was a blacksmith. Blacksmiths were 

needed for iron work on the ships but also for the many (over one 

hundred) horses needed to deliver all the needs of busy shipyards. 

 

James was born in 1830. He came from Kinlop in Elginshire which is 

about 190 miles from Port Glasgow.  
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Shore Street is facing Robert Duncan’s shipyard. He had a daughter, 

Bella, born in Govan in 1857,  a son, James, and a daughter, Jeannie, 

born in Port Glasgow.  

 

 

Yacht types and  sail styles 

 

A little information on the types of yachts being built at this time is 

useful to show the evolution of the sport. 

 

The number in tons quoted above in a yacht description is a measure of 

yacht size (e.g. 40 tons). Measurers classified the full size yachts by 

tonnage for duty and taxes. A ton in a full size ship had the weight of 

two hundred and sixty two gallons of wine. The designer of a full size 

ship of 50 tons planned it to carry this weight. 

 

Designers of model yachts used rules to build the yachts to certain 

tonnages as well. Racing officials could then handicap yachts on their 

tonnage. The first tonnage rule that modelers in the late nineteenth 

century used widely was the so-called ‘1730 Rule’. This rule produced 

long, narrow, deep and heavily weighted yachts. They were very 

popular in Scotland.     

 

The model makers made their yacht of light, seasoned wood. This may 

be pine, preferably white pine, white cedar, or mahogany free from 

knots. Some makers hollowed out the model from a solid block of 

wood.  Some cut it from layers of wood in the so-called bread-and-

butter style. Some also planked the model over a frame of keel and 

cross-sections. 

 

The style of rigging in the 1880s was all gaff rigging for model cutters 

and schooners in particular, and this followed the full size yachts 

exactly. This style lasted till about the start of the First World War 

when universally model yachtsmen then preferred to use the Bermudan 

rig. 

 

The Port Glasgow boats were all Tonnage Class in 1885 and 1886. The 

club activities in these two years were not well reported in the Port 

Glasgow Express. Possibly the club was not feeding information about 

itself as well as it did later. We do know the winner of the Challenge 

Medal in 1886 was Maggie (51 tons) owned by J. Cameron whom we 

have already met. 
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More on Robert Duncan and the 1886 and 1887  seasons 
 

We get some more in-depth insight into Robert Duncan the man in 

1886. He was a strong public minded man and we have an instance of 

this when he gives a wide-ranging public lecture on “The Good Old 

Times”.  In it you read of his strong positive messages and beliefs 

whether you agree with them fully or not. He also widely ranges over 

Scotland’s turbulent past blending in his own conclusions. He sees a 

possible salvation for countries not really great at anything (he includes 

Scotland in this) based on the bounty of their new colonies and Empire. 

  

On the 17
th
 January 1887 Robert Duncan speaks publicly again. He was 

asked to give the annual prestigious James Watt lecture for the 

Greenock Philosophical society. He spoke on the “Advances in 

Shipbuilding”. This was a strong statement of his professional beliefs 
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and his knowledge of his professional world. This is a unique and 

comprehensive survey of seventy-five very turbulent years in a still 

fledgling industry centred on the River Clyde. This was given by a 

successful man immersed in all its aspects. 

 

In the spring of 1887 the Port Glasgow Club was in full swing and 

reporting itself well in the local press. On the 26
th
 of April in 1887 was 

the third annual opening day was held. 

 

Mr. Robert Duncan, shipbuilder, was the honorary patron of the club. 

He inspected the yachts along the bank. He then handed over a prize to 

be competed for the next Saturday. 

 

There was a cruise of all the boats, then a race. Six of the largest yachts 

competed in three rounds of the pond.  

 

The results were: 

Thistle, 60 tons, William Miller; 

Gypsy, 60 tons, James Cameron; 

Nymph of the Glen, 51 tons, John Brash. 

 

Again some details on the sailors. 

