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RMS TAYLEUR 
Statement 

HON MICHAEL MISCHIN (North Metropolitan — Deputy Leader of the Opposition) [9.46 pm]: Several 
weeks ago, I was offered the opportunity, by the Leader of the Opposition, Hon Liza Harvey, MLA, to include 
amongst my responsibilities, oversight of the portfolios of heritage, and culture and the arts. That was a particular 
delight for me because I have a passionate interest in history, not only from the point of view to acquire more 
knowledge of our past, to understand where we come from and to better understand where we are going, but also 
to understand the experiences of those in the past. I welcome being informed about little known historical events 
that might otherwise be forgotten, but ought not to be. 
I want to take up a few minutes of the house’s time to relay a story, the significance to me of which I will speak 
about at the end. But I am indebted to Mr Gerry Coleman of Bassendean, who has an interest in these matters, for 
having drawn to my and my office’s attention, and for providing me with some information about, this incident. 
I also consulted a book on the subject, because he sparked my interest in it, by Mr Rob Mundle titled Under Full 
Sail, which is about “how the majestic clipper ships transformed Australia from a convict outpost to a nation”. 
One of those clipper ships was the Royal Mail Ship Tayleur. The clipper ships that members will be most familiar 
with would be the Chinese tea clippers and ships of that nature. They were the culmination—the pinnacle—of the 
age of sail. They were slim, sleek and fast. They were built not only for the commercial trade of cargo such as tea 
to get from one part of the world to another as rapidly as possible, but also to transport human cargo—passengers. 
One of the beneficiaries of that passenger trade was Australia. The age of the clippers lasted from about the 
1840s through to the 1870s before they were overtaken by steam vessels that became faster and more reliable. 
They contributed enormously to the development of Australia, particularly during the gold rushes of that time in 
New South Wales and Victoria. 
The Tayleur was built near Liverpool. It was iron-hulled and state of the art. It was like a similar ship, the Titanic, 
which came some 58 years later. There are certain parallels between the two. Both were operated by the White Star 
Line, both were then the largest vessels of their type built in the United Kingdom, and both of them were lost 
during their maiden voyages. The Tayleur was launched on 19 January 1854. It sailed down the Mersey and out 
into the Irish Sea. The source that Mr Coleman has provided, which also is from the Merseyside Maritime Museum, 
speaks of some 652 passengers and crew. There is no reliable manifest, according to other sources that I have read, 
but let us say there were between 600 and 660 passengers. The vast majority of passengers were coming from 
Europe and heading to Australia. Several problems became readily apparent. The crew had been hastily assembled, 
there were few with any sea time and of the 70-odd crew, only 37 were trained seamen, and of them, 10 did not 
speak English; they were working their passage over to Australia. It emerged that the compasses had not been 
properly swung. The iron hull and the iron masts contributed to giving different readings for each of the 
three compasses on board. It also emerged very quickly that the rudder appeared to have been too small; it was 
unresponsive to its helm. This proved to be particularly significant when, after its first day out at sea and into the 
evening it encountered a gale. The crew thought they were travelling south-south-west into the Atlantic Ocean, 
but in fact they were sailing due west into the coast of Ireland. The unresponsiveness of the helm, the inability to 
take proper bearings and a fog that descended on the ship led to them losing their way, and it was only when the 
fog lifted slightly in the late hours of 20 January that it was noticed that there were breakers off the starboard bow. 
The ship could not be steered away and it was rammed broadside into the rocks off Lambay Island off the coast of 
Ireland. The ship rapidly broke up. Attempts to launch one lifeboat failed; it was shattered into splinters. The other 
one was crushed by a falling mast. It was only because a spar fell between the ship and some rocks on the island 
that people managed to escape—many perished. Again, there is difficulty knowing the exact figures, but at least 
400 passengers perished. Of the some 100 women on board, only three survived. Many of the women stayed 
beneath decks in the accommodation spaces because they thought it would be safer. We can only imagine the 
darkness, the noise, the cold and the conditions that they were under—the fear and uncertainty that reigned on that 
vessel as it broke up. It was only when water started entering the accommodation decks that many of them managed 
to try to flee up to the decks, but by then it was too late. Of the some 70 children travelling with their parents, only 
three were saved. As with all these incidents, there were moments of heroism and little vignettes that I could relate, 
but I will not have the time to do so. Suffice it to say that this was an enormous tragedy. 
What is its relevance to Western Australia? The connection is rather slight. There was no gold rush in 
Western Australia at the time. Most of these people were heading to New South Wales, Victoria or Queensland. 
But having said that, it strikes me that there is an element of our maritime history and our immigration into this 
country and into what was then a colony that is often overlooked. For example, at the Fremantle Maritime Museum 
there are monuments to immigrants who did make it to this country and to this state. We seem to lack a monument 
to those who tried, but through circumstances did not make it—those who were lost on the voyage, either through 
misadventure, disease, due to being lost at sea, wrecked and the like. It is Mr Coleman’s view, and I tend to agree, 
that there ought to be some recognition of that. Apart from anything else, it makes us realise the risks and hazards 
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that people endured in those days to try to make a new life for themselves on this continent, and the tragedy of 
every one of those lives that was lost and the hopes that were dashed. 

Just by way of a story, a Mr Samuel Carby, his wife, Sarah, and their 13-year-old son Robert were on board the ship. 
Mr Carby had been a convict. He was transported to Tasmania, or Van Diemen’s Land as it was at the time, some 
10 years before for stealing a sheep and selling it. In any event, he got his pardon and through hard work he managed 
to accumulate a small fortune in Tasmania. Having been separated about 10 years earlier from his beloved, Sarah, he 
came back to marry her. He had also left an infant son, and he reconnected with them in his village, married, and they 
were going to go back to Australia to start a new life. Fortunately they survived that tragedy and they returned to the 
village only a few days later, but with nothing except the clothes they wore. Sadly, the clothes they wore did not 
include the 200 gold sovereigns that Sarah had sewn into her underwear to transport to Australia, where they hoped 
to create a life for themselves. It is not known from the records available whether they managed to recoup their fortune 
in some other way, but that gives an idea of the tragedy involved. I think Mr Carby and his wife eventually did come 
to Australia, but their son Robert had had enough of sea travel and stayed where he was; one can understand why. 
My point with this tale is simply to outline that there is an often forgotten area of our history. The experiences of 
our fellow humans in times past is something that is worth reflecting on. I thank Mr Coleman for bringing this 
particular incident to my attention and for the time and trouble he has taken to provide me with this information 
and to spark my interest in another area of our history that is often forgotten. 
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