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STEAM SHIPS - 2 – (Ricky Ingham)
Europe 
 

United Kingdom 
 
Engineer Robert Fourness and his cousin, 
physician James Ashworth are said to have had 
a steamboat running between Hull and Beverley, 
after having been granted British Patent No. 
1640 of March 1788 for a "new invented 
machine for working, towing, expediting and 
facilitating the voyage of ships, sloops and 
barges and other vessels upon the water". This 
has not been confirmed. 
 

The first commercially successful steamboat in 
Europe, Henry Bell's Comet of 1812, started a 
rapid expansion of steam services on the Firth of 
Clyde, and within four years a steamer service 
was in operation on the inland Loch Lomond, a 
forerunner of the lake steamers still gracing 
Swiss lakes. 
 

On the Clyde itself, within ten years of Comet's 
start in 1812 there were nearly fifty steamers, 
and services had started across the Irish Sea to 
Belfast and on many British estuaries. By 1900 
there were over 300 Clyde steamers. 
 

People have had a particular affection for the 
Clyde puffers, small steam freighters of 
traditional design developed to use the Scottish 
canals and to serve the Highlands and Islands. 
They were immortalised by the tales of Para 
Handy's boat Vital Spark by Neil Munro and by 
the film The Maggie, and a small number are 
being conserved to continue in steam around the 
west highland sea lochs. 
 

The Clyde sludge boats had a tradition of 
occasionally taking passengers on their trips 
from Glasgow, past the Isle of Arran, down the 
Firth of Clyde, and one has emerged from 
retirement as SS Shieldhall, offering outings 
from Southampton, England. 
 

From 1850 to the early decades of the 20th 
century Windermere, in the English Lakes, was 
home to many elegant steamboats used for 
private parties and watching the yacht races. 
Many of these fine craft were saved from 
destruction when steam went out of fashion and 
are now part of the collection at Windermere 
Steamboat Museum. The collection includes SL  
Dolly, 1850, thought to be the world's oldest 
mechanically powered boat, and several of the 
classic Windermere launches.[citation needed] 
Today the 1900 steamer SS Sir Walter Scott still 

sails on Loch Katrine, while on Loch Lomond PS 
Maid of the Loch is being restored, and in the 
English Lakes the oldest operating passenger 
yacht, SY Gondola (built 1859, rebuilt 1979), 
sails daily during the summer season on 
Coniston Water. 
 

The paddle steamer Waverley, built in 1947, is 
the last survivor of these fleets, and the last 
seagoing paddle steamer in the world. This ship 
sails a full season of cruises every year from 
places around Britain, and has sailed across the 
English Channel for a visit to commemorate the 
sinking of her predecessor, built in 1899, at the 
Battle of Dunkirk in 1940. 
 

 
Lake Lucerne side-wheel paddle steamer 

Uri (1901) 
 

Thames steamboats 
 

After the Clyde, the Thames estuary was the 
main growth area for steamboats, starting with 
the Margery and the Thames in 1815, which 
were both brought down from the Clyde. Until the 
arrival of railways from 1838 onwards, steamers 
steadily took over the role of the many sail and 
rowed ferries, with at least 80 ferries by 1830 
with routes from London to Gravesend and 
Margate, and upstream to Richmond. By 1835, 
the Diamond Steam Packet Company, one of 
several popular companies, reported that it had 
carried over 250,000 passengers in the year.[25] 
The first steamboat to be constructed of iron, the 
Aaron Manby was laid down in the Horseley 
Ironworks in Staffordshire in 1821 and launched 
at the Surrey Docks in Rotherhithe. After testing 
in the Thames, the boat steamed to Paris where 
she was used on the River Seine. Three similar 
iron steamers followed within a few years. 
 

There are few genuine steamboats left on the 
River Thames; however, a handful remain. 
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The SL (steam launch) Nuneham is a genuine 
Victorian steamer built in 1898, and operated on 
the non-tidal upper Thames by the Thames 
Steam Packet Boat Company. It is berthed at 
Runnymede. 
 

