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FOREWORD
BY SIR ANDREW LEGGATT,

GEORGE THOMPSON JNR’S GREAT-GREAT-GRANDSON

well qualified to make, since he was for eight years Director of 
Operations for the Corporation of Trinity House and since 2000 
has been Executive Chairman of the independent marine surveyors, 
Seden Clarke Ltd.
�By 1829 GTJ had become a subscribing owner of five ships, and, 
despite one total loss, was already established in the UK coastal 
trade, the transatlantic, emigrant and timber trades and the Baltic. 
He started to acquire an interest in many more vessels. 
�In 1839 Walter Hood came on to the shipbuilding scene and over 
the next forty-two years he was to launch 100 ships from his yard in 
Aberdeen, of which forty-four were for GTJ, who was a partner. In 
1842 GTJ was elected to the Aberdeen City Council for a three-year 
term. He was not re-elected until 1847 when he became Lord 
Provost. No sooner had he been elected than the Queen arrived 
in Aberdeen in the course of her first visit to Balmoral. It was the 
first time a queen had visited Aberdeen since Mary Queen of Scots 
in 1562. 
�GTJ’s shipping interests continued to develop by taking delivery of 
more Aberdeen Line ships – always distinguished by their admirable 
appearance. As Basil Lubbock said in The Colonial Clippers (p.152):

No ships that ever sailed the seas presented a finer appearance than 

these little flyers. They were always beautifully kept and were easily 

noticeable amongst other ships for their smartness; indeed, when 

My great-great grandfather styled himself George Thompson Junior 
(hereafter ‘GTJ’) to distinguish himself from his grandfather. He lived 
during most of the reign of Queen Victoria, and for much of that 
time he worked to create what became the legendary Aberdeen 
Line. He was to become one of the most successful shipowners 
of Victorian Britain. Success did not come to him overnight: this 
book describes vicissitudes that he had to overcome; courageous 
decisions that he had to make; and the patience that helped him 
to endure adversity. His story shows how with perseverance and 
integrity ambitious goals can be achieved. It makes those who follow 
his fortunes ask themselves whether they would have achieved as 
much and what by following his example they can achieve or help 
others to achieve now. 
�GTJ founded his company at the age of 21 and retired from active 
management when he was 62. However, he continued to keep a 
watchful and benevolent eye on the affairs of the company until he 
died aged 94. 
�GTJ was born in 1804. His father, Andrew, died in 1807. GTJ was 
educated at the Old Grammar School in Aberdeen before being 
apprenticed with the London Shipping Company. At the outset in 
1825 he advertised his availability as a commission agent, ship and 
insurance broker. It was a modest start to what the author describes 
as ‘one of the best-respected shipping lines in the history of British 
shipping’. This is a judgement of which the author is eminently 
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lying in Sydney Harbour or Hobson’s Bay with their yards squared to 

a nicety, their green sides with gilt streak and scroll work at bow and 

stern glistening in the sun, their figure-heads, masts, spars and blocks 

all painted white and every rope’s end flemish-coiled on snow-white 

decks, they were the admiration of all who saw them.

The clipper George Thompson was commissioned in 1865 for 
GTJ’s close associate, Alex Nicol, reflecting his respect for GTJ, and 
Christiana Thompson, named after my great-great grandmother, in 
1866. However, the Aberdeen Line and Walter Hood’s shipyard will be 
remembered in maritime history for the famous clipper Thermopylæ, 
launched in 1868. She was (as the author asserts) one of the finest tea 
clippers ever built ‘a reflection on her owners’ ambitions, her design, 
and her construction’. So I am pleased that my great-grandfather, 
Cornelius Thompson (always ‘Corny’ in the family), had a hand in 
her design. 
�On her record-breaking maiden voyage after discharge at 
Melbourne she ballasted to Newcastle, and in so doing overhauled 
HMS Charybdis, whereupon the naval officer made the memorable 
signal: ‘Goodbye. You are too much for us. You are the finest model 
of a ship I ever saw. It does my heart good to look at you.’
�She arrived at the Pagoda Anchorage to take on tea, displaying a 
gilded cockerel. This evidently had a ‘cock of the walk’ connotation. 
So during a party on board a seaman from a rival vessel swam 
over, climbed aboard and disappeared with the cockerel. It was 
later returned.
�The author has analysed the factors that forged Thermopylæ’s 
success as consisting of:

