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LINE GROUP

SHIPS AND MORE SHIPS

The History of Bibby
Line from 1807 to date

ver since it was founded, Bibby Line has always

been located in Liverpool and still has its head

offices there. It has successfully survived the
many ups and downs of 19" and 20 centuries’ shipping
to lay claim to being one of the world’s oldest shipping
companies still in private ownership.
Bibby Line was
founded in 1807
by John Bibby.
He was the
fourth of the five
sons of a farmer
in Eccleston,
near Ormskirk.
As the family
holding was not
big enough to
provide a living
for all the sons,
John had no
hesitation in
heading for the
bustling  town
of Liverpool. He
found his first
job with an iron merchant but desired to be his own man.

In 1805 John Bibby married Mary Mellard who
brought into the marriage a quarter of her father’s £10,000
fortune, a sum which helped John in setting up his
shipping business. John Bibby’s interest in ships began in
1801 when he acquired a share in the small 60-ton Dove,
in partnership with his friend John Highfield with whom
he had formed a merchant business.

John and Mary had four sons and two daughters.
Three of the four sons, Joseph, John and James joined their
father’s business. Thomas, the third son, went to St. John’s
College, Cambridge, to take a BA and MA in theology.

At the beginning of the 19" century ship own-
ing on its own was not an attractive proposition. Pirates,
shipwrecks and dishonest masters were just a few of the
risks taken by a ship owner. Sailing ships, at the mercy of
the weather, could not sail to fixed schedules, and the lack
of effective business communications meant that a vessel
could wait months in lay-up for repairs and re-equipment.
The profits of a voyage came from the sale of the goods ex-
ported and the raw materials imported. In effect merchants
often used their sailing ships as their own delivery and
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collection vehicles. The first Bibby ships regularly sailed
as post boats, amongst others, from Parkgate to Dublin.
However, they were soon also trading in the Baltic and to
South America. But it was in the Mediterranean where the
Bibby fleet began to establish its reputation.

By the mid-1830’s the Bibby fleet consisted of
some 18 vessels mainly bound for Mediterranean ports,
but also sailing for Bombay, and even further east to Can-
ton. The total tonnage of the Bibby fleet at that time was
something like 5,500 tons. Not a lot by today’s standard,
but quite a respectable size for that time.

The ships carried varied cargoes sailing from
Liverpool with textiles, pottery, and manufactured goods
of every kind, and bringing back fruit and wine from the
Med and Portugal; hides from South America; spices, silk
and cotton from India; and from Demerara, sugar, wood,
coffee, cotton, molasses and rum. There is still an original
bill of lading in existence, which has survived from 1836,
for the Mary Bibby, with 300 tons the largest of the fleet
at that time. The bill shows that the Mary Bibby brought
back a cargo of 3,462 packages of tea and 15 bales of silk. It
also shows that it took three months to unload and reload
her again ready for her return journey.

The first vessels were small and cheap. But from
1812 Bibby started to acquire ships being built specifically
for them.

John Bibby became a very prosperous man. He
was a shareholder in the Royal Bank of Liverpool and also
an extensive property owner. But success seems to always
run in ‘peaks and troughs’ and the Bibbys were no ex-
ception.

John’s wife Mary had died young and he never
remarried. Whilst at the height of his business success,
tragedy struck on Friday, 16 July 1840. The following day
at about 2 pm a farmer named Henry Ambrose noticed a
hat floating in a pond at Stand Park, a farm north of what
is today Aintree racecourse. On closer examination he

The “Mary Bibby” (1825)



athed to his sons a substantial
shipping business with a flourishing Mediterranean trade.
At his death his estate was valued at almost £25,000, a
considerable sum in those days. Brothers John and James
took over the management of the business and of the two it
was James who took the greater interest in shipping.

James wanted to invest more in shipping, but John
was very nervous about this and eventually withdrew
altogether to concentrate on the yellow metal and copper
business. James recognised that this was also a period of
change for the shipping world and for the Bibby fleet.

