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Welsh Wreck Web Research Project
(North Cardigan Bay)

On-line research into the wreck of the brig

Bristol,
which was blown ashore on the Lleyn Peninsula in 

the vicinity of Rhiw, in December, 1819.

A Brig; taken from ‘The Illustrated Marine Encyclopedia’ by Captain H. Paasch.
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 1.0 Abstract
The Malvern Archaeological Diving Unit (MADU) currently has a database of 453 
shipwrecks in the north end of Cardigan Bay in north west Wales. These wrecks date from 
1590 to 1993 and very few have been investigated in any depth! 

The author of this report is an amateur diver who has visited many of the shipwrecks around 
the Welsh coast between Barmouth and the Dee Estuary. He wrote and published ‘The 
Essential Underwater Guide to North Wales, Volumes One and Two’, and co-wrote ‘Life and 
Death on the Royal Charter’. 
He is also the licensee of the submarine ‘Resurgam’, a historic vessel that lies on the seabed 
off Rhyl after being lost in 1880.



Welsh Wreck Web Research Project                      Nautical Archaeology Society

 The ‘Bristol’, wrecked on the north coast of Cardigan Bay in 1819.                 Page  3  

2.0 Index

2.2     Contributors

Chris Holden.

2.3    Abbreviations used in this report:

MADU Malvern Archaeological Diving Unit
NAS Nautical Archaeology Society
CPH Chris Holden

Page
1.0   Abstract 2
2.0   Index 3
2.1   Table of Contents 3
2.2   Contributors 3
2.3   Abbreviations 3
3.0   Introduction 4
4.0  Background 4
5.0  Research Methodology 4
Details. 5
Location 5
Overview 5
Charts 6

7
Newspaper Reports. 8
Photos
Porth Ysgo and Porth Cadlan. 4 Chris Holden
Porth Ysgo National Trust. 5 Chris Holden
Bardsey Island. 9 Chris Holden
Porth Ysgo. 11 Chris Holden

7.0 Analysis 12
8.0 Conclusions & Recommendations 12
References 12



Welsh Wreck Web Research Project                      Nautical Archaeology Society

 The ‘Bristol’, wrecked on the north coast of Cardigan Bay in 1819.                 Page  4  

3.0 Introduction
The ‘Bristol’ was a small, wooden trading-vessel that was wrecked in 1819 with the loss of all 
bar one of the crew.

Note that the spelling of the town of Porthmadog varies in the early newspapers, so it may 
appear as ‘Port Madoc’ or ‘Portmadoc’. ‘Tudwal’ also appears as ‘Tudwall’ or ‘Tudwel’.
Aberystwyth appears as ‘Aberystwith’. Caernarfon appears as ‘Carnarvon’ or ‘Caernarvon’.
Wherever possible, the spellings in the published newspapers have been used.

4.0 Background.
The author has spent many hours diving around Porth Ysgo and Porth Cadlan, and came 
across a reference to the ‘Bristol’ as being wrecked there. As yet, no wreckage has been 
found.

5.0 Research Methodology.
Equipment and sources used:
Gwynedd Archives Record Office, Caernarfon. Denbighshire Records Office, Ruthin.
British Library on-line newspaper records. National Library of Wales on-line records.
Lloyd’s List records.
Local information.

Porth Ysgo and Porth Cadlan.
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6.0 Details.
Vessel Name: Bristol.
Type: Brig. Home Port: Chester. 
Built at Frodsham. 81 tons.

Location.
There is some confusion as to the exact location where the brig ‘Bristol’ was wrecked in 
December, 1819; Ivor Wynne Jones records her as being lost at Porth Iago on the northern coast 
of the Lleyn Peninsula, but the newspaper reports of the time say that she was lost between 
Bardsey and Pencilan, which puts her on the south side of the peninsula. The website ‘Rhiw.
com’ states that she was lost at Porth Ysgo, and the author believes this to be the most likely 
location, especially as a vast amount of local knowledge has been collected for that website. 

Overview. 
The ‘Bristol’ was a small, wooden sailing 
ship, one of the many thousands that plied 
around the coast of the U.K. to transport 
goods that varied from foodstuffs to 
manufactured goods. For her final voyage, 
the ‘Bristol’ was sailing from South Wales to 
North-west England, so had to pass the two 
great promontories of Wales, one at Pembroke 
and the other at Bardsey Island and the Lleyn 
Peninsula. 
There are contradictions as to the location of 
the final resting-place of her captain, with local information suggesting that he was buried 
at Pwllheli, while the newspaper report may point to Caernarfon. The author has visited the 
cemetery at Denio, Pwllheli, but this is very overgrown, with difficult access. 
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Pencilan

Bardsey

Porth Ysgo
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Newspaper Reports

The Cambrian. 27th November 1819.
SHIP NEWS. Milford. Arrived. Bristol, Williams, from Cardiff for Liverpool. 