 

William Miller, the winner, was born in 1843. He was a ship’s joiner 

aged 44 in 1887. Joiners were trained in working with wood. These 

were also changing times for joiners as since the 1840s the ship’s hulls 

(which had been made of wood) now were made of iron and, in the 

case of the progressive shipbuilder Robert Duncan, of steel. William 

would have lived through these changes. Skilled wood workers were 

still needed however for all ancillaries such as ship’s furniture, masts, 

and also ship’s scaffolding. He had a son, William, who was an 

apprentice joiner.  

 

William named his yacht after Thistle, the failed America Cup 

competitor of 1887 and it probably was an accurate copy of that yacht. 

 

His father had been David Brash, a saddler. John was a ship’s plater. 

He was in a new profession, that of bending and shaping massive flat 

metal plates, either of iron or steel. He may have in the past been a 

boilermaker and now he was a modern shipyard specialist.  
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He was living at 5 William Street in the west end of town. This was 

where the west of town was being rapidly developed since the railway 

had arrived in 1841. He had a son, John, aged 13. John was to become 

a ship’s store boy 

 

He has a wife Elizabeth, who in 1887 was aged 33. She was born in 

Renfrew.  

 

In the 1901 census he is shown as an iron ship fitter. He died in 1912 

aged 67 in 5 William Street. He by this time was a riveter foreman. 

 

On 2
nd

 May 1887 four more races took place for prizes donated by 

Robert Duncan. This shows the four main classes of yachts at the club 

based on tonnage.  

 

The results of the race for second class yachts (40tons) were: 

Black Watch, Samuel McLees; 

Mary, E. Stewart; 

Linn, A. Matheson. 

 

More on the sailors: 
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Samuel McLees, who won this competition, was born in Port Glasgow 

in 1855. His father, Samuel, was a dock labourer from Ireland. His 

mother Jane née Buntain, was also from Ireland. In 1887 Samuel was 

an iron plate driller, aged 32. This was a skill that was used in the 

process to join large plates together. After the holes were drilled in the 

right places the plates were joined by rivets.  

 

He had a wife Susan née McManus, aged 35. They married at 33 

Church Street in 1873. They now lived at 1 Water Street which was an 

extension of King Street across Shore Street. His house backed onto 

Robert Duncan’s shipyard. 

 

He had a son Samuel, aged 11, who was to become a shipyard 

labourer. They also a daughter Agnes, aged 4, who in the future 

became a draper’s shop assistant; and  a second son, William, aged 1, 

who became a ship plater like his dad. 

 

The third prize was won by A. Matheson. This was Alexander 

Mathieson aged 24 in 1887. He was a baker, of which there were many 

in the town. 

 

In the first class competition (60 tons) there were five yachts and the 

result was: 

Gipsy, J. Cameron; 

Nymph of the Glen, J. Brash; 

Thistle, W. Miller. 

   

In the fourth class (10 tons) five boats started and the first three places 

were: 

Yula, J. Clark; 

May, A. Paton; 

Victory, N. McLeod. 

 

A little more on some of these sailors: 

 

A Paton is Andrew Paton. He was a painter aged 42 in 1887. With his 

skills he could have worked in the shipyards.  

 

Andrew was born in 1845. His father was Matthew Paton, a 

shipwright. Andrew was born in Lanarkshire at least 20 miles from 

Port Glasgow.  He lived at 9 Glenhuntly Terrace in 1887.  
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He married on the 19
th
 November 1871 at Fairlie, near Largs. He was 

aged 26. Maggie née Boyd, aged 20, became his wife. She was born 

there and normally resided there. By 1887 they had five children: a son 

Andrew, aged 16, who was a law clerk, Archibald, aged 10, who later 

became a clerk; Janet, aged 15, who was a dressmaker. They also had 

Elizabeth, aged 8, and Maggie, aged 5. 

 

Andrew died in 1922 aged 79 years. He was a master painter by then, 

living at 7 Bellevue Terrace, Port Glasgow. Margaret Paton died in 

1933, aged 82. She died at Craigard in Port Glasgow, a terrace of 

houses above the railway station.  