1. Her initial design and construction;
2. Her maintenance, for which no expense was spared;
3. The quality of her officers; and
4. Luck – that elusive, but indispensable, component.

It was, as the author points out, by rival commanders that she was 
called that ‘Damned Scotsman’.
�In 1872 an MP named Samuel Plimsoll began his crusade to cope 
with ‘coffin’ ships. In honour of his pioneer work, GTJ named one 
of his new clippers Samuel Plimsoll. An article in the RNLI’s The 
Lifeboat brought him to prominence and resulted in 1875 in the 
Royal Commission of Enquiry into Unseaworthy Ships. But the 

determination of enforceable load lines was not established until 
the Merchant Shipping (Load Line) Act of 1890. His memory is 
perpetuated by the famous Plimsoll line cut into the side of every 
merchant cargo ship in order to define the depth to which she may 
be loaded.
�GTJ died in 1895. His obituary said ‘the Aberdeen Line continues 
indisputably to hold its own as one of the fastest and most efficient 
services afloat, and in shipping circles it bears the honourable 
reputation of having suffered less from accident or loss than 
probably any of the other great trading companies of the country.’ 
He is famous for not insuring his vessels against loss and spending 
the premiums saved on the repair and renewal of his fleet.
�Increases in insurance premiums expedited the sale of liner sailing 
ships; and sales in 1898 reduced the sailing ship fleet to six ships on 
the Australia outwards berth from London, tramping homewards 
with grain and nitrates. Then Thermopylæ II ran aground off Cape 
Town and became a total loss. Some 20,000 gold sovereigns worth 
£100,000 and £50,000 in other currency were taken off. 
�Instead of moving with the times to London, the Aberdeen Line 
remained firmly rooted in Aberdeen. However, the company was 
ailing, so the limited partnership was converted into a limited 
liability company. The new company bought the nine ships of the 
partnership and immediately mortgaged them. It was still a family 
affair, and the list of shareholders included GTJ’s granddaughter, my 
great-aunt Muriel Thompson, who in 1908 won the first ever Ladies 
Race at Brooklands.
�A new ship, Pericles, was ordered from Harland and Wolff. She 
could accommodate 100 first-class and 400 third-class passengers. 
She was also a great cargo carrier, with six holds and hatches. 
However, in 1910 disaster struck when she was lost. Although in 1914 

Euripides was launched, she was soon taken up from trade by the 
Australian government to proceed as a troop transport supporting 
the Australian contribution to the First World War. She had been 
made ready to carry 136 officers, 2,204 other ranks and 20 horses. 
Although Thompson did not suffer any casualties in the war, with 
all of its five ships on government charter, the Line did not have a 
profitable war, and afterwards was in sad decline.
�The last chapter of the book is an epilogue devoted to the 
financial management of the Royal Mail Group, of which George 
Thompson and Co Ltd and Aberdeen and Commonwealth Line were 
wholly owned subsidiaries, and the Group’s subsequent financial 
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disentanglement by the so-called Royal Mail Voting Trustees. It 
also recounts the fall of the chairman of the Royal Mail Group, Lord 
Kylsant, who in 1931 was convicted of issuing a false prospectus 
to support a debenture issue and sentenced to twelve months’ 
imprisonment. His appeal was dismissed. When I was a boy my 
family regarded him with dubiety but the author is more generous, 
asserting that ‘the verdict was considered by many to be flawed 
and politically driven’. It was not a view shared by the Court of 
Criminal Appeal. 
�My own farewell to the Line came in 1939 when I went with my 
mother to see my father, then a commander in HMS Ramillies 
in Malta. We sailed in the Aberdeen Line’s Jervis Bay. Not long 
afterwards, as HMS Jervis Bay under Captain Fegen, she was 
protecting a convoy when it was attacked by the German pocket 