The Cambrian. 11th December 1819. 
Milford. Sailed. Bristol, Williams, from Cardiff; for Liverpool.

Lloyd’s List. December 21, 1819.
The Bristol, Williams, from Cardiff to Liverpool, was stranded in Cardigan Bay on Saturday. 
Cargo landing. Only a boy saved.

The Cambrian. 25th December 1819.
We regret to state, that the brig Bristol, William Williams, master, bound from Newport 
to Liverpool, was cast ashore Friday morning last about seven o’clock, between Bardsey 
Island and Pencilan, Carnarvonshire, and that all the crew (save a boy of the name of 
Owens, of Holyhead), were, in consequence, consigned to a watery grave. The following 
are the particulars of this unhappy affair: the vessel was under the heavy gale experienced 
on Thursday night, and was driven, in making for the roads in the above neighbourhood, 
amidst the rocks. The crew, consisting of the captain, his son, and five seamen, remained in 
the brig after she had struck, about two hours, when they ventured into the small boat. Whilst 
directing their course towards the shore, the boat was upset by the heavy breakers and all of 
them (except the boy as already stated) were instantly lost. The captain’s body was found 
ashore, soon after the accident. He has left a wife and two daughters to lament his premature 
death. Captain Williams had been a preacher 18 years among the body of Welsh Calvinistic 
Methodists.

Hereford Journal. Wednesday 29 December, 1819. 
Shipwrecks. Between Bardsey Island and Pencilan, Carnarvonshire, the brig ‘Bristol’ was lost 
on Friday. She was bound from Newport to Liverpool. All the crew, consisting of the Captain, 
Williams, his son, and five seamen, perished, with the exception of a youth named Owens, of 
Holyhead. The captain had been a preacher 18 years among the Welsh Calvinistic Methodists.
 
Morning Post. Wednesday 29 December 1819. 
The brig Bristol, W. Williams, Master, bound from Newport to Liverpool, was cast ashore 
on Friday se’nnight, between Bardsey Island and Pencilian, Carnarvonshire, and all (save 
a boy) were consigned to a watery grave. The crew, consisting of the Captain, his son, and 
five seamen, remained in the brig after she had struck, about two hours, when they ventured 
into the small boat. Whilst directing their course towards the shore, the boat was upset by the 
heavy breakers, and all of them, except the boy, were instantly lost.

Lancaster Gazette. Friday 31 December 1819.
The Bristol, Williams, of and for Chester, from London, was totally lost near Bardsey Island 
on Saturday last; the crew, except one boy, were drowned; part of the cargo expected to be 
saved. 
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As you read copies of the old newspapers, it becomes apparent just how dangerous it was as a 
seaman. Here are just two newspaper-reports of December, 1819. 

The Cambrian. 18th December 1819.
The late strong gales have caused great damage among the shipping on our coast. “The whole 
line of the eastern coast (says a letter from Yarmouth) presents a scene of devastation and ruin. 
Various articles have been washed ashore at this place, and a crew of 14 men arrived in an open 
boat, on Wednesday, having been obliged to quit their ship, which was entangled in the sands. 
The vessel was plainly seen from the shore, and it is hoped she will be saved.” 
Liverpool, Dec. 12.—Arrived the Richard, Norman, from Miramichi; yesterday, off the Ormes- 
head, she saw the topmast-head and topsail-yard of a vessel of 300 tons or upwards; the former 
painted black and the latter yellow; could not tell whether a sh|p or brig. 
The Golden Fleece, English, from Bahia, has got on shore near Mockbeggar, but expected to 
be got off without damage. The Belgrave, Fleming, from St. Petersburgh, and George Syme, 
Bushley, from Quebec, are both on shore near Mockbeggar.

