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LIKE MANY OTHER coastal dwellers 
th e  good fo lk  o f D eal h a d  a 
re p u ta tio n  for b e in g  m ore 

in te re s te d  in  th e  b o o ty  p rov ided  by 
w recked ships th a n  in  the  fate o f the 
crews a n d  sto ries o f b a ttle s  betw een  
revenue m en  an d  would-be sm ugglers 
were com m onplace.

In  h is  well illu stra ted  talk, Dr. Lane 
quo ted  o n e  o f th e  few ac tu a lly  
au th en tica ted  cases, w hich occurred  in  
1909. A m e rc h an t vessel, the  Mahratta, 
r a n  ag ro u n d  an d  tea, a co m m o d ity  
subject to duty, began  to find its way 
ashore. As th e  custom s o fficer cam e

knock ing  a t th e  door of a suspect house, 
the ow ner was was busily  d isposing of the  
contraband . Strangely, th ir ty  years later, 
an o th er M ahratta, also ca rry ing  tea, was 
w recked in  th e  sam e place.

The G oodw ins are  n o to rio u s  for 
wrecks an d  the re  are countless stories 
to ld  of th em  over the  centuries, tales of 
sunken  galleons an d  treasu re w aiting  to 
be found. Deal was a th riv in g  tow n an d  
always busy w ith  sailors com ing  ashore 
for food an d  o ther pleasures. Som etim es 
as m any  as five h u n d red  ships m igh t be 
anchored  in  the  Downs. Dr. Lane to ld  us 
m any  accounts o f w recks on  the  Sands,

Probably the most infamous recent wreck on the Goodwin Sands was the American freighter Helena Modjeska, which 
went aground off Deal and broke in two in 1946. The ship carried 5,000 tons of food, of which a fair amount was 
smuggled ashore to supplement the restricted and rationed diet of the period. There were also a large amount of lorries 
and other vehicles aboard and in this picture a crane is being lowered into a landing craft from the forepart of the ship.



The Greek-registered Ira was a Liberty ship almost identical to the Helena Modjeska. In March 1947 she ran ashore on 
the outer side of the Goodwins close to the earlier wreck of the American Luray Victory, here seen in the background. 
Here the Ira lies intact, but within a few days she had broken in two and the afterpart had almost vanished.

but, he said, the re  were n o t th a t m any  
rea lly  serious single wrecks involving 
great loss of life.

However, the re  were several du ring  
the  great storm  of 1703 w hen  th e re  were 
h u rric an e  force w inds for m an y  hours 
an d  h ig h  w inds for an o th er two weeks. 
The Royal Navy lost four vessels on  the 
Sands, th e  Stirling Castle, th e  
N orthum brian  th e  M ary  a n d  th e  
Restoration an d  about 1100 seam en out of 
1260 p e rish ed , in c lu d in g  A dm iral 
Beaum ont.

Those were the  days w hen  th e re  were 
no  ligh tsh ips to w arn  m arin ers  of the

prox im ity  of the Goodwin Sands an d  
even ligh thouses on the  N orth an d  South 
Forelands could give on ly  an  in d ica tio n  
of the  coast an d  w here the  sheltered  
w aters of th e  Downs m igh t be found. 
These, in  1635, were the  first two ligh ts to 
help  m a rin ers  locate the  Goodwins. Later 
cam e four lightships, the  N orth Goodwin, 
the  Gull, the  South Goodwin an d  the  East 
Goodwin. The Gull was established in  
1809 an d  the  N orth Goodwin in  1795. 
These were very valuable in  th e ir  day 
an d  could fire a ca n n o n  to ind icate  the re  
was a w reck on  the  Sands. The first 
ligh thouse to guide vessels in to  the  p o rt



The most tragic of the wrecks on the Goodwins in leter years involved a lightship, intended to warn other mariners away 
from the Sands. In November 1954 the South Goodwins vessel broke from her mooring and drove up on the sand bank 
in near hurricane conditions. All 7 crew were lost, the only survivor being Ronald Murton, a scientist with the Ministry 
of Agriculture and Fisheries.

was b u ilt in  Ram sgate in  1795.
Life-saving im proved  in  V ic to rian  

tim es, w ith  lifeboats serving the  area, b u t 
it could take five hours to row  a heavy 
lifeboat out to a w reck if  the re  was no 
w ind , th e  RNLI m e n  show ed g rea t 
courage often  facing extrem e weather. 
The Downs lifeboats in  the  tw en tie th  
cen tu ry  were in  service th roughou t bo th  
W orld Wars w hen  m an y  lives were saved, 
b u t salvage o p e ra tio n s  w ere m ore  
difficult th a n  in  peace tim e.