“Venetian” (1859)

Steam vessels had been around since 1812, and iron ships
since 1819, but Lloyd’s Register only recognised each type
of vessel as seaworthy in 1822 and 1837 respectively. In
1838 the screw propeller was introduced. James Bibby was
far sighted enough to recognise the virtues of iron steamers
sooner than many of his competitors in Liverpool and by
1850 he had invested in several iron screw steamers. By
1856 the Bibby fleet consisted of 13 steamers and 5 sailing
ships. Regular services continued to the Mediterranean
and Black Sea ports.

In 1859 began the famous association with what
was to become the Belfast shipyard of Edward Harland,
later Harland and Wolff. James Bibby became friendly
with Edward Harland who advised him on technical
aspects. This resulted in orders being placed for six
steamers in 1860. Of Harland’s first 21 ships, 18
were built for the Bibby fleet. A recently published
history of Harland & Wolff by the Belfast Heritage
Company quotes: This book tells the story of the
Liverpool based Bibby Line’s involvement in
Harland & Wolff — without the Bibby family there
probably wonld not have been a Harland & Wolff in
Belfast.

Whilst the ships delivered from Harland &
Wolff became larger and longer, their motive power did
not advance. The single stage expansion steam engines
guzzled coal and needed larger onboard bunkers at the
expense of cargo. The more economical compound engine
became available in the 1860s and most Bibby vessels
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were adapted to use it and all new ships were fitted with
it. When the Suez Canal opened in 1869 it rang the death
knell of the sailing ship and confirmed the superiority of
the steamer by substantially reducing voyage times to the
East. The opening of the Canal had a significant impact
on the operations of John Bibby, Sons & Company. P& O
had built new steamers specifically to use the Canal and
naturally no longer had any need of the previously given
assistance from the Bibby fleet. Bibbys found themselves
with a number of steamers, which were too large for the
reduced trade to Alexandria, and transferred these vessels
to an Atlantic service to Boston, USA.

This innovation was the suggestion of Frederick
Leyland, the accountant for John Bibby, Sons & Company,
who had become a partner in 1859. Leyland had started
work as a clerk, aged 14, but he was undoubtedly a man
of talent, and James Bibby recognised this when, in 1873
at the age of 60, he was persuaded by Leyland to retire
from the business for the life of a country gentleman.
James’ trust was severely betrayed when Leyland’s
ambitions outstripped his loyalty and he took down the
Bibby nameplate and replaced it with his own. Whatever
the full truth of the story, Leyland acquired a majority
shareholding in the firm, although James Bibby still
retained a minority interest himself.

hipping, however, runs in the veins of the
Bibbys and in 1880, as steam became supreme
in shipping and Liverpool had taken over first
place from London as Britain’s principal port,
James Bibby re-entered the shipping scene with two new
ships. By coincidence his nephews Arthur and Herbert
Bibby (sons of Thomas Bibby, the clergyman) had fallen
out with the other directors of the Beaver Line of which
they were members at this time and had resigned from the
board. Arthur, the Great Grandfather of Michael Bibby
(Managing Director of Bibby Line Group today), was
looking for another and more independent opportunity to
become involved in shipping management. Both James
and Arthur saw the vast potential in the Burma trade and
in March 1888 Bibbys placed their first order with Harland
and Wolff since 1870. Two steamers, the Lancashire and
Yorkshire, were delivered as general cargo ships and two
years later in 1890 were converted into passenger ships for
the Burma service. With these two vessels the tradition
of naming Bibby vessels after English shire counties was
started and this still continues today. The one-class only
passenger liners Shropshire and Cheshire followed in
1891, and a further four ships were ordered from Harland
and Wolff by 1897, as troopships for the Burma service.
The Lancashire left Liverpool for Rangoon in
July 1891 on the first of the Bibby Line’s
scheduled passenger and cargo services.
Her four masts and tall, pink black-
topped funnel, the insignia of the

Bibby Line, became a familiar sight

for successive generations. She

recorded the best time of the run to
Rangoon at the time at 23 days and
20 hours.

Bibby Line took on with relish
the existing operators on the

Burma run. Bibby’s superiority lay

in their more modern steamers and

soon the competition was feeling the
strain.  Services were also started to
Colombo in Ceylon (Sri Lanka). Here
the developing tea and rubber estates not
only generated profitable cargoes, but also