 

N. McLeod is Neil McLeod, aged 17 in 1887. He is the youngest 

yachtsman at the club to win a prize. His father was John, a 

boilermaker aged 54. He had a brother, John, aged 20. Neil was a 

blacksmith. His mother is Margaret, aged 56. He also had a brother, 

William, aged 11. 

 

In the third class competition (20 tons) there were only two starters: 

Janet, D. Weir; 

Quickstep, D. McDonald. 

 

Some background on these sailors: 

 

The winner was D. Weir. This is Daniel Weir, aged 25 in 1887, and a 

blacksmith. He was born in 1862 in Dunoon in Argyll across the River 

Clyde in Cowal. 

 

He has a wife, Elizabeth, aged 25. He married her on 31
st
 August 1883 

in Dockhead Street. They had no children. His father was William 

Weir, a labourer.  They lived at 87 Huntly Close, Dockhead Street. 

This was directly across from the town’s dry dock which had been built 

in 1762 by a hero of Robert Duncan’s, James Watt.  

 

The second prize went to D. McDonald. He is Donald McDonald born 

in 1836 in Inverness. This was 190 miles from Port Glasgow.  His 

father was Alan MacDonald. He was a fisherman. Donald is aged 51 in 

1887 and a painter by trade  

 

He had a son, Robert who was 26. He was born in Port Glasgow. He 

was a joiner. Maybe he helped his father with the yacht building. 

Donald had a wife Ann née Cameron.  She was 50, and was born in 

Dumfries, 100 miles from Port Glasgow, in the opposite direction from 
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Inverness. They had a daughter Isabella aged 17. She was a 

dressmaker. At this time they lived at 3 William Street. This was next 

to John Brash (at 5 William Street) whom we met earlier.  

 

When Donald died on October 31
st
 1915, aged 79, he was living at 104 

Bay Street, where he had lived for the last 15 years of his life. 

 

On 13
th
 June 1887, members were able to race. Port Glasgow 

merchants donated prizes. Members ran off a series of races on the 

pond. Results were: 

Race 1 

Jubilee, 50 tons , John Brash; 

Black Watch,  40 tons , S. McLees; 

Gipsy, 60 tons , J. Cameron. 

 

Race 2 

Quickstep (cutter), 20 tons , D. McDonald; 

Janet (schooner, 20 tons,  D. Weir; 

Southern Cross (cutter), 20 tons , A. Rankine. 

 

A little on the third placed sailor in Race 2: 

 

Andrew Rankine was aged 42 in 1887, and so born in 1845. His father 

was a labourer. Andrew himself was a ship’s carpenter. Perfect for a 

model yachtsman. He had a wife Janet née Dixon, aged 42. He married 

her in 1872. He had been living in the Dardenelles at Dockhead Street.  

 

This was in the slum area of the town with tiny cramped closes and 

where cholera was prevalent. It was not till the twentieth century that 

these slum houses were swept away.  They had seven children whilst 

there. Fortunately, now in 1887 they were living at 59 Church Street in 

the town centre.  

 

Janet died in 1902, aged 57, at 27 Shore Street. Andrew died in 1938, 

aged 83, at 32 Bouverie Street, in the houses owned by the mill 

owners, the Birkmyres. He was a riveter then. 

 

 

The 1888 season and a flourishing club 
 

In 1888 the club continued to flourish and members expanded their 

efforts.  
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On 23
rd

 April 1888 the members held an exhibition of model yachts. 

This was in the Princes Street Schoolroom on Saturday. There were 

thirty yachts of all descriptions. They ranged from 5 tons to 60 tons. 

There was a new 58 ton yacht designed by Mr N. M. Thomson and 

named the Oceana.  

 

There was also Mr. A. Rankine’s 'famous' yacht, the Southern Cross. It 

won a major trophy at Dumbarton in 1887. The members tastefully 

decorated the hall with banners and photographs 

 

Robert Duncan, shipbuilder opened the exhibition. Typically in his 

speech he encouraged the members to build a model to the latest 

design. 

 

Mr. Quincey’s Quadrille Band was present to supply the music. 