battleship Admiral Scheer. Although overwhelmingly outgunned, he 
at once steamed straight at the enemy warship so as to draw its fire. 
In the ultimate observance of the Thompson motto Per Periculum 
Vivo he lived through the danger, but only for long enough to enable 
his convoy to scatter before he was killed. His ship later sank, but 
most of his convoy was saved. He was awarded a posthumous 
Victoria Cross. It was a fitting end to the Line.
�As a boy, I was brought up to admire my great-great-grandfather 
and to feel that if I have inherited some of his qualities or could 
emulate some of his achievements, I too should be able to earn a 
living in my chosen field. To anyone with an adventurous spirit who 
relishes a challenge and the satisfaction of overcoming adversity to 
achieve success, this book is custom made to secure a following. In 
doing so it affords an important contribution to maritime history. 

Sir Andrew P. Leggatt
November 2016
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AUTHOR’S PREFACE

�I especially appreciate the friendship and help of descendants of 
the Thompson and Henderson families, who have taken me into their 
confidence and supplied vital information: George Thompson Jnr’s 
great grandson, Sir Andrew Leggatt, a retired Lord Justice of Appeal, 
who painstakingly read the text, dotted the i’s and crossed the t’s, 
introduced me to the mysteries of split infinitives and contributed 
hugely on family matters, as well as furnishing the Foreword to 
this work and providing often much needed encouragement and 
friendship over the years; Sir Wm Henderson’s great-grandson, the 
late George Thompson Wordie, farmer of Huntley, who unleashed a 
wealth of family information from ‘a black metal box under the bed’; 
and Bruce and Malcolm Thompson in Australia, Malcolm, the last 
Thompson to carry on business in the name of George Thompson.
�The numbers of people who I should thank for input over thirty-five 
years are too numerous to list. However, I do single out for special 
mention the people of Australia, who through the medium of their 
National Library, with its extraordinary research tool “Trove”, and the 
State Libraries of New South Wales, Victoria, South Australia and 
Western Australia, and their respective maritime museums, have 
not only provided so much research material but have responded 
to my enquiries with prompt courtesy and good humour – a model 
to others in this world!; Ian Tulloch in Australia, who provided much 
early research material; Barbara Jones and her colleagues in the 

My interest in George Thompson Jnr and the Aberdeen Line began in 
the early 1980s, when working in the offshore industry in Aberdeen. 
I frequently visited the exquisite Aberdeen Maritime Museum and in 
the course of these visits, purchased two biographical monographs 
about Aberdeen Line commanders. Here was an extraordinary 
shipping enterprise, of which I knew very little; I sought further 
information, and happened upon the only book hitherto written on 
the Aberdeen Line, The Sea Carriers, produced to commemorate 
the line’s centenary in 1925. A book in which one has to travel to 
Chapter 7 before a mention is made of the line or its founding father 
could only be regarded as an inspiration to do something about 
the deficit!
�My late wife, Pat, without whose unstinting support this project 
would never have got off the ground, spent nearly six months in the 
basement of the Aberdeen Custom House, combing through the 
Register of British Ships, identifying and recording any ship which 
bore the name “Thom[p]son” as a participating shareholder. This 
mammoth task resulted in a skeleton upon which to build further 
ongoing research. In the ensuing thirty-plus years of research 
undertaken outwith busy day jobs, I have visited many parts of the 
world, including Canada, Australia, Hong Kong, Cuba and South 
Africa, in the course of which I have made many friends who have 
provided vital advice and information on research lines. 