Cumberland Pacquet, and Ware’s Whitehaven Advertiser. Tuesday 28 December, 1819.
The Bristol, Williams, from London for Chester, was totally lost near Bardsley [SIC] Island, 
on the 18th inst, The effects of the late gales were apparent in the books of Lloyd’s on Monday, 
which exhibited the following melancholy list losses and disasters sea The brig Flora, from 
Bury to Dublin, on shore and totally lost near Great Castle Head: out of a crew of nine, only one 
man saved. The sloop Friends Goodwill, from Yarmouth to Rye, totally wrecked on Yarmouth 
bar. The French schooner Elise, from Morlaix to Dunkirk, lost at the back the Isle of Wight. 
The Vigilant, from Newcastle for Portsmouth ; the Pence, bound Antigua; and the Hove, from 
Sunderland Weymouth, all wrecked the Goodwin Sand or the night of the 17th., the crews of 
the five last vessels all saved. The Hope, of Weymouth, lost on Swanage ledge, and the crew 
drowned. The Latona, from Quebec ; the Fortitude from Chepstow; the Agenoria, of Whitby ; 
the Dolphin, of Chichester, the Fly, and the O.P., of Penzance and the Wharton, of Sunderland, 
have either been driven on shore or sustained severe damages from the gales. 
Friday se’nnight, by taking Tynemouth bar too soon, the three following ships were lost on the 
Spanish Battery Rocks, viz. the Mentor and Ruby, both of South Shields, and the Providence, 
Loggan of North Shields. They have since gone all to pieces. Crews saved. The Perseverance 
Murton, of North Shields, was also amongst them, and lost her mainmast; but the Captain 
intrepidly pushed out to sea again, although it blew a heavy gale from S.S.E., and sleet; this 
ship got to Leith, and is there refitting. The Dolphin, of Newcastle, Reay, was totally wrecked 
on the Black Middlings. next day; and several ships received considerable damage by striking, 
the sea being very high, and little wind from the S.W.; others got to sea into deep water. The 
Wellington, of Newcastle, knocked her rudder off’, broke her chain cable, and was ultimately 
brought up off the bar by help of the life-boat, no other boats daring to approach her.
On the 17th. 18th, and 19th. Inst., considerable damage was done among the shipping entering 
Sunderland Harbour. Nineteen vessels were on shore within the harbour, and two behind the 
North Pier, the 17th. Three lost their lower masts, and at least twelve their bowsprits, with 
considerable damage in their hulls. The two ships that were behind the North Pier, as well as 
those within the harbour, have all been got off.
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Bardsey Island, as seen from the south-west.
Chester Chronicle - Friday 24 December 1819
LOSS OF THE BRIG BRISTOL. LIGHT ON BARDSEY ISLAND.
Melancholy proofs of the necessity of a lighthouse on Bardsey Island are weekly multiplying; 
in addition to the loss of the sloop ‘Margaret’, which appeared in the papers of last week, 
we have now to record that a fine brig, the ‘Bristol’, belonging to Chester, burthen 200 tons, 
and a Scotch sloop, both of which were dashed to pieces in the immediate neighbourhood 
of Bardsey Island on the night of Thursday last, the 16th instant; it is painful to add that the 
entire crew of the brig, with the exception of one lad, had perished. He states distinctly, as 
also do the crew of the Scotch sloop, who were fortunately saved, that, had there been s light 
on Bardsey Island, they would have been enabled to ascertain their situation, and either to 
have cleared the land completely, or to have run for the safe and capracious road-stead of 
Studwells. Several other vessels known to have been in that part of the channel on the same 
night are still unaccounted for.
The body of the master of the unfortunate ‘Bristol’, together with three of his crew have been 
found, and brought here for internment. The former, William Williams, was an experienced 
seaman of most respectable character, very generally known and respected. All the particulars 
have not yet reached us’ there is every reason to believe, that when they do, the melancholy 
list will be severely swollen. Carnarvon, 21st December, 1819.  
It is to be hoped that in the face of such evidence, the gentlemen who composed the recent 
meeting in Liverpool at which resolutions were agreed to, determinedly hostile to the 
erection of a lighthouse on Bardsey Island, will no longer persist in their opposition. but from 
conviction, generously come forward, and in conjunction with the practical navigators, lend 
their powerful assistance in aid of that work of humanity and general benefit to the mercantile 
interests of the country. 
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The Cambrian. 4th December 1819.
Lighthouse on Bardsey Island. At a meeting of merchants and ship-owners, held at 
Carnarvon, in October last, it was resolved to memorialise the Corporation of Trinity House 
to erect a Lighthouse on Bardsey Island. On Wednesday, the merchants of Liverpool resolved, 
on the motion of J. Gladstone, Esq. that such an erection is inexpedient; would burden the 
trade of Liverpool; and that it should be opposed.

The Cambrian. 8th January 1820.
We stated some time ago, that a public meeting at Carnarvon had memorialized the 
Corporation of Trinity House to erect a Lighthouse on Bardsey Island, and that a meeting of 
merchants in Liverpool, in October last, petitioned against the measure, as “inexpedient”, 
and “because it would burden the trade of Liverpool”. Since that period, several vessels and 
many lives have been lost. On the 26th ult. the sloop Margaret was wrecked, and all her 
hands perished. On the 16th of that month, a Chester brig and a Scotch sloop were dashed 
in pieces and most of the, crews perished the remainder of the crews state that had there 
been a light on Bardsey Island, they could have ascertained their situation, and either have 
cleared the land completely, or have run for the capacious Road-stead of St. Tudwells. In 
the name of Humanity, why do the merchants of Liverpool oppose the measurer? “Because 
it is inexpedient, and would burden the port of Liverpool !” Now, the answer to this is, that 
the only expense would be, that an East India-man of 500 tons would be distressed by the 
payment of one pound on her voyage out and home The individual (Mr. Gladstone) who 
promoted the building of the asylum harbour at Holyhead, for the safety of homeward-bound 
Liverpool vessels, and which has cost Government many thousands, is totally inconsistent in 
thus opposing the lighthouse at Bardsey, which place all vessels must pass before they reach 
Holyhead harbour.