 

On the 5
th

 May 1888 there was competition for a silver-mounted 

biscuit barrel. Mr. Colin Binnie had presented it as a prize for all yacht 

classes. Colin Binnie was not a sailor at the club but an enthusiastic 

patron. Colin was born in 1835. He was 53 years old in 1888. He was a 

native of Canada and a British subject. His father was a soldier.  He 

lived in the Miramachi buildings in Bellhaven Street. The Miramachi 

was a substantial set of offices and houses and was associated with 

another great trade of Port Glasgow – the timber trade. The Miramachi 

building was named after a town in New Brunswick.   

 

His wife, Margaret, maiden name Pottie, was born in Kirkaldy in 

Fifeshire.  They had a successful tobacconist’s shop and spirit 

merchant’s shop in Princes Street. He sold calendars, fruit, wines and 

liquors 

 

He was a Trustee of the Ancient Order of Shepherds.  Robert Duncan 

was a patron too. Colin died in 1894, aged 59, at 59 Church Street, the 

same place where Andrew Rankine lived.  

 

First Class heat: 

Jubilee, Mr. J. Brash; 

Lady of the Lake; 

Britannia.  

 

Second Class heat: 

Mermaid, A. Coghill; 

Mina. 



 26 

 

Third Class heat: 

Southern Cross, Mr. A. Rankine; 

Quickstep. 

 

Fourth Class heat: 

May, Mr. A. Paton. 

 

On 17
th
 July 1888 a race was run on Friday evening. It was for prizes 

presented by a local gentleman. Six yachts started. Results: 

Thistle, 60 tons, W. Miller; 

Maggie, 51 tons, R. Williams; 

Southern Cross, 20 tons, A. Rankine. 

 

There are details of the second prize winner 

 

R. Williams is Robert Williams, aged 33 in 1888, and a shipwright, a 

skilled trade in the yards. His family lived in 17 Bellhaven Street 

which was an extension of Shore Street and so opposite the Robert 

Duncan yard. He married to Agnes, aged 23,  on 31
st
 March 1887. This 

was Robert’s second marriage, following the death of his first wife. 

They lived at 25 Ardgowan Street. This was a brand new street that had 

just been built.  Agnes née Anderson had been living at 6 Content 

Place and was a spirit dealer. 

 

Robert had children from his previous marriage. There was Mary, aged 

11. He had now Robert, 2, and was soon to have John in 1889  

 

Winner of the Challenge Medal in 1888 was again Mermaid, sailed by 

A. Coghill. 

 

 

The 1889 Season and the Downfall 
 

The year 1889 was a critical year for the town. Big events were 

happening. It was also critical for the Model Yacht Club.  

 

The first event in the town was an unexpected death in the Dam 

owner's, (Henry Birkmyre), family. Mrs. Birkmyre died aged 58. She 

was a sister of ex-Provost Sommerville.  She was involved in a freak 

accident at Port Glasgow Station on 27
th
 March. The lady slipped 

between the train and the station and was fatally crushed. 
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On April 5
th
 there was a proposal to start the planned tramways in the 

three towns of Greenock, Gourock and Port Glasgow. Also in April 

there was the re-opening of Blackwood and Gordon’s Shipyard. 

 

On Thursday May 2
nd

 there was the completion of the eastern section 

of the new railway to Gourock. 

 

As far as the Model Yacht Club was concerned it was business as usual 

at the start of the year. 

 

They held another industrial exhibition at Princes Street Schoolroom 

on 4
th

 May.The model yachting club organized it. Councilor Harvey 

opened it. In this year they had 20 active members. There were twenty- 

five yachts on show. There were three new ones being built in 1889. 

 

To celebrate, there was a Victorian musical evening. Miss Macfarlane 

played a series of pianoforte selections throughout the evening. 

 

The Challenge Medal was competed for in 1889 and was won for a 

third time in a row by Mermaid, sailed by A. Coghill 

 



 28 

Then something totally unexpected took place.  

