
Ships and boats have been an integral part of life by the coast since prehistory; with finds like 

the Ferriby Boats which date to the Bronze Age and the remarkable Mary Rose Tudor warship. 

These are remarkable finds and many shipwrecks are not as well preserved. As a seafaring nation

and an island, the UK has much archaeological evidence for seafaring. Session 5 looks at the 

history and role of ships and life on board, as well as other aspects such as trading, smuggling 

and lifesaving on the coast.

Learning outcomes:

In this session, your YAC members will:

1. Examine the history, types and roles of ships

2. Examine what smuggling was and discover what types of items were smuggled

3. Learn how lifesaving came about on the coasts, and discover different types of 

lifesaving

4. Reproduce aspects of life at sea

5.1 Starter activities

Timeline of vessels

Boats and ships have been around since prehistory, with the earliest known examples in the UK

being from the Bronze Age. However, it is assumed that boats have been used since before then.

There are many famous ships from the past: the Mary Rose, Henry VIII’s Tudor warship; HMS

Victory, which was Nelson’s ship at the Battle of Trafalgar; and the British clipper, the Cutty Sark.

Learning outcomes: LO1

Time: 10 mins

Resources: Worksheet 19 with pictures of famous ships and answer sheet

This activity introduces your members to different types of vessels from different periods. Can they

work together to put the pictures in the right order? You could add the ships onto a timeline (like those

used for intertidal and coastal archaeological features and finds from Session 1 and Session 2).

Session 5:

Ships and boats
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Talk like a pirate!

Many of the phrases we use nowadays have their origins at sea, where a whole new language

appeared. To communicate instructions aboard ships, certain phrases emerged to help those in

charge delegate particular actions. Today, phrases such as “armed to the teeth”, “as the crow flies”

and “at a rate of knots” are all used in everyday life but originated at sea.

Learning outcomes: LO4

Time: 10 mins

Resources: Worksheet 20

This activity can be done as a discussion, or as a mini quiz. Using the worksheet, pick phrases 

and either get your members to discuss what they think the phrases mean, or get them to write 

their answers down. Reveal the answers and the  origin of the phrases. How many did your 

members get right?

“Where’s the contraband, Mr Wolf?”

Contraband is the word used for goods which have been illegally imported or smuggled into the

country. Examples of goods which were smuggled include: tea, tobacco, brandy and lace. Smuggling

of these items took off in the 18th century due to high taxation on these goods to pay for costly wars

in Europe. Prior to the 18th century, smuggling was done on a much smaller scale. 

Smuggling was a risky business. It occurred in the middle of the night between crews of the ships

that purchased the goods overseas, working with local people who brought the goods ashore and

stored them for distribution later. Custom officers tried to prevent smuggling usually by arriving as

goods were clandestinely unloaded on shore. Their job was to ensure that imports were legal so 

that taxes related to them could be collected. Smuggling was, and still is, illegal.

Learning outcomes: LO2

Time: 15 minutes

Resources: A small item of contraband (a bottle/some lace/a teabag)

This game is a fun way to learn how hard it was for smugglers to avoid being caught by customs

officers. This game is like “What’s the time, Mr Wolf?” One person is the Customs Officer, the

equivalent of Mr Wolf, and has his/her back to the rest of the group, who are smugglers. The group

must walk slowly towards the Customs Officer whilst his/her back is turned, passing an item of

contraband between them. When the Custom Officer turns around, the item must be hidden behind
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the back of the person who has it, and the Customs Officer must guess who has the contraband. 

If the smuggler is caught with the contraband, then that smuggler is out and the group must start

again. The game ends when the smugglers get the contraband to the other end of the room without

being caught red-handed by the Customs Officer, or when the Customs Officer has caught all of 

the smugglers.

5.2 Main activities

Contraband or not?

Much of the contraband smuggled into the country were goods which are now easily acquired, like

tea, sugar and salt, whilst some are still seen as luxury items, such as lace and brandy. In the 18th

century, the taxes were as high as 30% on some of these commodities, which meant that many of 

the poor members of society could not afford them. Contemporary sources suggest that at one point

80% of all of the tea drunk was smuggled into the country illegally.

