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The Subscribers to the 
Boat Races on Lough 
Erne, 

for the encouragement of 
fast Sailing Boats, and 

for the improvement of 
the Navigation of the Lake





History – Lough Erne Sailing 1580
Gaelic Poet – Tim Higgins 1580

Maguire’s Lakeside Castle on Enniskillen island

Forest of boat masts on the castle strand

Artificers working on boats, spars and oars

Young people sporting afloat

Erne waterway defined Maguire territory

Boat Building and Sailing in Gaelic Culture

Grace O’Malley, Clare Island, Mayo 

O’Driscoll Clan of West Cork

Scotland’s Lords of the Isles

Drake’s Pool, Cork Harbour



1700s Yachts Horses Cutters
1710 Rev. Henry’s travel guide to the Erne

Pretty Yachts in Belturbet channel
Lakeside Big House Yachts
Bingham’s Rock – Drowning Tragedy
By water best way to travel Fermanagh

1720 Cork Water Club

1750 Jockey Club Founded, made Racing Rules

Field (Fleet ?) of Horses racing round a Course

Committee Officers Stewarts (and Judges)

Start and finish lines marked by posts

Horses line up. Start gun and flag

1790 Naval & Revenue Cutter Rig – Best for Sailing Sport



Cutter Rig and 
Sailing as Sport

Fore and Aft. Easy Tacking

Developed for naval use and 
Revenue chasing smugglers 

The key sport in a racing fleet 
is on the windward beats

Cutters cut to windward best

This woodcut ‘logo’ headed many newspaper items

Cutter rig was top technology and well understood in 1820

Square sail forbidden after tragedy on Lough Gill

Galway Bay Hooker another Irish example of cutter rig



Lough Erne Locality

Rossclare (centre) - Lough Erne Boat Races 1820s

Left bottom corner - Lough Gill Boat Races 1820s



Duffy’s Chart and Newspaper
• Map of Erne Navigation (published 1821)
• Edward Duffy set up a local newspaper
• 1817-18 he advertised for Map ‘Subscribers’
• Keen sailing writer and publisher
• Used ‘sailors language’. Readers Understood
• Praised the ‘science’ of fast sailing boat design
• Comparable to Dixon Kemp late 1800s
• My hero – I write sailing news in today’s paper 
• Impartial Reporter, Ireland’s oldest sailing journal.



Boat Squadron 1819

Diving-Belle (won 1822 race) 
Moira, Braganza and Swallow 
from Castle Saunderson

Edward Duffy reported

More than once seen 
these boating parties

Improvement of both the 
navigation and the boats

Fitting out boats

Sketch of New Map

RN Officers surveying

Also wrote eulogy of Lord 
Belmore’s Mediterranean 
Voyage in Osprey.



LADIES CUP 1821

Donated 1821 for the encouragement of fast 
sailing boats on Lough Gill by ladies of Sligo

Duffy’s newspaper reported these races

Note his similar wording – Subscribers to the Boat Races on Lough Erne, for 
the encouragement of Fast Sailing Boats and for the Improvement of the 
Navigation of the Lake.



Notice of Race

July 1822

A General Meeting report 

Not inaugural meeting of 
the Subscribers 

A second cup added for 
boats not exceeding 24 
feet from Stem to Stern

Races this year between 
Devenish and Eagle 
Island – i.e. all of Lower 
Lough Erne

On 15 August and two 
days following

Prizes also for Cot races





Rusclare, Start, Course, Finish

Rossclare Green – hilltop spectator view over whole race area

Start boats anchored in line – copied from horse racing

Stewarts – horse racing term - HQ on Inishdoney island

Finish marked by  a POST BOAT - horse racing terminology

Rules written by William D’Arcy Irvine, Necarne Castle, Irvinestown

He also organised horse racing

Earliest surviving full set of published regatta documents?



24ft Fleet 1822



Two Notable 24ft Boats 1822

• Diving Belle – Was in 1819 Squadron
– Built at Castle Saunderson

• Able Whackets – second in 1822
– For sale at Crom in 1823, cutter rigged, 

Oak built, DANTZIC boat
– “From her great beam is admirably 

adapted for the lakes” 
– Hal Sisk information on Dantzic boats



Imported and Visiting Boats
• Lady Erne, John Crichton, 1826 et al

– ‘imported from Gravesend’ - Duffy
• Griper, Humphries Esq 1826

– beat ‘every boat of her size in Dublin Bay’ - Duffy
– Gripe in seaman’s language is the forefoot, timber at fore end of 

the keel. Took a grip on the water and helped make to windward
• Shamrock, Major Richardson 1822.   

– Built and raced on Lough Gill by her builder
– Walsh, Ship Carpenter, Quay Street, Sligo - Duffy
Ringsend (Dublin) also mentioned in other reports

Did Dublin Bay have an Edward Duffy?



Alexander Saunderson
Led 1819 Squadron from Castle Saunderson

Sandy’s Rock on Map and Admiralty Chart 1830s

Among first Members of  Royal St George YC

Member, Royal Dublin Society (Scientific Body)

Westminister M.P. for Cavan

Designed and built sailing boats at Castle Saunderson from c.1818

Bluestocking – Mother & Aunt, White sisters, were Bluestockings

Fairy – ‘brought this science to its improved state, 1826’ - Duffy

Ideas on low drag hull design from John Scott Russell

Successor Edward Saunderson’s Witch in Hunts and Dixon Kemp



Later in the 1820s
• More Rules –boat flags, Ballot for line place
• Northern YC Regatta, Belfast Lough 1825
• A Regatta on Lough Neagh
• A Regatta at Killybegs
• Must have been similar at Ringsend
• Cork YC first regatta 1828
• The Subscribers renamed Lough Erne YC
• Erne Boat Races continued until today



Rossclare Today

1906 Fairy Keelboats, viewed and reported from Rossclare Green

2006 Fairy 100th Classic Boat Regatta - Joey & Caroline Kelly 

They live on Inishdoney  - the house that was 1820’s Race HQ

Lough Erne YC is Ireland’s oldest yacht racing club



Conclusion - Why Lough Erne?
• Strong culture of oar and sail
• The Erne navigation – population 150,000.
• Culture of competitive sport – with spectators
• Rossclare Green – central viewpoint
• Fermanagh wet hilly land poor for horse racing
• The cutter rig – well suited to racing sport
• One-design or similar for real sport
• William D’Arcy Irvine – rules & race management
• Alexander Saunderson – fast sailing boat builder
• Edward Duffy, writer and campaigner
• Similar settings and writers elsewhere?
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