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BOAT BUILDING ON THE RIVER CONWY 

STEPHEN J LOCKWOOD 

 

When it comes to the sustainable management of estuaries, construction engineers have a poor 

record and much to answer for. For example, building the Aswan high dam 1000km from the 

sea on the River Nile resulted in chronic erosion of the Nile delta and  the loss of Egypt’s 

coastal sardine fishery. Nearer to home, dredging for the Conwy tunnel caused the loss of one 

of the local mussel beds (Green Island). Further back in 

time, when Telford built the cob between the Llandudno 

Junction foreshore and the mid-river island to bridge the 

river, he increased siltation along the right bank to such 

an extent that Glan Conwy was no longer viable as a 

trading harbour or boat building/repair venue. All that 

remains to suggest that such activities might once have 

taken place there is the slipway running under the railway 

by the Glan Conwy railway station. Similarly, it is 

probable that building the cob caused increased siltation 

along the foreshore opposite Conwy. 

Prior to Deganwy dock being built in the 

1880s boating activity was probably limited to a 

fishermen launching beach boats from the Tywyn 

and Deganwy foreshore. Once the dock was built, 

however, there was an immediate need for boat 

maintenance and repair services1. Initially, these 

services were probably provided by Peter and 

Humphrey Lewis from Llanrwst. They had 

established a timber merchant’s business in the 

1870s at Benarth2 and their timber business extended to the Deganwy side of the river shortly 

after the dock was built. As they also had a boatyard on the Conwy foreshore it is reasonable 

to assume that they were among the first to offer ship repair, if not boatbuilding services in 

Deganwy. The Lewis’ business must have proved 

successful as shortly after the dock was opened 

Humphrey built and moved into Muriau in Rose St, 

Conwy (now the tourist information centre). 

Although only 56, Humphrey Lewis died in 1898 

leaving his three sons to run the timber business.  

Whoever it was that followed the Lewis 

brothers enterprise at Deganwy dock, in 1930 the 

principal boatyard became that of Williams and Parkinson, with Cyril Williams being the 

 
1 Smith, E. (2013). The Deganwy Dock Story. Deganwy History Group: www.deganwyhistory.co.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2014/05/The-Deganwy-Dock-Story-2013.59-final-pdf.pdf 
2 Lockwood, S.J., (1922). Industrial Gyffin. Deganwy History Group: www.deganwyhistory.co.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2022/02/Industrial-Gyffin.pdf 
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leading craftsman and boatbuilder3. From the outset work focussed very much on leisure craft 

such as the cabin cruiser Seamew (built 1936), which was one of the ‘Little Ships’ armada that 

answered the call of Operational Dynamo to rescue troops from the Dunkirk beaches in 1940, 

and the yacht Cumulus (built 1938; designed by William Henry Rowland who owned the 

Bangor boatyard now known as ‘Dickies’), both of which are fully restored and still sailing. 

As with other small boatyards during WW2, they undertook work for the Admiralty. Soon after 

the war the firm changed its name to Williams and Nixon and continued to build leisure craft. 

These included another of Rowland’s designs, the Hilbre One Design class of open sailing boat. 

Unfortunately, the Williams and Nixon boatyard ceased trading in 1979 and following the 

development of Deganwy dock as The Quay hotel and housing there has been little boatyard 

activity there other than the routine annual cleaning of hulls and small-scale maintenance. 

On the opposite side of the river in Conwy, there has probably been some form of 

boat maintenance, if not boat building since before the town walls were built. The Romans 

used the river as a route to supply their troops, such as those at Caerhun fort, and leisure craft 

were taking visitors as far as Trefriw until the 1940s. The first mention of a named boatbuilder 

in Conwy, however, was of Richard Thomas (1813–1893), the son of a master mariner who 

lived in Berry Street.  As well as building boats, yachts and coasting craft, Richard also acted 

as a shipping agent for vessels transporting 

copper from Llandudno and slate from up the 

valley until the arrival of the railway and 

Deganwy dock made it less profitable. This 

aspect of his business went bankrupt in 1840. 

In 1851 he married Penelope Williams 

(1825–1913) and the year after had a son, 

named Robert after his grandfather, but the 

child died within months and is buried in St 

 
3 Williams, M. (2010). Williams Boat Builders of Deganwy Quay 1930-1979 (Contractors to the Admiralty). 
Deganwy History Group: www.deganwyhistory.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/05/Williams-Boat-Builders-of-
Deganwy.pdf  
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Mary’s churchyard, Conwy. In 1855 they had another son, also named Robert (1855–1935), 

who never married but followed in his father’s footsteps and became a master boatbuilder 

continuing to build yachts and working vessels.  

Although it is not certain where the Thomas’s built their boats, it was probably on 

the town quay in the vicinity of Porth Isaf. Similarly, it is uncertain where the Lewis family 

(the timber merchants from Llanrwst) had their boatyard but it is assumed to be the area 

immediately to seaward of the town curtain wall, adjacent to the Bodlondeb estate. This is the 

boatyard bought from Humphrey lewis 

by Albert Wood (1838–1936), a chain 

and anchor merchant from Saltney who 

and mayor of Conwy who built 

Bodlondeb Hall (now Conwy’s council 

offices and council chamber). Despite 

being the owner of his own beautiful 

yacht, the Tanagra, it seems Wood had 

little interest in running his own boatyard 

as it was taken over by John Crossfield in 

1906. 