Learning outcomes: LO2

Time: 10 mins

Resources: Worksheet 21

Use the worksheet with picture examples of commodities, and challenge your members to try to work

out what was contraband and what was not contraband. It may surprise many of your members to

find out what was contraband and what was not. You could use examples of the contraband rather

than using the pictures.

Contraband items: Tea, tobacco, brandy, silk, lace, salt, cocoa beans

Non-contraband items: Cheese, timber, cotton, rope, salted meats, sugar, champagne

As an add-on activity, your members could make a poster, informing members of the 18th-century

public which items were contraband, and the punishment for smuggling.

Timeline of lifesaving

There are thousands of shipwrecks which litter the forshore and seabed around our coastline. Before

the Royal National Lifeboat Institute (RNLI) and the coastguard, local men and women would launch

their own boats to aid people in need on distressed ships; but this was dangerous and often futile.
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The first lifeboat station was built in 1777 at Formby, near Liverpool; the first lifesaving service was in

Northumberland, established in 1786. In 1789, the first purpose-built lifeboat was created to be used

on the mouth of the Tyne. Since then the RNLI and coastguard have been rescuing lives of people on

the coast and at sea. 

To find out more read the CITiZAN blog: www.citizan.org.uk/blog/2016/Dec/15/brief-look-archaeology-

lifesaving-north/

Learning outcomes: LO3

Time: 10 mins

Resources: Timeline, Worksheet 22

Work through the key achievements which have occurred in lifesaving in the past by putting the

events in order. You could work all together, or in groups. 

Make a lifejacket

There are some very primitive examples of lifejackets which used inflated animal bladders. However,

lifejackets were not really utilised until the mid-19th century, and it is only relatively recently that they

have become essential on many vessels. Captain Ward, a RNLI Inspector, is credited with the

creation of the first lifejackets in 1854. They used corks to help them float.  

Royal Naval ships during the early-19th century did not carry lifejackets; at the time the Navy was

involved in the Napoleonic War, and many of the men in the Navy had been pressed into service; 

the Navy feared that lifejackets would be used as a means of escape if they had them on board!

Learning outcomes: LO3

Time: 1 hour

Resources: Various materials (paper cups, straws, paper towels, rubber bands, 

paperclips, sellotape,  balloons, plastic sandwich bags, bubblewrap, glue, 

corks, foam pieces, string, foil), a can of soup (or a doll to make it more 

lifelike), and a bucket of water

Split your members into small groups and explain that they must design a life preserver for a can 

of soup (or doll) which will be easy to attach and remove from the can in a 20-second time window, 

and which will help the can or doll to float. 
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Provide the groups with a range of materials and give them a time limit to choose their materials,

create a design which will float, and to make it.

Test your groups’ designs in a bucket of water. You can judge the different designs by awarding

points. If the group can attach the lifejacket to the can of soup within the 20-second time window, they

should be awarded 10 points. If they cannot achieve attaching the lifejacket to the can within the time

limit, they don’t get any points. Further points should be awarded for the length of time the can floats:

e.g. if it does not float at all, the design gets 0 points; up to 15 seconds = 7 points; up to 30 seconds =

10 points; up to 45 seconds = 12 points; up to 1 min = 15 points; more than 1 minute = 20 points. 

Add together the points awarded for the floating exercise, and for whether it was possible to attach

the design to the can within the 20-second time window. Do you have a winning design?! Why do

your members think that it was the best design?

After all the lifejackets have been tested, discuss the pros and cons of different lifejackets through

time. You can see examples of different lifejackets on the RNLI website.

(https://rnli.org/about-us/our-history/resources)

Role play the rescue by Grace Darling

The rescue of the SS Forfarshire by Grace Darling and her father, the lighthouse keeper from the

Farne Islands off the Northumberland coast, in 1838 is well known and it shot her to fame. The

rescue was daring and was in the days before there was a national lifeboat institution. There was an

early equivalent of a lifeboat at Seahouses manned by local men, including Grace’s brother, and it

was launched to help rescue the survivors of the SS Forfarshire. But Grace and her father were

closer, and reached the survivors first. It’s important to understand that before the RNLI and

coastguard were founded, local people would set out in their own boats to try and rescue ships in

distress but this was dangerous and many boats were not adapted to be launched in rough seas.

Nowadays we are fortunate to have the RNLI and coastguard, but they were not in place until the

early-19th century.

