
 

 

 

VOYAGE OF THE SUNBEAM 

 

by Ken Brooks - 9th October 2025 

 

Our evening of a “Voyage with The Sunbeam” had a slightly unusual start as a vital cable was missing 

meaning a talk with no pictures or illustrations. Nobody, least of all Ken, wanted this.  After searching 

the History Centre High and low he and I, much to her cat’s surprise, embarked on a break in of 

Heathers house. After pulling cables apart we managed to cannibalize what was required just in time 

for Ken to take us on the Sunbeam’s extraordinary voyages. 

 

The Sunbeam was a composite hulled barquentine with an auxiliary steam engine, a member of the 

Royal Yacht Squadron and launched in 1874. She was owned by Thomas Brassey, 1st Earl Brassey 

until his death in 1918, but it was his wife Anna Brassey who made her famous through several 

popular books of her voyages published between 1879 and 1889. 

 

Thomas Brassey, then Liberal MP for Hastings named her in memory of their daughter Constantine 

who was nicknamed Sunbeam but had died of scarlet fever in 1873. The yacht’s figurehead was a 

gilded half-length sculpture representing her as a winged putto and was built of iron with planks of 

teak for her hull. 

 

First Cruises 

 

In the summer of 1874, Mr. and Mrs. Brassey sailed Sunbeam to Norway and the Arctic Circle. This 

was followed on the 13th September 1874 by their departing Portsmouth via Tangier, Gibraltar, 

Tetouan, and Ceuta to the Mediterranean where they cruised Sicily, Greece, Constantinople, toured 

the Aegean Sea visiting Albania, Sardinia, Naples Corsica and Nice. 

 

Around the World 

 

Ken took us on their world tour when on the 1st July 1876 Sunbeam left Chatham, Kent carrying 43 

people, Mr. and Mrs. Brassey, their son and three surviving daughters, friends, servants, and crew. 

They did not get off to a very good start as they were nearly swamped by a huge wave off the Isle of 

Wight. However, onwards they sailed via Madeira, Tenerife, Cape Verde, Rio de Janeiro, and 

Montevideo to the Port of Buenos Aries. 

 

On the 27th September having left Buenos Aries and the Rio de la Plate she sighted the British three 

masted barque Moonkshaven flying her Red Ensign upside down indicating a distress signal. Her 

rigging was also flying a signal stating I am on fire! 

Sunbeam immediately hove to and sent over one of her boats. It transpired whilst taking smelting 

coal from Swansea to Valparaiso, her crew had been forced to live on deck having discovered a fire 

in her cargo. The ship’s crew lowered a dingy and Captain Runciman and his 15 crew abandoned ship 

to come aboard the Sunbeam. This was a very dangerous situation as these cargoes were known to 

suddenly explode, which indeed this one did not long after. 

 

Sunbeam continued south to Punta Arenas, through the Strait of Magellan and then turned North to 

Lola and Valparaiso. She then headed across the Pacific calling at Hao, Tahiti, where they met and 

dined with the Royal family before on to Hawaii to visit the largest volcano in the world. During this 

period of sailing the far east many on board were seasick or ill but they managed to visit Yokahoma 

and saw the Mikado travelled in rickshaws before sailing on for Hong Kong, Canton, Singapore, 

where they saw 80 million year old Pangolins before arriving in Malacca. They then crossed the 



 

 

Indian Ocean via Colombo and Aden passed through the Suez Canal through the Mediterranean to 

Lisbon and on the 26th May 1877 reached Hastings having covered 36,000 miles. 

 

After returning home Annie Brassey wrote up Sunbeams voyages and in 1876 Longmans, Green and 

Co. Published A Voyage in the Sunbeam our home on the Ocean for 11 months. The book sold well 

and was translated into many languages. 

In the summer of 1878 Sunbeam was slightly damaged when the troop ship Assistance rammed her 

at slow speed in Portsmouth Harbour and whilst she remained afloat was repaired at the expense of 

the Royal Navy. 

 

On the 20th September 1878 the Brasseys sailed the yacht to the Mediterranean again circling the 

whole area returning to Marseille on the 28th December, leaving the Sunbeam there and returning to 

England by train. Mrs.Brassey described Sunbeams 1874 and 1878 Mediterranean cruises in one 

volume which Longmans, Green and CO published in 1880 as Sunshine and Storm in the East, or 

Cruises to Cyprus and Constantinople.  

 

She sailed on in home waters, Scotland and Ireland for many years and off Middlesbrough on 14th 

October 1881 the barometer dropped to 28.45 inches of mercury as a hurricane struck causing the 

loss of her gig and lighter boats as she heeled over so far. Mr. Brassey stated he thought this was the 

only time the boat was really in trouble. 

 

In 1886 Thomas Brassey was ennobled as Baron Brassey but as Lady Brassey suffered bouts of illness 

in 1886 they planned to voyage to Australia in the hope of improving her health. They met their three 

daughters in Bombay on 3rd January 1887 to tour British India having recruited a reporter from the 

Bombay Gazette to record their travels. However, the reporter Mr White inexplicably jumped 

overboard on their return and was never found. 

 

They sailed in via Colombo, Rangoon and the Celebes and on the 9th May reached Albany in Western 

Australia a military outpost with an active whaling station. They then sailed all round and travelled 

within Australia until Mrs. Brassey was taken seriously ill. They left Port Darwin and were crossing 

the Indian Ocean where on the 14th September she died and was buried at sea. 

 

In 1903, Lord Brassey sailed Sunbeam to Quebec for a conference then in 1905 entered her into a 

transatlantic race for the Kaisers Cup, coming in 5th out of ten. In 1907 Brassey gave a model of 

Sunbeam to the New York yacht club where it can still be seen in the Club Library. 

 

When the First World War broke out Sunbeam performed Red Cross work and became a hospital 

ship and Brassey took her to Mordor’s Bay to assist those wounded in the Gallipoli Campaign. In 

1918 Lord Brassey died and his son Henry inherited Sunbeam but is where our tale of her adventures 

end though as Ken Brooks pointed out there is much more in Hastings Museum. 

 

Philip Lenanton  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 


