
“Draft extract from a local history book, the subject of which is West Highland men from the 
Ullapool area who crewed on the yachts of the rich and famous in the years around 1900. 
The OCEANA was one of these yachts. 
 
The OCEANA is slightly unusual as she had so many owners, and, unfortunately, the book 
cannot devote space to all of them. Ronald Gordon Sillars was probably her owner at the 
time she was crewed by Lochbroom sailors.” 
 
Author: James MacGregor, 2018 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

 

Oceana 

  

The Yacht – Early History 

  

Lloyds Register of Yachts lists an Oceana as a large wooden schooner of 106 feet length and 

21.4 feet beam, built as Thais by C Hansen at Cowes in 1880.  

  

Perhaps because she was expensive to run Oceana changed hands regularly. One of her 

many owners was Sir Percy Florence Shelley, the son of the poet Percy Bysshe Shelley. This 

Shelley happened to be a friend and neighbour of Robert Louis Stevenson in Bournemouth, 

and it was he who changed the boat’s name to Oceana in tribute to Stevenson as the Scottish 

author set off to travel the Pacific in 1887. 

  

She was upgraded in 1923 and fitted with two not very powerful engines, although she retained 

her schooner rigging. She looked somewhat old fashioned in the 20th century with her clipper 

bow sporting a figurehead of a woman blowing a pipe. 

  

At the time of the photograph with the Lochbroom men (1925) the crew jerseys bore the logo 

RNYC (Royal Northern Yacht Club), as this would have been the club of the then owner 

Captain Sillars.  

  

In the 1930s she was chartered several times by Clinton George Vaughan (1877-1961) of 

Kent. 

  

Owners 

  

Oceana passed through many hands in her long life, including Gilbert Tonge in 1895 and 

1913, James Radley in 1920, Captain Ronald Gordon Sillars from 1923 to 1928, Sir Charles 

Allom from 1929 to 1933 and Lt Col Benett-Stanford in 1937. 

  

The owner at the time of the 1925 crew photograph was Captain Sillars (1889 to 1969). He 

owned many different yachts during his life, and was based at Shandon, Dumbarton-shire, on 

the north side of the Clyde. His daughter Fiona (born 1931) married Adam Kennedy Bergius 

(1925 to 2017) whose family had married into the Teacher whisky distilling family (described 

in the Mariella section of this book). 

  

 



Loss of the Oceana 

  

In 1949, the Oceana ran aground and broke up on the Baugh end of Crossapol Beach on 

Tiree under strange circumstances. She had been attempting to reach Sweden from Liverpool 

to get re-engined in order to be capable of making a journey across the Atlantic with a crew of 

Latvian asylum seekers. 

  

Onboard were the owner Major John Campbell (1921-2015), grandson of the 14th Baron Louth 

in Ireland and the group of 6 Latvians who had chartered the yacht from him. Campbell was a 

decorated veteran of the British special forces in World War II, and had brought the elderly 

yacht to Howth near Dublin in 1948. He had met the Latvians in Dublin after they had escaped 

the Russian occupation of their country by boat and were intent on continuing their journey by 

sea to the USA. 

  

They ran aground on Tiree during a stormy night in early March due to a navigational error, 

after they had earlier been forced to put in to Liverpool to repair storm damage. They were 

fortunate not to strike nearby rocks, but although the beach was shallow, the height of the 

waves made it impossible for them to save themselves. All persons on board were saved by 

the Coastguard using breeches buoy. 

  

When day dawned, it became apparent that the seventy-year-old vessel was damaged beyond 

repair. A sale of her components was held on the beach. By the following day, the wreck had 

almost disappeared under the sand, although remains of the frame heads are still visible on 

the beach today at low tide. Some of her fine teak timbers were made into slightly curved fence 

posts. 

 