 

Robert Duncan died on 3
rd

 July, in his house, Ardenclutha, above the 

Birkmyre Park in the east end of Port Glasgow. He had been confined 

to home for several weeks with an illness. He had an “affection” of the 

heart. At 62, Robert was relatively young. He left behind his wife Mary 

aged 57. He had six sons and four daughters. His eldest son was a 

shipbuilder, aged 30. 

 

The townsfolk had liked him, and praised him on his death. 

 

A long period of silence of more than ten months concerning the 

Model Yacht Club follows his death. In this time no mention is made 

of the club in the newspapers. 

 

Then Saturday, 3
rd

 May 1890 was announced as the opening afternoon 

of the Greenock Club's season at the Murdieston Dam.   

 

The Greenock Telegraph reported, however, on another event that took 

place that morning at the Murdieston Dam. It said, “During the 

forenoon the members of the Port Glasgow Model Yacht Club raced at 

Murdieston Dam. They raced there owing there being no pond 

accommodation for model yachting in the vicinity [of Port Glasgow].”  
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It was for the Colin Binnie prize. The weather was favourable for 

racing. They were however to be the last races recorded of the old Port 

Glasgow Model Yacht Club. 

 

The results were as follows:  

Syrene, Robert Williams; 

Lochiel, James Cameron;  

Village Bell, McCorquodale. 

 

Second Class 
Fiery Cross, Andrew Rankine; 

Mermaid, Coghill; 

Pomona, Bunting. 

 

With Robert Duncan's death, the Port Glasgow members did not now 

have a strong patron. It seems that Robert’s sons, who were young, in 

their late twenties or early thirties did not perhaps support their father’s 

causes as he had. His death also may have caused the Gourock 

Ropework management to think they did not have the guarantee of a 

powerful patron to oversee the club.  The Birkmyres must have 

withdrawn their permission for the use of the Dam. The club simply 

had no where to sail and it simply disappeared. 

 

Epilogue 

 

Nowadays there are no signs of the original boathouse remaining or of 

the seats placed around the Mill Dam.  

 

So all that remains as a real reminder of the club is the Challenge 

Medal. It has told its story well.  

 

As for the members who made up the club and got involved with the 

club, some short notes have survived. Each of their histories is sparse 

but the facts about them are vivid and varied.  

 

They were a wide selection of men from the town. Of the fifteen or so 

outlined, seven came from outside Port Glasgow and as far as Ireland, 

Canada, Elgin and Inverness.  

 

They were all skilled tradesmen with three blacksmiths, two painters 

and several skilled ship workers (carpenters and joiners), building 

yachts.  
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Fortunately there is a fuller picture of Robert Duncan. He was a 

powerful man with strong opinions, Victorian morals and outlook. 

Professionally he was very well thought of. He had many civic 

interests and got publicly involved in the town. From his obituary 

published in the Port Glasgow Express some additional points can be 

gathered. 

 

In 1885 Robert was recognized nationally and was elected to the 

Board of Trade. He was first chairman of the School Board in Port 

Glasgow, in which post he was succeeded by Henry Birkmyre  

 

He gave £200 to set up the Temperance Institute in Port Glasgow and 

was Honorary President. He was the originator of the Port Glasgow 

Choral Union. He was active in the erection of the new Town Hall.  

 

Privately he was well versed and practiced in the study of astronomy. 

He delivered lectures on the solar system over the years.  

 

He was one of the first shipbuilders to go completely to steel in the 

early 1880s. He praised other shipbuilders. He stated that he was a 

firm admirer of the late John Wood calling him the first of modern 

shipbuilders and one who first who applied science to shipbuilding. 

 

Overall he was described as a man fulls of “clearness and force”, a 

man who you would want to be on your side. 

 

A second model yacht club did arise in Port Glasgow in 1922. The 

members did not compete for the Challenge Medal. Someone 

apparently mislaid the medal for as long as fifty seven years from when 

the first club folded in 1889. The new club resurrected it after the 

Second World War. They once again competed for it. Fortunately for 

my story, it came into my possession. 

 

For this article I found my main factual sources at the James Watt 

Library in Greenock. These were the Greenock Telegraph and the Port 

Glasgow Observer microfilms.  Others sources were the Medal itself, 

ScotlandsPeople database, and numerous helpful articles from the model 

yacht associations. 

