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the war.’ Fegen was posthumously 
awarded the Victoria Cross and  
mentioned by Churchill himself in a 
victory broadcast at the end of the 
war. ‘And the Hollypark was in that 
convoy he saved.’

‘Hurricane’ Hutchison would secure 
his own master’s ticket by his late 20s 
and become a celebrated Clyde skip-
per, who – after a decade ‘deep-sea’ – 
commanded an extraordinary variety 
of steamers and ferries from 1959 into 
the 1990s.

He has just written a book; a heap 
of fan-mail fast grows on the coffee 
table. But, the gorgeous photos and 
funny stories apart, it’s besides a 
wistful eye-witness account of a way 
of Clyde life largely gone. 

His career was shaped, he thinks, by 
two strong women. The first was his 
mother, who could just about come 
to terms with the Greenock Academy 
scholar’s desperation to go to sea, 
but ‘not as a poor bloody fisherman’. 
They compromised on the James 
Watt Nautical College and a grander 
trajectory.

The second was Captain Hutchison’s 
wife, Ann. They had met at the  
dancing in Largs, Ayrshire, and, as 
their family grew and his mother 
moved in with them, she put her foot 
down – ‘I’m not looking after this lot 
while you’re away for months on end 
playing with your boats.’

So, from the late 1950s, he eschewed 
ocean-going for the coastal trade, the 
Firth of Clyde and summer service 
with what is now Caledonian Mac-
Brayne Ltd; in late 1962 Captain 
Hutchison was offered a full-time 
post as a captain in the fleet.

T
 
 
HERE was a dark twist. ‘I 
was to start mid-January 
and that meant I’d to turn 
down an offer from  
McCallum’s, as mate on 

their Ardgarry. A month later I heard 
that she’d sunk on that very voyage 
– off the Scilly Isles, in a force 11 
storm, with the loss of all 12 crew… 
that’s something that’s stayed with 
me.’

Captain Hutchison is a weathered, 
swarthy man of great presence and a 
voice like a friendly gravel-pit and, 
though now a little frail, you sense a 
past and powerful build.

And the nickname? ‘Oh, I got “Hur-
ricane Hutch” for what seemed to be 
my uncanny knack of being on duty 
whenever the weather worsened,’ he 
grates genially. ‘An almost magnetic 
power of attraction between me and 
15-foot waves… but in those days you 
always tried to keep the services run-
ning. So many folk depended on us.’

Today, CalMac runs only seven 
point-to-point Clyde ferry services 
with only nine ships. In the 1950s, 
what was then the Caledonian Steam 
Packet Co – a subsidiary of British 
Railways – operated a fleet twice as 
large on schedules of fabulous 
complexity.

There was an elaborate programme 
of Clyde cruising, a host of long-gone 
commuter runs from the likes of  
Kilmun, Innellan and Blairmore to 
connect with assorted Glasgow 
trains; and four hoist-loading car fer-
ries – even these, by 1970, obsolete.

Pressure of work was intense. In 
1959, Captain Hutchison commanded 
18 different ships in only 21 days.

Much has changed. Until the late 
1960s, for example – with such an 
armada of vessels to provision – the 

S
HE was a little old Irish lady, 
Mrs Fegen, lodged in the 
Greenock nursing home run by 
his parents, and – on the eve of 
young Hutchison’s departure 
for Merchant Navy training – 

she called him aside, and pressed 
something into his hand.

‘And that was 1949, and I have it still,’ says 
Captain Robin ‘Hurricane’ Hutchison, and there 

it indeed is. A brass officer’s whistle which had 
belonged to Mrs Fegen’s son – a storied hero of 
the late war. 

In November 1940, Captain Edward Fogarty 
Fegen, 49, was commanding the scantily armed 
merchantman Jervis Bay in chill Atlantic waters 
– in sole defence of a 37-ship convoy – when sur-
prised by the pocket-battleship Admiral Scheer. 

Against hopeless odds, Fegen fought the  
German vessel for half an hour, even after a shell 
had shattered one of his arms. The Jervis Bay 
was sunk, with the loss of his life and 188 others, 
but she had bought vital time. All but four  
vessels in the convoy escaped.