John Crossfield (1844–1955) was a member of a well-

established family of boatbuilders known collectively as 

Crossfields of Arnside4, on the banks of the River Kent in NE 

Morecambe Bay. The firm was started by John’s grandfather, also 

John Crossfield (1782–1864), as a village joinery business but his 

younger son, Francis Crossfield (1811–1899), developed it as a 

boatbuilding business and launched his first boat in 1838. In due 

course this firm grew into one of the foremost builders of 

Lancashire/Morecambe Bay ‘Nobbys’, a design specifically 

developed for fishing in the shallow waters of Morecambe Bay. 

By the 1880s Francis was joined by his sons, William, Francis (jr), 

John and George. They established Crossfield Brothers but in 1892 the brothers split with 

William and Francis jr setting up Crossfield and Sons. This firm continued to trade under 

William’s sons, Frederick and William (jr) until the 1940s. In 1906, John Crossfield left 

Arnside to set up on his own account in Conwy while Crossfield Brothers continued to trade 

under William’s sons George and Herbert in Arnside. 

In 1914, however, the brothers left Arnside and 

transferred the business to Hoylake on the Wirral 

where it remained until the 1920s. 

While living in Arnside, John Crossfield 

(1855–1944) married (1878) Elizabeth Brewsher 

(1851–1898) and had six children: Francis George 

(1879–1942), Edmund John (1881–1918: Army 

Service Corps, Berlin cemetery), Alfred (1883–1967), 

Vincent (1885–1975), Isabella Mary (1887–1969), 

 
4 Arnside Archive. Crossfields of Arnside: www.arnsidearchive.org.uk/?MARITIME_HERITAGE:Crossfields_of_Arnside 
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Norman (1893–1908). A year after Elizabeth’s death, John married 

Elizabeth Ann Fishwick (1865–1940) who 5 months later gave birth 

to a daughter, Lois (1899–1959). The reason John chose to move to 

Conwy is not known; he may have fallen out with his brothers, it 

could have been to do with the loss of his first wife or even related 

to the ‘premature’ birth of his daughter. 

 Whatever the reason, not all of his family moved with 

John to Conwy. The 

1911 census shows that he was living at 

Inglewood, Cadnant Park, Conwy, with his wife 

Elizabeth and the their daughter Lois plus two of 

his sons, Alfred and Vincent. In 1814, before 

joining the Royal Engineers (1914–1920) 

Vincent married Catherine Blundell (1883–

1924), the daughter of a Conwy boot and 

shoemaker and had two daughters, Barbara and 

Irene. Following Catherine’s death, Vincent 

married Sarah ‘Sallie’ Roberts (1903–1984) and 

lived at 19 Bryn Hyfryd Terrace, Conwy. In 1912 

Alfred married Mary Goosey from Tywyn 

(Deganwy), the daughter of a labourer-gardener 

but she died in 1922 without children. At the time 

of the 1939 residents’ registration Alfred was 

living once more with John and Elizabeth at 7 

Hillcrest Road (off Pentwyn Road), Deganwy, as 

was Isabella, John’s daughter from his first 

marriage. When Alfred died, he was living next 

door to Vincent at 18 Bryn Hyfryd Terrace. John 

died in 1944 but the business continued a little 

longer under his sons Alfred and Vincent.  

While John and his sons undoubtedly 

undertook a wide range of boat maintenance 

work for the Conwy fishing community as well as other commercial and leisure vessels, they 

continued the family tradition of building 

nobbys, several of which are still sailing and 

some can be seen locally. One, the Ethel, was 

built in 1937 for the Peters brothers of 

Parkgate, Wirral, and worked as a commercial 

fishing vessel (CH31) in the river Dee until the 

early 1980s. She was then bought for leisure 

use and completely restored but with added 

cabin accommodation and is now often to be 

seen moored at Conwy.  

More recently, the derelict hull of 

another John Crossfield nobby built in 1910, 

 
Nobby Ethel laying off the site of 

Crossfield’s boatyard where she was built 
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the Helen II, returned to Conwy for restoration. The work was undertaken on Conwy quay in 

association with Llandrillo College as a project to teach students traditional boatbuilding 

skills5. As with the Ethel, Helen II was not restored fully to the style of a working fishing vessel 

but had cabin accommodation added and is now suitable for leisure use, not least to take girls 

and boys from all backgrounds and abilities to experience marine life in a traditional sailing 

boat (albeit with an engine added) that was built for speed and safety. 

About the time that Alfred and Vincent Crossfield reached retirement age (c. 1950) 

they sold the Conwy boatyard to local businessman and entrepreneur Elwyn Macdonald. The 

yard continued to trade as Crossfield’s of Conwy under Macdonald who continued to employ 

local craftsmen and to offer a boat maintenance and repair service. At the same time, when 

other demands were less pressing, the men continued the tradition of building boats from the 

keel up. In all, they built three motor 

cabin cruisers before the yard finally 

closed in 1983: the Bluefin, Maid of 

Conway and the Morwen. Maid of 

Conway and Morwen have both been 

fully restored in recent years and 

continue to give pleasure to their 

owners. The fate or current 

whereabouts of Bluefin, however, is 

unknown. 

The closure of Crossfield’s boatyard brought boatbuilding on the River Conwy to an 

end. Repairs and maintenance, however, continued, albeit on a more ad hoc basis. Tony Price, 

one Elwyn Macdonald’s skilled workforce, maintained a boat repair facility alongside his home 

at Telford’s Cottage in Benarth Road. Following Tony’s death, his small boatyard continued 

for a while longer as a repair shop for the few remaining fishermen but that too has now gone. 

Although there are probably more boats on the River Conwy now than at any time in history 

the boatbuilding tradition is lost. All that remains are the minimal boat maintenance facilities 

at the two leisure marinas, Deganwy Dock and Conwy. 

 

 

 
5 Helen II Nobby Project: www.helennobbyproject.blogspot.com 

 

          

             
    

       

              
                    
                   
         

     
         