Photos are all from Wikimedia or other Commons sources, or 

photographed by myself. 

 This work is for non commercial use and educational purposes. 
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Appendix 
 

Mr. Robert Duncan, shipbuilder, in opening the model 

yacht club on Saturday, said:  

 

We are met here today to inaugurate the Port 

Glasgow Model Yacht Club and I have pleasure in 

congratulating the members of the new club on the 

very successful appearance of the inaugural 

meeting, not withstanding counter attractions 

elsewhere in the Port.  

It was to be expected that a shipbuilding district 

like Port Glasgow would make a good show in any 

aquatic sport, and it is therefore not surprising that 

this club should make a beginning with 24 

members, and as many yachts, all ready and willing 

not only to vie with each other but to enter the lists 

against all comers from any club or country.  

It is not to be supposed that this the beginning of 

a yachting spirit in Port Glasgow. Many years ago 

an attempt was made to form a model yacht club 

here, which from various reasons was not 

successful, but the spirit was always present 

amongst us. Season after season and day after day, 

in all weathers, the sailing boat races of Port 

Glasgow have been the admiration of all beholders, 

and only the want of a suitable pond has prevented 

the model yacht club being a reality before this time. 

Thanks to the generosity of the Gourock Ropework 

company, this difficulty has now been overcome 

and this fine pond has been placed at you disposal, 

with the single reservation that the club will be 

responsible for the fences and adjoining property 

(Applause). 

 It is to be hoped that every member of the club 

will consider he’s special constable for this purpose, 

and that visitors will pay equal respect to the 

responsibilities of the club and the farmer’s crops 

around the pond. Thanks also to the friends who 

have assisted you in your undertaking. You have a 

good boathouse, large enough to hold all your 

probable fleet, with something over to help you with 

prizes to encourage and reward the skill and 
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ingenuity of your members as designers, builders 

and sailors of model yachts. It is to be hoped that the 

interest of you friends in your achievements will 

continue to be manifested to the same substantial 

form, and the prizes you will be able to offer for 

competition may induce your friends from 

neighbouring clubs to enter the lists against you , 

some of whom from Greenock and Dumbarton we 

have pleasure in welcoming here today; and I trust 

this honourable and friendly competition both with 

them and among yourselves will so stimulate your 

utmost efforts to the production of new and original 

designs that you will be able not only to hold your 

own, but to lead in every race.  

You are not to suppose that such famous 

practical yacht builders as the Fyfes of Fairlie , or 

such eminent scientific designers as Mr. G. L. 

Watson of Glasgow, and many others not less able if 

perhaps less popular have exhausted the possibilities 

of proportions, form, and rig of sailing yachts. 

Thirty years ago Americans astonished us by 

sending the famous yacht America to beat 

everything in English waters and carry our most 

valued cups across the sea. Last season the little 

Madge from our own river astonished the Yankees 

not a little in her contests with the best of their small 

fry; and this season an attempt is to be made with 

the largest class of British sailing yacht to recover 

the prestige in American waters which the 

Americans took from us so long ago in our own 

(Applause). We are all in no doubt hoping that our 

yachts and yachtsmen may be as successful in this 

as they desire and perhaps deserve to be; but it is 

just possible that another surprise may be in store 

for us, and that American ingenuity on the spur of 

the occasion may have something to teach us all in 

yachting that we never knew before.  

I trust, therefore, that you will not be content 

merely to follow the prevailing fashion and copy 

famous models, but every new season will see a new 

fleet on the pond improving on the preceding; and I 

hope and believe that the measure of your pleasure 
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and success will be equal to the skill and enthusiasm 

that you put into your work.  

It now only remains to me to declare the Port Glasgow 

Model Yacht Club formally inaugurated, and the yachting 

season of 1885 begun; and may your prosperity and 

success as individuals and as a club continue, as it will do, 

as long as you do everything in your power to deserve it 

(Applause). 

 

 

 

 