Captain Hutchison, 80, has salt water in his 
veins. The whistle is his lucky charm and a  
picture of a cargo-boat in high, foaming seas in 
his Greenock home his pride and joy. ‘The  
Hollypark,’ he announces. ‘She was my first 
ship, built to carry tanks from America during 

company ran its own bakery, by the 
head office in Gourock, Renfrewshire, 
and of such a scale it employed 100 
people. One nautical duty was the 
eight o’clock ‘bun run’ across the 
river from Gourock to Craigendoran, 
Dunbartonshire.

‘We’d load dozens and dozens of 
those big bakers’ boards – sausage 
rolls, empire biscuits, coconut slices, 
cream doughnuts, you name it. It was 
usually a wee boat like the Maid of 
Argyll, and lots of it had to be laid on 
the open decks, and of course every 
seagull on the Clyde went “Ah-ha!” A 
lot of it never saw Craigendoran.’

Still worse, were livestock runs. Of 
yore, beasts were taken ‘loose’, on 
the hoof, on special sailings.

‘I’ve seen the Bute, the old car-ferry, 
jammed with sheep from the foc’sle 
to the stern, and my crew frantic with 
sticks trying to keep them clear as 
the hoist went up and down.

‘There was that time’ – he grimaces 
– ‘when the pigs escaped at Rothesay. 
Or the odd bull went for a canter. 
And, of course, the farmers always 
came early, hours before we were due 
to sail, and relaxed in the pub, so by 
the time we had to load, it was pretty 
well down to us, as they were invaria-
bly half-gassed.’

If the Clyde was far livelier a half-
century ago, it was, especially up in 
Glasgow city centre, far filthier.

‘There were all those factories and 
they were all pumping their waste 
into the Clyde. When I’d be in charge 
of the Queen Mary II, the turbine-
steamer, there was an absolute rule 
that you closed all portholes and win-
dows – and no wonder. Lying at the 
Broomielaw in the dead of night, you 
could actually hear noxious vapours 
bubbling up from the river-bed.

‘And one morning the chief steward 
went ballistic because an assistant 
steward had left one porthole open 
and all the silver in the dining saloon, 
a thousand pieces wearily polished 
the night before, had turned dark 
brown. You don’t want to think what 
fumes had been coming up, but I had 
to physically hold that man back 
from killing the poor lad.’

Captain Hutchison remembers tak-
ing the Queen Mary down river, from 
Glasgow to Tighnabruaich on the 
Kyles of Bute, and counting 38 ships 
on the stocks ‘all being built simulta-
neously in the Clyde yards’. Rather 
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a cargo of pigs loose at     
waves hold no terrors

shockingly, he doesn’t particularly 
rate the Waverley, long a national 
institution and the last sea-going 
paddle-steamer in the world.

The 1946 steamer only makes it to 
No 7 in his book of favourite Clyde 
vessels, behind four other steamers 
and even a couple of car-ferries.

‘She was of postwar construction 
and they built her from scrap. You 
simply couldn’t get good steel then. 
So there was this constant battle 
with rust, and she was of quite basic 
lay-out and always a bit scruffy.

‘She didn’t handle well either. I 
called her the “sledge,” because her 
rudder was that tiny. You had to 
give her an enormous amount of 
room to turn. Going into Rothesay, 
you’d to go hard-over as you passed 
the Glenburn Hotel, to line her onto 
the pier – that’s nearly a mile out.’

A decade ago the Waverley was 
magnificently rebuilt, with National 
Lottery money. But Captain 
Hutchison still thinks the 1934 pad-
dler Caledonia – disposed of in 1970 
– might have been the better to 
preserve.

‘She had more covered accommo-
dation and two boilers, and was a 
lot tougher. I was on her for five 
years, through thick and thin. She 
was great in bad weather.’

She ended up as a floating Thames 
pub and was destroyed in a 1980 

fire. Of utterly different character 
was the 1974 car-ferry Jupiter, built 
for the Gourock-Dunoon crossing 
and with sophisticated Voith- 
Schneider propulsion that made 
her extraordinarily manoeuvrable.

