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Steam tug Master heads 
for her 100th birthday
By Syd Heal

SS MASTER

Even though commercial steam 
propulsion is now a thing of the 
past, it is to the credit of the dedi-

cated group, made up largely of former 
mariners and private citizens, that has 
now seen the steam ship Master through 
over 50 years as an historic artifact. The 
ship is the sole representative of once vast 
fleets of steam tugs, and indeed any kind 
of steam-propelled commercial vessel, 
that graced British Columbia’s coastal 
and Interior lake waters for something 

close to 190 years. Steam therefore dates 
from the arrival of the Hudson’s Bay 
Company Beaver off Fort Vancouver on 
the Columbia River in 1836. Here, her 
engine, boiler and paddle wheels were 

installed and she served in various cap-
acities until her wrecking on the Stanley 
Park foreshore in 1888.

Canada has not been a great sup-
porter of ship preservation projects. The 

The ship is the sole representative of once vast fleets of steam tugs and indeed 

any kind of steam-propelled commercial vessel that graced British Columbia’s 

coastal and Interior lake waters for something close to 190 years. 

Steam tug Master in recent years. The black diamonds on the funnel signify the original owner’s interest in towing loaded coal barges from Vancouver Island to Vancouver.
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tendency has been to look to govern-
ment when someone has had the bright 
idea that a given vessel might be a worthy 
memorial for preservation purposes. The 
usual reaction from any form of govern-
ment is that they have no funds available 
and in any event there was no budget set 
aside for a project. That was roughly the 
position when an appeal was launched 
to try to save the last of the war-built 
Canadian Victory hulls, all of which had 
been built in West Coast yards. I suspect 
that people in government realized that it 
was the type of project that would have 
ended up costing many millions. Instead, 
what was secured was the stern section of 
the Cape Breton ex Flamborough Head and 
now that appears to have become a local 
political football.

All of this makes the successful survival 
of the Master that much more notable as 
the push came from private citizens with 
some funding coming from such sources 
as the B.C. Lottery Fund.

The Master was one of the very few 
to survive until being placed in lay-up 
around 1958 and that is where she was 
found some five years later by this writer 
as a result of a very short moment of 
inspiration. Had something else inter-
vened to grab my interest, chances are 
that the acquisition that followed might 
never have happened.

I have told the story before, but it bears 
briefly repeating. 

I had taken a week off work to look 
after my kids while mother paid a brief 
visit of a few days to hospital. It was 
typical early spring wet weather and the 
two children were bored for something 
interesting to do. In those days, I always 
looked at the boat section in the classi-
fied ads and noted the offer of sale for 
five tugs by Evans Coleman & Evans, 
a powerful company in its day and pre-
decessor of Ocean Cement. The five tugs 
were registered to Evans, Coleman sub-
sidiaries, two being Marpole Towing’s 
R.F.M. and Master and the other three 
were Gilley Brothers units. I said “Come 
on kids, we’re going for a drive” and off 
we went for the large Hillside gravel 
pit, operated by Evans, Coleman at 
Coquitlam and fronting onto the Pitt 
River.

The Gilley boats were of no interest and 
the R.F.M. was in a very sad state. The 
Master looked almost like a new penny 
among old coins as she was obviously 
about the last to go into lay-up with a 

good paint job. A brief inspection with 
the yard foreman revealed that she was 
in relatively good shape even though she 
had been tied up for so long. I phoned my 
friend, lawyer Jack Anderson (later Judge 
J.J. Anderson of the B.C. Supreme Court) 
who, like me, was a ship nut. We offered 
Evans, Coleman $500 with an undertak-
ing that the vessel was required as a ship 
preservation project which they accepted. 
Jack and I each put up $250 and called 
in the late Frank Edwards, master cadger 

and poverty pleader, with the offer that 
we would each leave $50 in so long as he 
could raise a syndicate putting up $50 
shares that paid us each back $200 and 
provided a small initial float of working 
capital. 