Learning outcomes: LO3, LO4

Time: 20 mins

Resources: Worksheet 23

Use the worksheet to provide inspiration for your own role plays of the daring rescue undertaken by

Grace and her father. Present your role plays to each other.
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The “History of the RNLI factsheet” summarises Grace Darling story (https://rnli.org/about-us/our-

history/resources)

Ship’s biscuits

Ship’s biscuits were a key part of sailors’ diets at sea. The biscuits were very hard and consisted of

just flour and water and a pinch of salt. The biscuits did not rot or go bad so were perfect for taking 

to sea, but sometimes they did get infested with weevils! Sailors would soak them before eating. 

The Royal Navy used to mark their property when they bought it so as not to be swindled; they

marked timber they bought for their ships, cannons and even ship’s biscuits with a “crow’s foot” or an

arrow which indicated it was property of the Crown. Some of these marks can be found on ships like

HMS Victory today.

Learning outcomes: LO4

Time: 40 mins

Resources: 170g wholemeal flour, 110 ml water, half a teaspoon of salt, bowl, baking 

tray, rolling pin, biscuit cutter (optional), access to an oven

Put the oven on to a very low heat; if there is no access to an oven, make the biscuits and allow your

members to take them home to cook. Put the flour and salt into a bowl and mix them together, add

the water and mix to create a dough. Put the dough onto a flat surface and roll it out to about 1.5cm

thickness. Fold and repeat several times. Either cut out biscuits from dough, or use a biscuit cutter.

Don’t forget to add a “crows foot” or arrow to any finished biscuits to mark them as Royal Navy

property! Your members could add their own marks so they know whose biscuits are whose. 

Place them on a baking sheet and bake until they are hard.

5.3 Closing activities

Design a figurehead

Decorating the stern of a ship has been a tradition for thousands of years, with many of the classic

civilisations carving and painting sterns of their ships; there are Egyptian examples dating back to

3000 BC. The original reason behind figureheads is uncertain; but it is thought they held a spiritual 

or religious significance. They were usually made out of oak or elm, then later pine; the carvers who

made figureheads wanted a light wood but one which would not readily rot. The Cutty Sark has a

large number of Merchant Navy figureheads in its museum and the Watch House Museum in

Tynemouth has a large number which have come from shipwrecks in the mouth of the Tyne.
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Learning outcomes: LO1, LO4

Time: 20 mins

Resources: Wooden spoon, fabric and wool (other craft materials e.g. pipe cleaner 

googly eyes, etc), pva glue, felt tips, scissors

Research different figureheads and show your members a variety of different examples. Discuss

what they depict, what colours they are, and what they would represent for the sailors on board the

ships.

The wooden spoon will the basis of your figurehead, with the handle being the body of the

figurehead, and the bowl-end the face. Using the craft supplies provided, challenge your members to

make their own figurehead. Get them to think about what type of ship their figurehead will be on; is it

for a warship or a merchant ship? Think about how the name of the ship may affect the appearance

of the figurehead.

Tin foil boats

This activity is a good way to end your session by allowing your members to create a ship of their

own size and design, using as many masts and sails as they like. The only test is to make sure they

can float!

Learning outcomes: LO1, LO4

Time: 20 minutes

Resources: Tin foil, drinking straws, coloured paper, colouring pencils, scissors, 

sticky tack, hole punch, bucket of water

Challenge your members to create a boat shape using tin foil. The boat can be any shape but the

challenge is to make it float. Use coloured paper to create a sail. Punch two holes in it, one in the top

and one at the bottom and thread the straw through. Add the paper sail on its drinking straw mast to

the tin foil boat using sticky tack. Test whether the boats float in the bucket of water.

Ship bingo

Britain has a wonderful and long maritime history, and boat and shipbuilding and sailing have been 

a part of British heritage since prehistory. There are many famous ships and many different types of

boats have been used throughout history. 

73



Learning outcomes: LO1

Time: 15 mins

Resources: Worksheet 24

This is like bingo but with a grid of different types of ships or specific named vessels. Follow the

instructions on Worksheet 24 to enable each of your YAC members to create their own bingo grid of

vessels.In order to complete the game, the leader reads out questions that may have more than one

answer. If a member has a ship on their grid which is a correct answer to the question read out, they

should cross it off. The winner is the first member to cross off all of their vessels in their grid. 