SL Nuneham was built at Port Brimscombe on 
the Thames and Severn Canal by Edwin Clarke. 
She was built for Salter Bros at Oxford for the 
regular passenger service between Oxford and 
Kingston. The original Sissons triple-expansion 
steam engine was removed in the 1960s and 
replaced with a diesel engine. In 1972, the SL 
Nuneham was sold to a London boat operator 
and entered service on the Westminster Pier to 
Hampton Court service. In 1984 the boat was 
sold again – now practically derelict – to French 
Brothers Ltd at Runnymede as a restoration 
project. 
 

Over a number of years French Brothers 
carefully restored the launch to its former 
specification. A similar Sissons triple-expansion 
engine was found in a museum in America, 
shipped back to the UK and installed, along with 
a new coal-fired Scotch boiler, designed and built 
by Alan McEwen of Keighley, Yorkshire. The 
superstructure was reconstructed to the original 
design and elegance, including the raised roof, 
wood panelled saloon and open top deck. The 
restoration was completed in 1997 and the 
launch was granted an MCA passenger 
certificate for 106 passengers. SL Nuneham was 
entered back into service by French Brothers 
Ltd, but trading as the Thames Steam Packet 
Boat Company. 
 

 
 

Other European steamboats 
 

Built in 1856, PS Skibladner is the oldest 
steamship still in operation, serving towns along 
lake Mjøsa in Norway. In Denmark, running her a 
near second, is p.s. Hjejlen, built in 1861 and still 
running on a lake in Denmark. 
 

The 1912 steamer TSS Earnslaw still makes 
regular sight-seeing trips across Lake Wakatipu, 
an alpine lake near Queenstown, New Zealand. 
Swiss lakes are home of a number of large 
steamships. On Lake Lucerne, five paddle 
steamers are still in service: Uri (built in 1901, 
800 passengers), Unterwalden (1902, 800 
passengers), Schiller (1906, 900 passengers), 
Gallia (1913, 900 passengers, fastest paddle-
wheeler on European lakes) and Stadt Luzern 

(1928, 1200 passengers, last steamship built for 
a Swiss lake). There are also five steamers as 
well as some old steamships converted to 
diesel-powered paddlewheelers on Lake 
Geneva, two steamers on Lake Zurich and 
single ones on other lakes. 
 

Ocean-going steamships 
 
The first steamship credited with crossing the 
Atlantic Ocean between North America and 
Europe was the American ship SS Savannah, 
though she was actually a hybrid between a 
steamship and a sailing ship and only a fraction 
of the distance was covered with the steam 
engine. The SS Savannah left the port of 
Savannah, Georgia, on May 22, 1819, arriving in 
Liverpool, England, on June 20, 1819; her steam 
engine having been in use for part of the time on 
18 days (estimates vary from 8 to 80 hours). A 
claimant to the title of the first ship to make the 
transatlantic trip substantially under steam power 
is the British-built Dutch-owned Curaçao, a 
wooden 438 ton vessel built in Dover and 
powered by two 50 hp engines, which crossed 
from Hellevoetsluis, near Rotterdam on 26 April 
1827 to Paramaribo, Surinam on 24 May, 
spending 11 days under steam on the way out 
and more on the return. Another claimant is the 
Canadian ship SS Royal William in 1833. 

 

 
Above: Actual satellite phonecard which could be 
used to make calls from this Ocean liner. 

 
The British side-wheel paddle steamer SS Great 
Western was the first steamship purpose-built 
for regularly scheduled trans-Atlantic crossings, 
starting in 1838. The first regular steamship 
service from the East Coast to the West Coast of 
the United States began on February 28, 1849, 
with the arrival of the SS California (1848) in San 
Francisco Bay. The California left New York 
Harbor on October 6, 1848, rounded Cape Horn 
at the tip of South America, and arrived at San 
Francisco, California, after a four-month and 21-
day journey. SS Great Eastern was built in 1854–
57 with the intent of linking Great Britain with 
India, via the Cape of Good Hope, without any 
coaling stops. She would know a turbulent 
history, and was never put to her intended use. 
The first transatlantic steamer built of steel was 
S.S. "Buenos Ayrean", which started a service in 
1879. 
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As early as the 1820s, side-wheel steamers plied 
the waters of Narragansett Bay, Buzzard's Bay, 
the Atlantic Ocean, and Long Island Sound 
between the ports of southern New England and 
New York City. Eventually most of the steamship 
lines that traversed "The Sound" came under the 
control of J. P. Morgan who consolidated them 
into the New England Steamship Company, 
probably better known by the name of its most 
famous route, the Fall River Line, which 
transported Astors, Vanderbilts, and the elite of 
the Eastern Establishment between New York 
City, Boston, and their palatial summer 'cottages' 
at Newport, Rhode Island. The last of the great 
paddle steamer fleet was put out of business by 
a combination of competition from railroads and 
automobiles, labor troubles, and the Great 
Depression economy in 1937; however, service 
on "The Sound" between Providence and New 
York City continued with screw steamers, until 
brought to an end in early 1942 by the menace 
of World War II German U-boat attacks. 
 