10  The Aberdeen line

Lloyds Register Foundation, who provided me with much archive 
material; the artist, Tim Thomson, who generously gave access to 
his wonderful painting of Thermopylæ and Cutty Sark for the cover 
artwork; Dr Hazel Carnegie of Aberdeen, whose book Harnessing 
the Wind was one of the monographs which prompted my original 
researches and who has been a constant source of encouragement 
and friendship; my old Trinity House colleague, Peter Snadden 
and his late wife Gina, in Swansea; the late Capt. ‘Sam’ Wheller in 
Aberdeen; John Edwards, former Keeper of Maritime History and his 
staff at the Aberdeen Maritime Museum; Captain John Turner and his 
colleagues at the Aberdeen Harbour Board; the staff at the Aberdeen 
City Library; the staff of the School of Oriental and African Studies 
in London; the staff of the Guildhall Library in London; David Savill, 
co-author of the Merchant Fleets publication on the Aberdeen Line, 
who generously entered into dialogue on the ownership of certain 
early Geo. Thompson Jnr. ships (we did not always agree but the 
exercise was hugely useful!); Chrissie MacLeod and Andrew Choong 
and their colleagues at the document and plans departments of the 
National Maritime Museum; Prof. Rex Hartwell of Oxford University, 
who gave me unfettered access to his unpublished manuscript on 
Dalgety; and Douglas Atfield, fellow Deben sailor and photographer, 
who helped enormously with reprograhic work.
�The process of researching, documenting and writing a book 
of this nature inevitably impacts upon fellow travellers, my work 
colleagues, especially Pamela Welham, clients, and everyone I have 
had contact with and who I must have bored to tears, not to mention 
dominating the office photocopier. Particularly my relatively new 
wife, Kay, a chartered librarian, who has uncomplainingly taken me 
on board, proofread the scripts, developed the index, given advice 
and patiently put up with being shared with George Thompson 
during the run up to publication, while casting a jaundiced 
professional eye at the order of my maritime library. To the many 
of whom I have not made specific mention, I extend my sincere 
appreciation and apologies for the omission.

�The first half of this book inter alia recalls the lives of George 
Thompson Jnr., the founder of the shipping enterprise which 
bore his name; and his clerk, later to become his son-in-law, 
partner, and upon Thompson’s retirement, senior partner, (Sir) 
William Henderson. Both officers served not only the shipping 
enterprise in which they were engaged, but also the wider Aberdeen 
community. Through their involvement in the fields of ship owning, 
shipbuilding, marine insurance, banking and railway promotions, 
they brought wealth and international renown to the city, and gave 
employment to hundreds of its inhabitants. Publicly and socially, 
they were prominent in such developments as the City Library, 
hospital extensions, the botanical gardens, Aberdeen Harbour, the 
poorhouse, local charities and the Free Church. George Thompson 
made very large personal donations in the form of medical bursaries 
to the Aberdeen University. Both men served with great distinction 
as Provost (GTJ) and Lord Provost (Wm H.) of Aberdeen. These men 
were elected to high office against a background of distinguished 
service to the people of Aberdeen, not petty political rhetoric. To 
honour their services to the city, their portraits were painted by 
the eminent portrait painter, Sir George Reid, and these portraits 
were presented to the City Council by an appreciative community. 
In this book, I have endeavored to orchestrate the achievements 
of these two great men and their subsequent families, in terms of 
their enormous contributions to the City of Aberdeen and British 
shipping.
�When I embarked upon this maiden authorship venture, I little 
appreciated the role of the publisher and the frustrations of landing 
one! After a number of false starts, I happened by The History Press, 
whose interest, quiet enthusiasm and patience have been a bedrock. 
To my colleagues at The History Press, particularly Amy Rigg, 
Lauren Newby and Chrissy McMorris, I extend my heartfelt thanks.

P.H.K.
6 June, 2017


