Caernarfon and the HMS Conway Anchor

——

Introduction

2012 marked the twenty fifth anniversary of the recovery of one of Hg
Conway’s original anchors. 2013 marks the twenty fifth anniversary of the
anchor’s installation at Victoria Dock, Caernarfon. Since then it has
become one of the recognised landmarks of the town.

Background

The history and constructive total loss of HMS Conway in the Menai Strait
has been the subject of much interest over the years and is well
documented. For the benefit of those not so familiar, HMS Conway,
originally named HMS Nile and built in 1833 as a 96 gun line-of-battle
ship, was a naval training ship originally moored at Rock Ferry in the
River Mersey. The ship was moved to an anchorage near Bangor Pier in
1941 due to the exigencies of war. In 1949, following careful research and
lengthy preparations, the ship was moved to a new home in the centre of
the Menai Strait opposite Plas Newydd, the ancestral home of the
Marquis of Anglesey, now under the stewardship of the National Trust.

In 1953, whilst the ship was being towed to Birkenhead for a refit, she was
stranded on rocks known as the Platters on the mainland side between the

two bridges that span the Strait. It was a tragic loss and due to a

combination of factors, including the impact of a strong north westerly

breeze on tidal flows. It was always going to be a challenging operation,

more difficult than the original movement of the ship south westward four
years earlier.

The Ship’s Last Home

Between 1949 and 1953 a shore establishment for naval training had been
created on Anglesey adjacent to Plas Newydd near to the ship and,
following the loss, this became the school’s permanent centre of operations
until it finally closed in 1974.

When the ship was moved to Plas Newydd, the Ship’s two anchors,
thought to be originals dating from the 1830s, were moved in advance
using the ship’s boats. Given that the anchors weighed five tons apiece,
this called for seamanship of the highest order. These two anchors were 07
the Anglesey shoreline whilst two newer and more modern anchors Were
laid on the mainland side. From these anchors, chains were co—joined and
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The hacksaw party! Joe Heber Owen, Ken Jones, Nev Thomas,
Owen Williams, Gwyn Pari Huws, Jim Williams.

these, by means of a 63ft riser, were led to a single swivel which was then
secured to the ship.

Soon after the loss of the ship, one of the original anchors was recovered
and placed in the school’s grounds at Plas Newydd where it was not only
a visible reminder of the ship and her history but a practical aid foi
instruction. Following the closure of the school, the anchor was cventually

relocated to Liverpool Maritime Museum where it stands at the entrance
to this day. ’

The Second Anchor

The late Frank Rhys Jones, then Chairman of the Seion! 11 Maritime T'rust
in Caernarfon (a society committed to local marine history matters and the
preservation of Caernarfon’s retired steam bucket dredper), having
discovered that the second anchor still lay on the shore of the Strait, wiole
to various bodies with a view to acquiring it for the Seiont 1] Maritime
useum in Victoria Dock, However, this potential project then lay dormint
whilst energies and funds were directed to the restoration of the dredger,
In July, 1987, a party of seven members of the Trust, all retired
professional or amateur ‘ancient mariners’, made a (rip (0 xses fhe
viability of the anchor’s recovery during which, with the nid ol ,luwkunw
only, they succeeded in removing the chain. . This wis i labour intensive
task but the prospect of taking oxyacetylenc gear 10 (he site would nof have
been for the faint hearted. They also loosened the arei around the Huke
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Preparation crew: Dafydd Roberts, Dylan Parry,
Gwyn Pari Huws and Hugh Griffith.

Seiont IT

of the Anchor which was buried to a depth of some three feet. The
anchor’s stock was almost completely perished, hardly surprising given the
almost forty years of punishment from tidal immersion twice a day.

By now, the Seiont IT was in commission and considered suitable t©
attempt the task of recovery. My father, Captain Gwyn Pari Huws, took on

the task of planning for the manoeuvres that would be necessary to achieve
success (see page 85).
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Getting into position.