The first steamship to operate on the Pacific 
Ocean was the paddle steamer Beaver, 
launched in 1836 to service Hudson's Bay 
Company trading posts between Puget Sound 
Washington and Alaska.[26] The California Gold 
Rush, trade and US Mail contracts to the west 
coast of the United States brought the 
steamships of the U.S. Mail Steamship Company 
and other lines carrying passengers to the 
Isthmus of Panama crossing first by canoes and 
mules later by the Panama Railroad when it was 
finished in 1855. From Panama City the Pacific 
Mail Steamship Company steamers carried them 
and high value cargo to and from California. 
 

Commodore Matthew Perry of the United States 
used steamships (such as the USS Mississippi) 
to help force Japan to open its ports up to 
American trade in 1853. This was a contributing 
factor to the Meiji Restoration.[citation needed] 
By 1870, a number of inventions, such as the 
screw propeller, the compound engine,[27] and 
the triple-expansion engine made trans-oceanic 
shipping economically viable. Thus began the 
era of cheap and safe travel and trade around 
the world. 
 

The 1894 Battle of the Yalu River, a major 
engagement in the First Sino-Japanese War, 
marked the first naval battle between steamship 
fleets. 
 

RMS Titanic was the largest steamship in the 
world when she sank in 1912; a subsequent 
major sinking of a steamer was that of the RMS 
Lusitania, as an act of World War I. Launched in 
1938, RMS Queen Elizabeth was the largest 
passenger steamship ever built. Launched in 
1969, RMS Queen Elizabeth 2 (QE2)  
 

 
Above: QE2 – Honolulu Harbor 1993 
 
was the last passenger steamship to cross the 
Atlantic Ocean on a scheduled liner voyage 
before she was converted to diesels in 1986. 
The last major passenger ship built with steam 
engines was the Fairsky, launched in 1984. 
 
SS Explorer is the last remaining steam trawler 
in Britain. She was built in Aberdeen, including 
the last steam engine built there, and was 
launched in 1955 as a fishery research vessel. 
Accommodation was provided for researchers, 
including a computer cabin. Currently she is 
berthed at Edinburgh Dock, Leith, by Edinburgh, 
and is subject of a restoration project. 
 
Most luxury yachts at the end of the 19th and 
early 20th centuries were steam driven (see 
luxury yacht; also Cox & King yachts). Thomas 
Assheton Smith was an English aristocrat who 
forwarded the design of the steam yacht in 
conjunction with the Scottish marine engineer 
Robert Napier. 
 
SS Delphine is a classic 1920s yacht 
commissioned by Horace Dodge, co-founder of 
Dodge Brothers of automobile fame. The yacht 
was launched on April 2, 1921, and spans 258 
feet (79 m). The Delphine can reach 15 knots 
(28 km/h) under power from her two quadruple 
steam expansion engines, each of 1,500 hp 
(1,100 kW). After a full restoration she now 
cruises the Mediterranean under charter 
 
The turbine steamship Royal Yacht Britannia, 
now retired from service, is berthed nearby at 
Ocean Terminal, Leith. 
After the demonstration by Charles Parsons of 
his steam turbine-driven yacht, Turbinia, in 1897, 
the use of steam turbines for propulsion quickly 
spread. Most capital ships of the major navies 
were propelled by steam turbines in both World 
Wars and nuclear marine propulsion systems 
aboard warships, submarines, and such vessels 
as the NS Savannah relied on turbines as well. 
 