Example questions:

Q. Nelson sailed on this ship at one time in his life 

A. HMS Badger, HMS Victory, HMS Triumph

Q. This boat was used in prehistoric times

A. Dover boat or the Ferriby boats

Q. A fictional ship from a famous book 

A. The Jolly Roger, Hispaniola, Swallow
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Abbreviations: HMS Her/His Majesty’s Ship (Royal Navy)

SS Steam Ship

RMS Royal Mail Ship (ship which carried post as well as passengers)

HMY Her/His Majesty’s Yacht (The Queen/Kings personal ship)

Worksheet 19 – Timeline of vessels

Below are the names and a brief description of some famous boats and

ships. Cut them out and try and put them in order of earliest to latest. 

Ferriby boats

Three boats were found in the deposits of the Humber Estuary and exposed first in the 1930s.

They are constructed of oak planks sewn together and there was enough room for 18 paddlers. 

A boat from a similar date was found in Dover.

HMS Victory

This ship was Admiral Lord Nelson’s flagship at the Battle of Trafalgar which was fought against

the French lead by Napoleon. She is also the ship on which Nelson died after being shot.

Cutty Sark

This ship was a tea clipper built on the River Clyde in Scotland. She was one of the last sailing

ships built, before steam ships became quicker. She carried tea from China to Britain. Later she

carried wool from Australia, and became the fastest ship for ten years to do the journey.

HMY Britannia

This three-masted sailing ship is the former yacht of Queen Elizabeth II. Britannia was the 83rd

vessel built for a royal since Charles II, and was in use for 43 years. She was built on the Clyde in

Scotland. Queen Elizabeth II toured aboard the Royal Yacht for her Silver Jubilee.

SS Great Britain

Designed by Isambard Kingdom Brunel, she was the first iron-built steamer to cross the Atlantic

and was the largest vessel afloat when she was first built. She was a passenger ship. She was

abandoned in the Falkland Islands after the First World War, before being rescued in the 1970s.

Newport ship

The Newport ship was found in 2002 in Newport, South Wales, during a redevelopment of the

riverbank of the Usk. A large number of well-preserved leather shoes and Portuguese pottery was

recovered from her.

Peggy of Castletown

The Peggy is the oldest surviving vessel in the Isle of Man and the oldest surviving schooner in the

world. She was built for George Quayle, whose house is now the Nautical Museum. After Quayle’s

death, she was forgotten about for over 100 years. Work started to restore her in 2014.  



Worksheet 19 – Timeline of vessels

(Continued)

Ardnamurchan boat

Found in 2011 in Western Scotland, this boat was found as part of a boat burial of a high-status 

individual from Scandinavia. Although none of the wood survived, around 200 rivets which held 

the planking together did survive.

HMS Endeavour

This ship, captained by James Cook, was used to explore and claim parts of the South Pacific, 

including Australia and New Zealand. A shipwreck which is thought to be the Endeavour was found

off the East coast of the USA, after apparently being sunk during the American Revolution.

Mary Rose

The Mary Rose was Henry VIIIs flagship, which sunk during the Battle of the Solent against the

French. The shipwreck was found in 1836, but then it was lost again. In 1982, the Mary Rose was

lifted from the seabed. She is now housed in a purpose-built museum in Portsmouth.

RMS Lusitania

The Lusitania was torpedoed by a German U-Boat during the First World War whilst en route from

the USA to Great Britain. She sank in just 18 minutes with huge loss of life. The sinking was one of

the reasons the USA entered the War, as many Americans were on the Lusitania when she sank.

RMS Titanic

Most people know the story of the Titanic. Built in Belfast, she left Southampton en route to New

York, via Cherbourg in France. Four days into her maiden voyage, she struck an iceberg and sunk.

It was one of the deadliest maritime disasters during peacetime.

HMS Beagle

This is the ship that Charles Darwin sailed on for his five-year expedition which lead him to write

his famous book On the Origin of Species. The ship sailed to South America, including the 

Galapagos Islands.