Recovery

It was perhaps appropriate to use Caernarfon’s recently re~commissioned

and preserved steam fired bucket dredger built in 1937 to recover an anchor
of almost Nelsonian vintage. It was all the more appropriate that the
leading hands of the recovery gang should also be of some vintage and,
almost exclusively, natives of the area. My father had himself spent twO
years aboard HMS Conway during 1944 and 1945 prior to a seagoing career.

Whilst the recovery exercise was not to be without its complications and
risks and in need of careful planning, it was a task that doubtless generated
the mixed emotions of fun, excitement, trepidation and danger !
Additionally, it needed the skills and experience of both mariners and
engineers, the latter led by Mr Bob Griffith.

On 8th September 1987, with full steam raised for 0900, The Seion 1,
left Caernarfon to make preparations on site, to prepare moori tions

ng post
and to connect slings to the anchor before returning to Caerna

rfon for the
night. .
At 0700 on 9th September the Seiont IT once again left Caernarfon with
a full crew supplemented by ‘younger’ support comprising Dr Dafydd
Roberts and colleagues from the Welsh Slate Museum in Llanberis. The
Seiont II arrived on site ahead of schedule but a frustrating period then
ensued, difficulty being encountered in positioning the little ship correctly
to attempt a lift of the anchor as the tide rose. It should be noted that {he
Menai Strait is home to one of the strongest tidal seaways in the British
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Back at Caernarfon with the anchor suspended from the bow.
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Isles. Just as doubt was being expressed about achieving success ahicad ol
the critical point of no return with the tide, the shank of the anchor broke
the surface with the remainder of the anchor suspended by slings beneath
the bow of the dredger.

The Seiont IT and the anchor repaired to Caernarfon where, the following,
day, the anchor was allowed to rest on the bottom of Victoria Dock. ‘The
return passage was eventful as one of the slings broke upsetting the anchor's
position and causing a heart stopping moment to those on board!

Ashore

With generous support from Arfon Skips, a local business, and Giwynedd
council, the anchor was recovered to the area immediatcly in [ront nl' t'lu-
then small maritime museum on the edge of the Victoria Dock, The
anchor itself was encrusted and in need of significant work to pare hack to
the original ironwork. ' : _

The first task was to design a new stock. This was ucl!lcvcd lhuln'lp,h
research on anchors of that era with the support of the National Maritime
Museum in Greenwich. My father then preparcd a drawing, for (Iu:
Proposed replacement (see page 88). The scco'nd task was (0 msl| I:u.
replacement stock. This would involve a shipwright, blacksmith and | I«
Sourcing of timber which was supplied, in duc coursc, by | david Ru.l el (s .\.
Son (Bootle) Limited. The third task was to raisc funds for the cost, some

1200 in total. This was achieved through the generous support ol th
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Design of new stock.

Building the new stock.

Philip Holt Charitable Trust of Liverpool. The Holt family (Blue Funnel
Line) had been involved in the Conway’s affairs for very many years and
their support was both welcome and fitting. Both blacksmith David Palmer
and shipwright John Jones worked quickly and soon the anchor was
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The Future

The recent closure of C ) =

“hout the future of theazlr‘lncéll]ri?nlz'lnzuzllnnc muscum resulted in diveunag
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The finish i
finished article with members of the recovery party and local craftsmen,
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At Ear fr’gr‘;ﬁ’ ffeasrkllqh?r;' rest, appropriately, in Liverpool and Cacrnarfon

eSt?bﬁShment, ip’s first and last berths during her service as a training,

n th : .

both Orieggr?sae ?jf the ‘Strait’s’ anchor, the wording on the plague explaii

the exist enc;‘ fhlsml‘y- I hope this short article has not only hightighted

effort, dedic ? the apchor to readers visiting Cacrnarfon, but also the
ation, skill, generosity and considerable team work of all

those i
nvolved i .
ved in a project undertaken a quarter of a century apen.
Alun Pari Hiows
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