
There are many, many more wonderful stories associated with the boats and ships in Big Book of 
Boats, so we’ve picked out a few more here for you to enjoy. What other stories and facts can you 
find out for yourself?

NOTE: You’ll see brackets in the text below with the word ‘pic’ and a number. You can use these 
numbers to refer to specific images in your Big Book of Boats!

Sea monsters and submarines
The adventure story 20,000 Leagues under the Sea by French author Jules Verne told of a craft 
called ‘Nautilus’ (pic 39) navigating deep under the ocean, disguised as a sea monster. Captain 
Nemo, Nautilus’s secretive commander, wants to stay away from the world and conduct scientific 
experiments. He traps the people sent to investigate and won’t let them leave the submarine. They 
have numerous dangerous adventures on board, under icebergs and battling with sharks, before 
they manage to escape.
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The earliest boat
Look out for a coracle if you go to Wales (pic 11). Although coracles can 
be found all over the world (pic 28), they still use them in parts of Wales for 
fishing and now for tourists too. A coracle is like a nutshell, or a floating 
basket, and is probably one of the oldest types of boat, maybe going as far 
back as the Ice Age. The traditional coracle is made from local wood, wo-
ven like a basket with rope or animal hair to tie it together. Then it’s covered 
in cow or bull skins to make it waterproof. Fishermen carry coracles their 
backs and they can paddle them in the shallow water of rivers, lakes and 
along the sea coast. Getting in and out of a coracle can be tricky - you need to jump quickly!

Stuck in the Canal
                       Did you hear about the huge container ship (see pics 9 & 44) that was stuck in the  
                           Suez Canal in March 2021? The Ever Given was the largest ship to ever go  
                               aground (touch the bottom) in the Canal. It was 400 metres long - the length 
                                of four football pitches! And it was carrying over 18,000 containers, full of 
                                  goods made in China and heading for the Dutch port of Rotterdam. The 
                                canal is a vital short cut from Asia to Europe and the blocked ship caused a 
                             massive traffic jam as no other ships could go past it for weeks. Can you find 
                            the Suez Canal on a map? Trace the ship’s journey across the seas from China.
                             Where would ships have to go to reach Europe if the Canal was blocked? Trace   
                             where the ships would go from Egypt to reach Rotterdam. You can see pictures of 
the Ever Given and read more about it on the internet. 

Row, row, row the boat 
And sail it too. The wind in the Mediterranean is not always reliable and warships couldn’t hang 
around in a battle waiting for it to blow. So, ancient Greek and Roman galleys (ships with oars, 
see pics 61, 64, 65, 68) had small sails but they were mainly moved by rows of oarsmen, sitting 
sweating and heaving, below deck. If you are lucky enough to go to Athens in Greece, you can see 
a replica (copy) of a Greek Trireme, a boat with three banks of oars, called Olympias. Visitors can 
even join the crew and try rowing it themselves. Very hard work! Other examples of rowing battle 
ships are in pics 7, 53 & 54, 90 & 91. Oars were the main way of propulsion (movement) before 
the bigger sailing ships came along, see if you can find more ‘rowing boats’ through the book



Jules Verne’s description of Nautilus was very like a modern submarine although submarines in 
1869, when the first part of the novel was published, were much more simple. 

The launch of the Queen Elizabeth 
When you launch a ship, an important person smashes a bottle of wine or champagne against the 
hull before it rolls into the water. This is meant to bring good luck. In September 1938, the queen of 
England (Queen Elizabeth, the current queen’s mother) launched the ship called the Queen Eliz-
abeth (pic 103), in Clydebank, Scotland where it was built. But before she could smash the bottle, 
the ship had already started sliding down the ramp. Luckily she quickly threw the bottle of red wine 
(attached to a rope) against the hull before the big liner splashed into the harbour. The Titanic (pic 
52) was also launched with a smashed bottle…but sadly it didn’t bring good luck. 

The Alan Kurdi 
The ship, the Alan Kurdi, rescues refugees making the dangerous crossing in small, unsafe, boats 
across the Mediterranean. In 2015, the Kurdi family, escaping from war in Syria, were crossing from 
Turkey to Greece when their boat sank. The whole family, mother and two sons drowned, except for 
the father, Abdullah Kurdi. The photo of his little son’s body washed up on the beach flashed round 
                                               the news and showed the world the plight of ordinary people seek-
                                                ing safety. The charity Sea-Eye renamed one of their rescue ships 
                                                 Alan Kurdi (pic 99) and Abdullah Kurdi baptised the ship, named 
                                                  after his three-year old son. Since 2018, the Alan Kurdi has saved 
more than 900 people from drowning.

Henry Morgan and The Slave Trade
There is a very dark side to shipping history - the trade of millions of enslaved people, carried 
across the Atlantic from Africa to the Caribbean and the Americas to work on sugar, tobacco and 
other plantations (large farms). Men, women and children were transported in crowded ships on 
long and frightening journeys. If they fell ill or died, they were often thrown overboard, as they were 
no longer valuable to their owners. This trade went on for hundreds of years and men like Henry 
Morgan (pic 85) became very rich from owning large plantations and hundreds of slaves. Many 
of the big buildings in British cities and beautiful stately homes were built by wealthy families who  
owned slaves in Barbados or Jamaica. Liverpool was a port at the centre of this terrible trade. For 
many of us, these enslaved people are our ancestors. See if you can visit the Liverpool International 
Slavery Museum to learn more. 

Treasure trove 
In the sixteenth century, Spanish galleons (see pic 76), sailed back and 
forth to the New World (the Americas) to bring back treasure for the Span-
ish king. Queen Elizabeth I of England encouraged the sailor, Francis 
Drake, to explore the route to the Pacific Ocean but, if possible, she 
also wanted some of that Spanish treasure. In March 1579, Drake’s 
ship The Golden Hind captured the Spanish galleon, Nuestra Señora
de la Concepción, off the east coast of Ecuador. See if you can find
Ecuador on the map and check how far Drake had travelled. Remem-
ber, there was no Panama Canal in those days, so he had sailed all the 
way round Cape Horn. It took six days for Drake’s men to move all the 
gold, silver, coins and jewels on to his ship! When he got back, Queen 
Elizabeth took more than half the treasure and made him a knight. 
If you go to London, you can see The Golden Hinde in Bankside, Southwark. It looks very small. But 
it’s a full-size reconstruction of Drake’s original ship and has also sailed all over the world. 
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