HMS Ark Royal 

This ship was an aircraft carrier for the Royal Navy, built just before the Second World War.  She

was known as the “Lucky Ship”, after the Germans misreported sinking her several times. She was

finally hit and sunk by a torpedo from a German Submarine, but with only one loss of life.



Below are the actual dates the ships were launched and either took their last voyage or were sunk.

Ferriby boats – Bronze Age (3rd-2nd Century BC)

Ardnamurchan boat burial – approx. 900-950 AD

Newport ship – 1449-1469

Mary Rose – 1511-1545

HMS Endeavour – 1764-1778

HMS Victory – 1765-1922

Peggy of Castletown – 1789-1804

HMS Beagle – 1820-1870

SS Great Britain – 1843-1886

Cutty Sark – 1869-1938

RMS Titanic – 1911-1912

RMS Lusitania – 1906-1915

HMS Ark Royal – 1938-1941

HMY Britannia – 1954-1997

Worksheet 19 – Timeline of vessels

ANSWERS



You can use the phrases on this worksheet in several ways. You could play a pairing game, trying to

match the pirate/sailor phrase with its modern meaning. Or you could get a leader to read out the

pirate/sailor phrase and challenge your members to write down what they think it means. You could

even use the phrases in your own pirate-themed role plays!

These nautical phrases and more can be found at www.see-the-sea.org/nautical/naut-body.htm

Armed to the teeth This expression does not originate with pirates holding swords in their teeth! 

“To the teeth” means fully or completely, so the phrase means fully armed. 

As the crow flies The most direct route from one place to another without detours. Before modern

navigational systems existed, British vessels carried a cage of crows. These birds fly straight to the

nearest land when released at sea thus indicating the most direct route to the nearest land.

At a rate of knots To go at top speed. This is used to describe someone who is travelling or driving

very fast. A knot is a measure of speed for ships.

Bigwigs: Senior officers in the English Navy were known as “bigwigs” because they wore huge wigs.

Today the word bigwig is still used to refer to the most important person in a group.

Bite the bullet: If you bravely face up to something unpleasant, you are said to “bite the bullet”. 

This originated from the practice of giving sailors a bullet to bite during amputations or other surgery

before the use of anesthetics. 

Black book:  Beginning in the 1300s, a collection of maritime laws and conduct became known as

the Black Book of the Admiralty. The punishments for offences were often harsh. Today, if your name

is in someone’s black book, they believe you have offended them in some way.

Clear the deck In preparation for stormy weather, the phrase “Clear the deck” meant removing

anything from the deck that was not essential. Today this phrase is usually used when preparing to

start a project in order to be fully ready for new information.

Come through the hawse-pipe The hawse-pipe is a pipe in the ship’s bow for the anchor cable to

run through. Anybody who has risen to Captain from lowly deckhand is said to have “come up

through the hawse-pipe.” Today the expression is also used outside for people outside the Navy who

have risen up through the ranks.

Worksheet 20 – Talk like a pirate!

This worksheet has phrases which originated on board ships but which 

we still use today. Learn what they mean so you can talk like a pirate!



Davy Jones’ Locker Seamen’s slang for the bottom of the sea. This expression is believed to be

from the story of Davy Jones, the owner of a 16th-century London pub, where unwary sailors were

drugged, put in lockers, and then awoke aboard ship to find they had been ‘recruited’ into the Navy.

Dressed to the nines To celebrate victories, a returning ship would approach her home waters or

port “dressed” in bunting and flags. As many of the crew as possible would line up on the nine

primary yards as a salute to their monarch. Today the expression is often used to describe a person

who is dressed up in fancy clothing.

Feeling blue Today “feeling blue” means being sad or depressed. It comes from a custom that was

practised when a ship lost her captain during a voyage. The ship would fly blue flags and have a blue

band painted along her hull when she returned to port. 

Give a wide berth Today this means to keep a safe distance, which is the same as the nautical

origination to avoid a collision by allowing a large distance between vessels when maneouvering.

Go to the head This is synonymous with going to the toilet! The expression comes from the fact that

on sailing ships, the toilet was located forward, close to the figurehead or the “head” of the vessel.

Holy Mackerel Because mackerel is a fish that spoils quickly, merchants were allowed to sell it on

Sundays contradicting the blue laws in 17th-century England. The phrase “Holy Mackerel!” is still

used today as an expression of surprise.