In  1914, th e  M ontrose, th e  vessel in  
w h ich  Dr. C rip p en  h a d  escaped  to 
Canada, was destined  to be sunk  to b lock

the en tran ce  to Dover H arbour b u t it 
broke loose from  the  P rince of Wales 
pier, d rifted  across th e  h a rb o u r  an d  
th e n c e  a lo n g  th e  coast, ev en tu a lly  
end ing  up  on  the  Goodwins.

The area was p articu la rly  hazardous 
in  W orld War II w hen  the re  were no ligh t 
vessels. All sh ip s  w ith  E u ro p ean  
d estina tions were boarded  in  the  Downs 
an d  searched for con trab an d  destined  for 
Germany.

W ith  so m a n y  vessels in  n a rro w  
waters collisions were inevitable. In  one 
instance, two ships collided, one, the  
James H a r o ld an  A m erican  L iberty  ship,



w ith  a cargo of petro l w hich caught fire.
Even afte r hostilities  ceased th e re  

were casualties. Of A m erican  L iberty  an d  
V icto ry  ships, su p p ly in g  food a n d  
eq u ip m en t to Europe, several were lost in  
these  u n fa m ilia r  w aters. In  1946 the

Helena Modjeska w ent ag round  on  Deal 
beach  w ith  a 5000 to n  cargo of tin n e d  
turkey, fru it cocktail an d  vehicles. The 
cap ta in  was found  dead in  a ho te l in  
Ramsgate. The ow ners gave p erm ission  
to any  m en  who cam e to u n load  the

The Silvia Onorato was an Italian steamer that came to grief at the northern end of the Sands in 1948 on a misty day. 
The crew refused to leave the ship despite bad weather and it was three days before Coxswain Fred Upton and the 
Walmer lifeboat could get them ashore. The coxswain won the RNLI Silver Medal and the mechanic the Bronze for 
persistence in a service which lasted 51 hours, 45 of them being at sea.



The last serious threat of oil pollution was posed by the Liberian tanker Panther which struck the Sands in March 1970 
while carrying 25,000 tons of crude oil. There were fears that the ship would break up, but discharge of 10,000 tons of the 
cargo into another vessel was eventually successful. Five tugs managed to free the ship six days after her original stranding.

cargo to take w hat food they  needed  - a 
heaven sen t o p p o rtu n ity  to supp lem en t 
food on  ra tio n  an d  points. O ne fam ily  
was h ea rd  to com plain  afterw ards th a t 
th ey  w ere tire d  of turkey! H ad  they  
kn o w n  th a t  th e re  w ere 35 to n s  of 
g e lig n ite  ab oard  th e  h e lp fu l 'lo ca ls ' 
m igh t have b een  less eager to act as 
stevedores!

The m ost recen t w reck involving loss 
of life was the  tragic strand ing  of the 
South Goodwin ligh tsh ip  in  N ovem ber 
1954. In  n ea r  h u rric an e  cond itions the 
vessel b roke away from  h e r  m ooring  an d  
was driven  on to the  sands. The on ly  
su rv ivor was a sc ien tis t from  th e  
M inistry  of A griculture an d  Fisheries, 
who h ad  b een  studying the  m ig ra tio n  of 
sta rlings. H is rescue by  a USAF 
helicop ter from  M anston aerodrom e was 
the  first rescue of th is  k in d  to be ca rried

out. All the  crew of the  ligh t vessel was 
lost.

Since th e n  a n u m b er of o ther ships 
have grounded  on  the  in fam ous Sands 
b u t all have b ee n  refloated  a lthough  
som e caused fears of oil po llu tion , like 
the  tanker, Panther, in  1971.

W ith m o d ern  aids to nav igation  and  
m ore pow erful en g in es in  ships, th e  
Sands pose m u c h  less o f a th re a t 
nowadays. Instead  it is collisions in  the  
Dover S traits th a t cause concern .

W hen our speaker had  fin ished we 
felt th a t we h ad  lea rn ed  a great deal b u t 
had  on ly  scratched the  surface of the  
subject. T here are so m any  shipw recks 
an d  so m an y  un to ld  stories th a t it w ould 
take a book  to te ll th em  all. We are 
grateful to Dr. Lane for h is  in form ative 
a n d  in tr ig u in g  a c co u n t o f th e  
'Shipwrecks of the  Sands/