‘She could go 15-and-a-half knots 
ahead, 13 knots astern, three knots 
sideways. She could spin in her own 
length. Wonderful. I remember on 
her trials, for a ploy – the general 
manager, John Whittle, was aboard 
– we raced our rival, the Western 
Ferries boat, and I turned the Jupi-
ter around and we ran astern, and 
we overtook that vessel even going 
backwards. 

‘Whittle, he just had his dancing-
shoes on that day, because we’d 
beaten Western Ferries.’

There was, besides, in the mid-
1970s, a contract with 
McAlpine’s oil-

rig construction yard at Ardyne. 
‘We had to carry hundreds of work-
ers there and back every day. It was 
said they were the highest-paid 
navvies on Britain, and yet they still 
tried to fiddle their tickets.’

H
 
 
E recalls: ‘They drank 
even before they made 
Ardyne – just piled into 
the ship’s bar, eight in 
the morning – and, you 

know, an hour later they’d be work-
ing 400 feet up. And, on the sail 
home, sometimes we had to radio 
for the police to meet us; the fights 
they’d be having.’

But wholesale change swept the 
Clyde. The market for coastal 

cruising fell fast away.  
Historic commuter-runs 

ceased to be. In 1964, there were 
seven steamers dashing about. A 
decade later, there were only two: 
from 1978 there was only the Waver-
ley (and only because a charity had 
saved her.)

‘The people just went,’ he muses. 
‘I remember these enormous 
crowds in summer – thousands and 
thousands on the quays; two or 
three ships berthing at once to take 
them here and everywhere. I still 
ask myself, “Where did all the  
people go?”’

He misses, especially, the ‘summer 
teuchters’ – seamen from the Heb-
rides who came down every spring 
to work on the excursion steamers. 
Each assigned his own ‘croft’ on a 
ship, a few square yards of deck and 
railing, to maintain.

‘And we had officers from the 
islands, too. Captain Colin John 
Mackay, from Skye, lived just two 
streets away from here. He was 
master of the Talisman for years 
and I remember once being part of 
a formal committee of inquiry after 
she ran aground at Wemyss Bay.

‘Our superintendent, Captain  
Sinclair, asked him what had hap-
pened,’ says Captain Hutchison 
suddenly adopting a halting Gaelic 
lilt: ‘“Weeell, we were on our fin-al 
ap-proach to the pi-er, when sud-
den-lee there was a flash-of-dark-

en-ness, and there we were up-on 
the shore”. There had been a sud-
den power cut in the last crucial 
seconds of his approach, all the 
lights in Wemyss Bay went out in an 
instant, and he couldn’t see a thing. 
Of course, he was acquitted. But 
only a teuchter could have described 
a power-cut in such a poetic way.’

Captain Hutchison closed his 
career with two years in charge of 
the vast Arran ferry, the 1993 Cale-
donian Isles. It was no sinecure.

‘Ardrossan harbour’s broken a lot 
of captains, turned them into neu-
rotics. It’s so exposed, the entrance 
is that narrow, and the swell just 
comes in, especially as you move 
from deep water to shallow pretty 
suddenly. And then you have to 
make a very tricky turn.’

But in 1997 he had a brief, last hur-
rah, commanding the Waverley for a 
day on a cruise to Campbeltown. 
They had begged him piteously. 

‘All went exactly to plan,’ he recalls 
mischievously, ‘and they sent me a 
bottle of whisky later.’

And we gaze out through the Feb-
ruary drizzle, by Fogarty Fegen’s 
whistle, as dusk falls on Greenock, 
and sunset on the Clyde.
l Hurricane Hutch’s Top 10 Ships 
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Challenging: CalMac’s Caledonian Isles enters Ardrossan harbour, 
above. Right: The Waverley paddle steamer near Dumbarton Rock

Ship-shape: 
Robin 
Hutchison on 
the bridge 
early in his 
career

Institution: Captain Hutchison spent years commanding CalMac ferries between the mainland and islands