Idler This was the name for those members of a ship’s crew, such as cooks and sail-makers, that did

not stand night watch because of their work. 

Keel hauling This was a naval punishment during the 15th and 16th centuries. The crew member

who was to be punished was dragged under the bottom of the boat from one side of the boat to the

other. The term “keel hauled” is still used to mean a severe punishment. 

Loose cannon Today the term "loose cannon" refers to someone who is out of control, and who may

cause damage, just as canons would do if they were to break loose on the decks of sailing vessels. 

Mind your P’s and Q’s Sailors would get credit at the taverns in port until they were paid. 

The barman would keep a record of their drinks on a chalkboard behind the bar. A mark was made

under “P” for pint or “Q” for quart. On payday, the sailors were liable for each mark next to his name,

so he was forced to “mind his P’s and Q’s.” Today the term means to remain well behaved.

Worksheet 20 – Talk like a pirate!

(Continued)



Old Salt Nautical term for old, retired sailor or someone with many years of sailing experience. 

The term is also used to mean a genuine person.

Round robin This is an expression rooted in British nautical tradition. Sailors planning a mutiny

would sign their names in a circle, or a round robin, so the leader could not be identified. Today the

term is often used in sporting events and competitions when referring to a series of games in which

all members of a league play each other one time.

Skyscraper This word is most commonly used to describe a tall building. It originates from the term

for a small, triangular-shaped sail that was set above the other sails on the old square-rigged vessels.

They were so tall they seemed to scrape the sky. 

Square meal This is an expression synonymous with a proper or substantial meal. It originated from

the square platters that were used to serve meals aboard ships. 

Stick in the mud This expression was originally used to refer to someone of no consequence, such

as a pirate or mutineer. It came from the old English practice of burying executed criminal seamen in

the mud of the River Thames. Today the expression is used to mean someone not likely to be

persuaded to change.

Whole nine yards This expression means everything or all encompassing. The expression comes

from the old square-rigged sailing vessels that had three masts with three yards of sails on each.

The whole nine yards meant all sails were up. 

Worksheet 20 – Talk like a pirate!
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Worksheet 21a – 

Contraband or not?

Which of these items were contraband?

Tea 

Salt

Yes

No

Tobacco

Yes

No

Brandy

Yes

No

Yes

No

Silk

Yes

No

Lace

Yes

No

Cocoa beans

Yes

No
All these items were contraband



Worksheet 21b – 

Contraband or not?

Which of these items were contraband?

Cotton

Yes

No

Timber

Yes

No

Salted meats

Yes

No

Rope

Yes

No

Champagne

Yes

No

Sugar

Yes

No

Cheese
Yes

No

All these items were not contraband



Cut out the events and dates below, and muddle them up before getting your members to put them

back in the right order, matching the correct date to the fact. Currently the timeline below shows the

correct order (so this worksheet is also an answer sheet!). Putting the dates in order first may help

your members to decide when the events took place.

Worksheet 22 – Timeline of lifesaving

Formby Lifeboat Station is established to serve the 

treacherous Mersey Estuary, this is the first of its kind 

in the UK.
1777

Lionel Lukin converts a Northumberland Coble into 

an “unimmergable” boat as the first lifeboat. 1785

Henry Greathead, from South Shields, builds the 

first purpose-built lifeboat, called the Original. 1795

The Royal National Lifeboat Institution (RNLI) was formed,

but local lifeboats and lifeboat services had been in existence

prior to this.
1824

The Original is wrecked in the mouth of the Tyne whilst 

assisting a ship in distress. 1830

The Tyne replaces the Orginal as one of the lifeboats working

on the Tyne. The Tyne is the second oldest lifeboat still in 

existence in the UK .
1833

Grace Darling and her father make a daring trip to rescue 

survivors of the wrecked SS Forfarshire and get there before

the lifeboat from Seahouses.
1838



Worksheet 22 – Timeline of lifesaving

(Continued)

The cork lifejacket is introduced, by Captain Ward. It was a 

canvas jacket with strips of cork sewed on to it. Before this

lifejackets were rarely used.
1854

The Zetland’s final launch. The Zetland is the oldest lifeboat

in existence in the UK and is in the RNLI museum at Redcar. 1880

During a severe gale, volunteers at Lynmouth in Devon 

dragged their lifeboat for 13 miles to launch at Porlock Weir

to aid a vessel in distress.
1889

Cork jackets are replaced by Kapok lifejackets. This a fibre 

which does not absorb water so they are more buoyant than

cork jackets. They remained the standard for 70 years.
1904

First motorboat used as a lifeboat by the RNLI. 1905
The Suevic was wrecked off the Lizard peninsula in Cornwall. 