In a sense, Evans, Coleman were the 
first to make a donation as they had 
the tug down for disposal as scrap for 
$1,500. Frank rounded up the initial 
participants who were all men with 
maritime connections. He then did the 
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The Master was one of the very few to survive until being placed in lay-up 

around 1958 and that is where she was found some five years later by this 

writer as a result of a very short moment of inspiration.
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rounds of local ship and boat yards and tugboat companies and 
most were very generous with gifts that ranged from a service-
able life boat to drums of paint and usable cordage. There was 
a second group who provided free tows and others who gave 
us a free day or two on the ways over a weekend to clean the 
bottom and apply some of the gifted paint. Sometimes, yard 
crew were known to donate some unpaid time in doing jobs 
like high-pressure hosing.

The official owner became the World Ship Society, a group 
of  ship enthusiasts more used to photographing ships and talk-
ing about them than doing the hard physical work in bringing 
an old tug back to an operating life. Needless to say, the thrill 
of being ship owners soon wore off even though the process of 
rejuvenation was still pursued by a hard core of steam engin-
eers and other retirees and, over the 50 years, succeeding gen-
erations of these men have kept the project alive and making 
progress.

When Jack and I suddenly found ourselves in possession of a 
tug, we had given no thought to what our game plan would be 
or even where we could tie her up. From a legal point of view, 
Jack had been presumptuous as the local branch of the World 
Ship Society was governed by the charter of the parent organ-
ization in Britain that had been set up under U.K. law. Among 
other things, it had no powers to act as a ship owner. The sale 
and purchase had all happened so suddenly and the word soon 
followed from the U.K. to “get rid of her”. They wanted no part 
of the liabilities attached to ship owning.

I was remiss also, as being in the marine insurance business 
I had likewise been caught up in the excitement of the moment 
and had not given any thought to suitable insurance until lying 
in bed the night after her first delivery at the NHB Fisheries 
tie-up in False Creek. I went into a cold sweat as I ran the poten-
tial liabilities through my mind — fire, sinking in her berth, 
breaking away from her moorings, damage to other boats, etc. 
I did not actually know the tow from Pitt River to False Creek 
had been accomplished until Frank Edwards, grinning like a 

Cheshire cat told me so. I said a little prayer for the Master that 
night and worried about where the premium would come from 
as underwriters and their brokers always had to have a premium 
and there were no free gifts in that industry.

Certainly, we soon found out that even a pleasurable project 
like this, at least one to contemplate, definitely had its price. 
Jack  incorporated the World Ship Society of BC to placate our 
British parent and the insurance situation was remedied at high 
speed. Within the next few years it became apparent that a separ-
ate owning society was needed and thus the SS Master Society 
became the owner and remains so to this day.

The current generation of the Master people have set them-
selves a fresh target as the old wooden ship needs lots of tlc. The 
target is to raise $1 million for a shopping list of needed renewals 
to take her past her 100th birthday, the anniversary of her launch 
in 1921 and her commissioning in 1922.

The Master is inseparable from another personality who was 
well known as an itinerant master shipwright — the late Arthur 
Moscrop who started work for the Wallace boat yard in False 
Creek around 1906. In those days, Wallace was famous for the 
large number of Columbia River style boats used in great num-
bers as components of the cannery f leets. Wallace moved his 
yard to North Vancouver where it became Burrard Dry Dock 
Company. At some point it seems that Moscrop left Wallace 
to operate Beach Avenue Shipyard, the location where Master, 
and near sisters R.F.M. and Sea Swell were all built. The initials 
were those of Richard F. Marpole who seems to have had sev-
eral more tugs built by Moscrop including the Moonlight which 
was acquired by Cates Towing and became the family yacht for 
a good many years. Beach Avenue Shipyard became the head 
office for Gulf of Georgia Towing and for Moscrop, it seems 
he hired out to anyone who wanted a competent shipwright to 
build a boat under contract. One such was the Ella McKenzie 
built for McKenzie Barge & Derrick Company and another 
famous vessel was the St. Roch, built by Burrard Dry Dock.

Thus, Arthur Moscrop, so well-known in local boat build-
ing circles and within the towboat industry, is also a part of the 
Master history.

Syd Heal, a veteran of the marine industry and a prolific writer and 
publisher of marine books, can be contacted at: richbook@shaw.ca.
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Earliest known photograph of the Master, probably at Evans, Coleman dock, 
Vancouver B.C., 1927.