It would appear that opinion was moving towards providing a means of warning mariners of 
danger and helping in their safe navigation, as lighthouses were being built and unlit markers 
were being erected.  

The Cambrian. 5th August 1820.
 A strong perch is to be fixed forthwith by order of the Trinity House, and suggested by Captain 
Hugh Evans, Holyhead, on the West Mouse, near Skerries, Anglesea, which in a line with two 
conspicuous Beacons on the main land (Llanfairynghornwy, Anglesey) will point out the site of 
that destructive place to shipping, the Cole Rock. A Lighthouse is in contemplation to be built 
on Bardsey Island, off the south end of Carnarvonshire.

The Cambrian. 15th December 1821.
BARDSEY ISLAND LIGHT. THE Corporation of Trinity-House, having in compliance with 
the request of a very numerous body of Merchants, Owners, and Masters of Ships interested 
in the Navigation of St. George’s Channel, caused a Light-House to be erected on the S. W. 
part of the Island of Bardsey — Notice is hereby given, That a Light will be exhibited therein 
on the night of Monday, the 24th instant, and be henceforth constantly attended and kept 
burning every night from sunset to sunrise, for the benefit of Navigation. Masters of Ships are 
to observe, that this Light, which will be exhibited at an elevation of 140 feet above the level 
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of the sea, will combine the characters of both a fixed and a revolving Light; for although 
constantly visible, its brilliancy will increase and wane for short and regular intervals, 
whereby it will be readily distinguishable from all other Lights in St. George’s Channel. By 
the assistance of this Light, Masters of Vessels will be enabled to run with less anxiety up St. 
George’s Channel, and without borrowing too close on the Irish Side, by which they have 
frequently got into-danger amongst the banks and shoals on that coast; their apprehension of 
getting embayed to the Eastward of Bardsey Island, which the great indraught into Cardigan 
Bay frequently occasions, will also be removed; and should they in gales of wind from 
W.N.W. be unable to weather that Island, the Light will denote to them the vicinity of a secure 
asylum in Studwell Roads, and enable them to preserve a proper position ‘till day light, when 
they may proceed to the anchorage therein. The Light on Bardsey Island will be visible at 
a very considerable distance in all directions Seaward, but is masked between the bearings 
of N. 50° E. to S. 70° E. Ships bound into Studwell Roads, or laying to till day light, must 
net bring the Light to bear to the Westward of W.N.W.—and if they lose sight of the Light 
when it bears from them nearly in that direction they may by assured they are too far to the 
Northward, and in danger of getting embayed in Hell’s Mouth. No Vessel should proceed to 
Studwell Roads ‘till day light. As the Tides have great influence in St. George’s Channel, and 
sailing directions are already numerous, the Corporation can only recommend a good look 
out at all times; by which, and the facilities now afforded to the mariner, the frequency of 
shipwreck must be considerably abated.

Porth Ysgo on a calm day. Climbing the cliff would have been a formidable task in 1819.
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7.0 Analysis.
From the contemporary newspaper reports and from local information, the ‘Bristol’ was lost in 
the vicinity of Porth Ysgo rather than Porth Iago as mentioned in ‘Shipwrecks of North Wales’.  
Porth Ysgo is a shallow, sandy area that is bounded by high, rocky cliffs, so this would have 
been the obvious place to beach a vessel, assuming that Captain Williams had some degree 
of control over his vessel. The author has towed a magnetometer around Porth Ysgo and the 
adjacent Porth Cadlan in an attempt to locate any ferrous metal left over from the grounding 
of the ‘Glenocum’ or from the cargo of the ‘Bristol’, but no significant anomalies were found. 
However, a local lobster-fisherman does suspect that there is wreckage in this vicinity.

8.0 Conclusions & Recommendations.
It is concluded that the ‘Bristol’ was lost on the south coast of the Lleyn Peninsula rather than 
the north coast, probably at or close to Porth Ysgo.
It is recommended that any references to the ‘Bristol’ being wrecked at Porth Iago are amended.

The text shown above is taken from Lloyd’s Registers of 1820 and 1821, with that significant 
word ‘Lost’ being a totally inadequate epitaph to the bravery of Captain Williams, his son and 
his crew who had constantly risked their lives in order to convey goods around our shores, 
but lost their lives due to bad weather and a lack of a navigation-aid such as a lighthouse 
on Bardsey Island. This tragedy did spur on the publicity for the provision and eventual 
construction of a lighthouse on the island.
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