The rescue set the record for the largest number of people

saved in a single operation in RNLI history (456 people) – 

a record that still stands today.

1907

During the First World War (1914–1918), lifeboats were

launched 1,808 times and saved 5,332 lives. 1917-18



Worksheet 22 – Timeline of lifesaving

(Continued)

Two RNLI crews joined an armada of little ships for one 

of the Second World War’s greatest rescues: Operation 

Dynamo at Dunkirk.
1940

The first woman joined the crew of the RNLI – 18-year-old

Elizabeth Hostvedt. 1969
Beaufort jackets replaced Kapok jackets after the 

development of synthetic foams. They had more buoyancy

around the neck, so if the wearer was unconscious they

would float face upwards.

1970

Modern RNLI lifejackets introduced. 1990

The RNLI start to patrol the River Thames. These are the 

first lifeboat stations to specifically cover a river rather than 

estuarial waters or the sea.
2002

The RNLI start using hovercrafts. 2002



Characters: Narrator

Grace Darling

William Darling, Grace’s father

Four survivors of the SS Forfarshire (one of whom is badly injured)

Rider

Three members of the Seahouses lifeboat crew

William Darling, Graces brother

If there are not enough members of the cast for all the characters, you can double up roles. 

For instance the rider and William Darling (the brother) can be played by one person.

Narrator: Grace Darling lived on the Farne Islands, off the Northumberland coast, where her 

father, William Darling was a lighthouse keeper. 

Grace and William wave

Narrator: Grace was the seventh of nine children. She was 22 years old when she undertook 

the rescue.

The four survivors sit on a pretend ship, rocking slightly like they are at sea. They hit a storm; rock

more violently

Narrator: On the 5th September 1838, the SS Forfarshire set off from Hull heading for Dundee. 

But in the early hours of the 7th September, they hit a storms and the ship was pushed 

onto the rocks and broke in half. A few people managed to escape the sinking ship. 

Nine people were stranded on a rock and 45 people died as the ship sunk.

The survivors cling together on a pretend rock; the badly injured survivor lies on the floor

Survivors: Help! Help! Help!

Narrator: Grace spots the shipwreck and goes to her father to tell him.

Grace spots the sinking ship, then runs to William

Grace: Father, there is a shipwreck on the rocks. Do you think there will be survivors?

William: I don’t know. But the lifeboat from Seahouse will not be able to reach them in time!

Worksheet 23 – Grace Darling role play

This is the story of Grace Darling, who along with her father, William,

attempted a daring rescue to save survivors of a nearby shipwreck.



Grace: We might be able to reach the survivors easier from here. The rocks are only half 

a mile away.

William: Yes, but I will need your help to row there, Grace. Are you brave enough to try in these

stormy seas?

Narrator: Grace and her father decide they must try and reach any survivors of the stricken ship. 

They get in their rowing boat and begin the journey to the wreck of the SS Forfarshire.

Grace and William get in a boat and pretend to row

Narrator: Meanwhile, the lifeboat service at Bamburgh has also spotted the SS Forfarshire.

Surviviors: Help! Help! Help!

The rider sees the survivors and gallops off to the lifeboat crew

Rider: There is a shipwreck off the coast, you must launch the lifeboat!

The lifeboat crew, including Grace’s Brother, run to the lifeboat and row frantically

Narrator: The lifeboat launches from Seahouses. Seahouses was the first place to have a 

specially adapted Northumbrian Coble, designed by Lionel Lukin, to be an 

“unimmergible” boat. It was built in 1785. Amongst the crew of the lifeboat is one 

of Grace’s brothers, also named William Darling.

Grace’s brother waves

Crew: Row! Row! Row!

Narrator: As the Seahouses lifeboat crew launches their coble, Grace and her father reach 

the stranded survivors on the rocks. Grace holds their boat steady in the rough seas 

with the oars whilst William jumps onto the rocks. There he finds eight men, one of 

whom is badly injured, and one woman.

