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St Cuthbert’s Church, Saltcoats
Denomination: Church of Scotland
Name: Caledonia
Type: 50-gun French Frigate
Date of Build: c.1804
Builder: William Dunlop RN
Donor: William Dunlop RN
Length: 1860
Breadth: 1350
Height: 560
Material: Wood, paint, metal fittings, cord rigging with cotton sails
Construction: Block with built up topsides
Description: Hull painted green below waterline, gold waterline, and
black above with gun deck in white. Name painted in gold
on white at bow. Guns black with gold detailing on the
tompions. Transom is painted black with gilded decoration
and painted stars, no stern guns. Lower masts painted
white with black bands, and varnished wood above.
Rigging: Fully rigged, without sails.

Page 291

Greiling

201301737

Flags: Flags at stern and bowsprit almost disintegrated, probably
the White Ensign, foremast carries one signal flag, a Blue
Peter, signalling that the ship is about to set sail and all
crew must board - all persons must repair on board, vessel
about to sail.
Figurehead: gilded female figure wearing a broad-brimmed hat
Additional features: four tenders port and starboard plus one tender suspended at stern
Location: Against a wall at rear of nave, north side, in front of a seating gallery above the north entry door. Attached to wall via
port side metal bolt.
Restoration: Repainted and re-rigged, 1905, by Mr William Love, and in
1959 by Mr William Lees, Helensburgh
A brass plaque close to the model reads: ‘The model of the Caledonia Frigate suspended from the roof of this church is the workmanship and gift of Mr William Dunlop, Late
gunner’s mate on board His Majesty’s Ship St Joseph 1804’.
In 1804, in thanksgiving to God for his preservation during the Napoleonic
wars, William Dunlop gifted the model to the previous parish church, then known as
Ardrossan Parish Church, and situated in the Kirkgate, where it now houses the Saltcoats and North Ayrshire Museum. The model hung there until 1908, when the present church was built, and the model transferred to it.
In 1904 the Kirk Session received a letter from the model maker’s grandson, as recorded in the Kirk Session Minutes;
‘Moderator read letter he had received from Mr John D Tannahill. Residing in London. Grandson of Mr William Dunlop the gentleman that
presented ship [sic] to Ardrossan Parish Church. A friend had sent him a
copy of Ardrossan & Saltcoats Herald with Mr Brown’s special sermon
to sailors and fishermen. (Copy of Letter) Dear Sir I have read with great
pleasure your discourse in connection with the model of the frigate that
has hung so long from the ceiling of the Parish Church of Ardrossan. I
am the grandson of the builder and donor of that ship. And the considerate and instructive way in which you have referred to him has
touched me deeply. And I have to thank you for the kind words you
said. My grandfather lies buried with certain members of his family in
the church yard a short distance from the belfry, and all the others of
his family have now passed away - my mother being his last surviving
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daughter and she now lies at rest in London…I never heard much as to
the history of the ship. My grandfather made it and gave it as a thank
offering to the Church and appears to have said no more about it afterwards. The little round brass tablet was engraved by the Minister and
Elders at the time. And when I was a boy at the Parish School in Saltcoats the Session Clerk made a search in the old records to see what the
deliberations were when the ship was accepted by the Church. But
could not find any minute thereof. So far as I know the brass tablet is
the only record. If the Church would allow it, I would be very glad to pay
the cost of re-rigging the ship’585
Subsequently, in December 1905, the Session received a cheque for the sum of £6
from Mr Tannahill ‘to pay re-rigging and painting ship’586 and the following month ‘Mr
William Love, painter, was instructed to get the ship painted.’587
A new parish church was built in 1908 and the ship model was transferred to its
present location. A note from the Kirk Session Minutes 7th December 1908 records
this; ‘Moderator proposed that Ship be transferred to New Church and hung up on
second main couple at Gallery.’588
In 1959, the model, now 155 years old, was again in need of cleaning and restoring. This work was undertaken by Mr William Lees of Helensburgh, who produced
the following report, now framed and hanging alongside the model on the wall of the
church:
‘The model is evidently that of a large French frigate of the period 1790,
of about 1250-1500 tons, captured by the British and re-armed with 24pounder and 32-pounder carronades, 50 in all. Evidence of her French
origin is seen in the forecastle bulwarks, and in her comparative lack of
sheer. British frigates did not adopt these features till near the close of
the Napoleonic War. The model bears evidence of having been built
probably by an able-seaman. Everything in-board is meticulously exact,
as is instanced by the ringbolts and eyebolts for the gun tackles, and
what remains of her original rigging. Outboard, too, details are exact
down to the water-line, and there, as is the case with many sailor-built
models, lack of knowledge of the underwater shape leads to inaccuracies. Ex Voto models are very rare in Scotland, and this one - a ship of
war - is probably unique, though unfortunately, the “sea-changes” she
_______________________________________________
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has suffered in rig, boats etc., in previous “restorations”, have made her
less valuable as a historic piece.”
At this time the model was suspended by a bracket to the wall rather than by a chain
from the ceiling as before.
Other References
‘In Ardrossan Parish Church (which is in Saltcoats) there is suspended
from the ceiling a model of the Caledonia, a frigate of fifty guns. This
model was constructed by one William Sunlop [sic], gunner’s mate on
His Majesty’s ship San Josef, and was presented by him in 1804 to the
church. It hung from the ceiling above the gallery until 1908, when it
was transferred to its present position in the new building.
Saltcoats was formerly a port with considerable activity. The church
previous to the one which the model was gifted had a special part reserved for shipmasters and sailors, called the Sailor’s Loft.’589
A Votive Ship a letter from James G McBurnie, The Mariner’s Mirror, 1929
‘There is also some conflict of detail in the various stories concerning
the Caledonia, model of a fifty-gun frigate, which hangs in St Cuthbert’s
Church, Saltcoats, to which it was transferred in 1908, when the new
church was built, from the old parish church, Ardrossan, where it had
been located for 104 years. The main theme of its story is that the model was made by William Dunlop, a Saltcoats native who was taken by
the Press Gang and rose to be a gunner’s mate on board the man-o-war,
Caledonia, and that it is a replica of the Spanish ship San Josef, captured
from the Spaniards in 1797 and aboard which Nelson received the
swords of the vanquished Spanish officers. An account given by a greatgrandson of Dunlop, however, maintains that Dunlop served on the captured ship, renamed the St Joseph; and his version agrees with the others in saying that the Saltcoats sailor made the model and presented it
to the church as a thank-offering for his escape when an enemy shot
shattered his berth as he lay in his hammock, leaving him unharmed.
When the model was presented to the church in 1804, Dunlop headed a
public procession, himself pushing a barrow on which his model was
mounted; and in accepting the gift, the church authorities granted the
donor and his family the free use of one of the long seats in the Sailor’s
Loft.’590
Ship in the Kirk, James D Leslie, 1951
_______________________________________________
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Caledonia bow view and as seen from above from the gallery

A brass plaque was installed below the model
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Deck details

The name Caledonia is written in gold at the bow, the figurehead is visible
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Caledonia was previously hanging in the former Ardrossan Parish Church before it was
demolished and the model moved to the new church in Saltcoats
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