Grace continues to row backwards and forwards, struggling against the heavy seas, to keep the boat

steady; William jumps onto the rocks with the survivors

Worksheet 23 – Grace Darling role play

(Continued)



Narrator: William decides they will need to take two trips to collect all the survivors.

William: I will take the woman, the badly injured man and two of the fittest men. We will leave 

the woman, the injured man and Grace at the lighthouse. You two men will help me row 

back to collect the others.

William and all the survivors climb into the boat which Grace is still managing to hold steady, and

begin to row back to the lighthouse

Narrator: At the lighthouse. Grace stays to care for the survivors with her family and her father 

returns for the rest of the survivors with the two crew members.

Grace cares for the injured man

Narrator: Meanwhile, the lifeboat crew have reached the rock where the shipwreck is. As the sea 

was so treacherous, it took them several hours of hard rowing. They reached it only 30 

minutes after William Darling had left for the second time with the rest of the survivors.

Grace’s There is no one here! Are we too late? It is too dangerous and far to row back to 

brother: Seahouses. My family lives at the lighthouse and its only half a mile away. Let’s row 

there and we can stay until the weather is better and the sea calmer.

The lifeboat crew row to the lighthouse where William, Grace and the survivors are

Narrator: The lifeboat crew were astonished to find the survivors at the lighthouse.

The lifeboat crew act surprised to see the survivors at the lighthouse

Narrator: But now there were the Darling Family, nine survivors and six men from the lifeboat 

crew at the lighthouse and there was not at lot of room. Three days later the lifeboat 

crew could return to mainland with the survivors. 

Overnight Grace became a hero. Even Queen Victoria wrote her a letter of recognition 

and sent her £50. The RNLI awarded both Grace and William Darling the Silver 

Gallantry medals

Four years later, Grace died, aged just 26, from tuberculosis. She was buried at St 

Aiden’s in Bamburgh, a mile north of Seahouses. The RNLI have a museum there 

dedicated to her memory and bravery.

Worksheet 23 – Grace Darling role play

(Continued)



Ship bingo is slightly more complicated than normal bingo! Fill in your grid (on Worksheet 24b) with

the names of nine of the ships in the list below. Try to pick from different categories; but you might

like to double-up as your leader might be sneaky and ask the same question more than once!

When you have filled in your grid, listen carefully to the questions asked by your leader. If you have a

vessel which is a correct answer to the question, you can cross it off your grid. The winner is the first

person to cross off all of their ships.

Abbreviations:

HMS – Her/His Majesty’s Ship (Royal Navy)

SS – Steam Ship

RMS – Royal Mail Ship (ship which carried post as well as passengers)

HMY – Her/His Majesty’s Yacht (The Queen/King’s personal ship)

Prehistoric boats: Ferriby Boats, Dover boat, Brigg raft

Local variations for river use: Thames sailing barge, Humber keel, Mersey flat, 

Northumberland coble

Fictional boats and ships: Jolly Roger (Peter Pan), Hispaniola (Treasure Island), Swallow

(Swallows and Amazons)

Medieval and Elizabethan ships: Newport ship (medieval), Mary Rose (medieval), Gresham ship

(Elizabethan) 

Ships used by explorers and scientists: Golden Hind (Sir Francis Drake), HMS Endeavour

(Captain Cook), HMS Beagle (Charles Darwin), Discovery (Robert Falcon Scott)

Warships used during the Napoleonic Wars: HMS Badger, HMS Triumph, HMS Victory

Submarines: Holland, U-Boats

Iron and steel hulled ships: SS Great Britain (iron), RMS Titanic (steel), RMS Lusitania (steel)

Lifeboats: Original (River Tyne), Tyne (River Tyne), Zetland (Yorkshire)

Royal Yachts: HMY Britannia, HMY Victoria and Albert

Worksheet 24a – Ship bingo

Fill in your grid on Worksheet 24b with vessels of your choice from the list,

then play a game of ship bingo. 



Name: __________________________________________________________

Worksheet 24b – Ship bingo

Fill in your grid with vessels of your choice from the list on Worksheet 24a,

then play a game of ship bingo. 
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