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The Loss of the Nonantum and the Rescue of George Kidger

On November 18, 1880, the Nonantum, a barque registered to a firm in London,
England, sailed out of Miramichi Bay in northern New Brunswick. The ship carried a crew
of 16 men, including Captain Johnstone and the mate, George Kidger. They were heading
out into the Atlantic, and bound for Gibraltar with a cargo of softwood lumber from the rich
timberlands of the Miramichi Valley.
Soon after setting sailing, the vessel encountered strong winds and heavy seas. In the
early morning hours of the 21st of November, 3 days after setting sail, the battered vessel
found itself in shallow waters off the lower west coast of Newfoundland. The night was dark
and a howling snowstorm enveloped the ship. Having no idea where the vessel was, but
realizing it was close to shore, the captain ordered the anchors dropped in hopes of stabilizing
the vessel. The raging sea soon loosened the anchors, and the ship appeared to be in danger
of capsizing. In spite of the protests of the mate, George Kidger, Captain Johnstone then
ordered the masts of the barque cut down, with the hope that it would reduce the force of the
wind upon the vessel, and allow the anchors to dig into the floor of the sea.
The doomed vessel had been driven near the shore, just to the northeast of Cape
Anguille. The coast there consists of a desolate, uninhabited 65 kilometre shoreline, where
the sheer cliffs of the Anguille Mountains extend down to the sea. Consequently, permanent
settlements have never been established along this remote stretch of coastline.
The mountain range stretches to the northeast, right to the edge of the community of
Highlands in Bay St. George South. Highlands was founded in the 1840s by a group of
Gaelic-speaking Roman Catholics of Scottish descent. It is the southern most community in
Bay St. George.
The Nonantum was thrown hard against a cliff, at the edge of the rocky shore. It was
soon smashed to pieces. Just in time the crew managed to board two lifeboats, aided by the
light of a lantern that had been suspended over the side of the Nonantum. Five men got into
the smaller boat, and eleven into the other, larger boat.
The men in the smaller boat soon realized that they were about to be swamped by the
towering waves and attempted to row towards the larger boat in the hope of clamouring
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aboard. However, the small boat was quickly flipped over by the waves, and all five men
were drowned within a few metres of the shore. The broken remains of the small lifeboat
would be discovered several days later at a small, nearby cove called Friar’s Cove.
The eleven men in the larger lifeboat hoped to make their way to the northeast along
the coast, until a settlement could be found. For several hours they pulled hard on the oars.
They made some headway, but were soon completely exhausted. A great wave suddenly
overturned the boat, sending everyone over the side into the freezing water, with the
exception of Captain Johnstone and a sailor from Placentia Bay, Newfoundland named
Patrick Dooley. Almost as quickly, the boat was flipped upright, and all but the cabin boy
who drowned, managed to scramble on board again. However, a bag of bread and a few other
meagre provisions that they had managed to take from the ship was lost when the lifeboat
capsized. One of the oars was also lost.
The exhausted men removed their boots and used them to frantically bail water out of
the boat. Unable to make further headway against the raging sea, the men managed to beach
the lifeboat. They soon found themselves standing in deep snow and pummelled by bitterly
cold winds. The side of the boat was stove in by rocks during the landing and one of the
sailors had his legs badly injured. Having decided to scale the towering cliffs and head inland,
the other nine chose to leave him behind, in a blinding snowstorm, to succumb to the
elements.
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The men succeeded in scaling the cliffs and moved a short distance inland. With no
means of making a fire, and their clothes wet and frozen from their spill into the ocean, they
spent their first night ashore in abject misery. Having no idea where the settlements were
along this unknown shore, they set out at daylight, heading inland in the hope of finding a
road that might lead into a settlement. Travel was slow through the deep snow. There were
many steep embankments to climb, and ravines strewn with great boulders. Thick woodlands
were often interrupted by dense patches of scrub trees. Finally, after two days of hopeless
wandering they decided to return to the coast and began to follow the coastline in a northeast
direction. In many places where the cliffs came down to the water’s edge, they were forced
to scale the slippery slopes again at great peril to their lives. With no food, the exhausted
men travelled onward through the deep snow. Many times, they went through the ice of the
many streams that had to be crossed, as they struggled to remain near the shoreline.
Eventually, all began to feel the painful effects of frostbite, and since leaving the ship no one
had eaten. George Kidger would later remember gnawing at two of the buttons on his coat,
which were carved from bone.
They had not travelled any great distance in kilometres when they reached a place called
Burnt Gulch. Being cold, hungry, and somewhat delirious with exhaustion, the men then
turned around at the captain’s urging and headed back down the coast. The captain was now
convinced that they might find some bits of food or other provisions washed ashore near the
wreck of the Nonantum. In that direction the way became increasingly difficult and after a
few days of slow going they lost their resolve. Two men decided to protest that the captain
was leading them astray and headed inland again in the hopes of finding a settlement or a
road. They likely soon perished in the frigid temperatures. They were never heard from again.
At this point, the seven remaining men, including the captain, turned back again to once
more head towards the northeast, and follow the rough shoreline leading into Bay St. George.
The exhausted men soon reached a place then known as Bill Hines’ Gulch (also sometimes
called Paul’s Gulch). Suffering from hunger, frostbite, and complete exhaustion, the captain
and four of the men collapsed. They could go no farther.
George Kidger and another man named Pedersen continued on. It had been a week
since they were cast upon the shores of Western Newfoundland and neither had eaten since
then. Soon Petersen could go no farther and he too collapsed. Two days later, limping along
slowly on frostbitten feet, and having finally reached the limits of his great endurance, Kidger
could go no farther. He built a small, low shelter of black spruce boughs in a patch of brush
and crawled inside to await the end.
The following day, Kidger was still alive when he was discovered by two young men
from the community of Highlands, which was less than 15 kilometres to the northeast of
where Kidger had laid down to wait for the end.
The brothers, John (age 21) and Alexander “Sandy” Gillis (age 20), were sons of
Roderick “Rory” and Catherine Gillis. They were fishermen and farmers during the warm
months of the years, but made a small income from trapping during the winter months. It was
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a bitterly cold day, and they were out checking their traps when they saw footprints. Nearby,
they found Kidger’s feet sticking out from the low shelter of brush that he had crawled into
expecting to breathe his last.
In his weakened state, Kidger’s first reaction on seeing his rescuers standing over him
with guns was that they meant him harm. He was quickly assured that this was not the case.
The two Gillis brothers realized Kidger was starving and fed him. He ate ravenously, telling
them he had not eaten for 10 days. He was then able to walk slowly, and they proceeded
onward a short distance towards the settlement as nightfall set in.
The brothers made a rough shelter for the night and built a fire to warm Kidger. The
warming of his frostbitten limbs resulted in his being unable to get to his feet the next
morning. The brothers cut down some small trees to fashion a hand-barrow and succeeded
in carrying Kidger the remaining 10 or 12 kilometres to their parent’s home.
A search party of men from Highlands was quickly organized. Some set off by boat
and others went on foot. They found Patrick Dooley and Captain Johnstone still alive, but
the other men were deceased. The search party would later find the location where the
Nonantum was wrecked, but found no trace of the men who died there, except for a hand of
one of them washed up on the beach.
The captain was delirious and died soon after the rescue party reached him. Before
dying he requested that he be buried near where they had found him. This location would
later be referred to locally as Johnstone’s Brook. The captain was buried without religious
ceremony, or a clergyman present, as he described himself as being an atheist.
Dooley was still alive and was taken back on a quickly constructed stretcher to
Highlands. He would be cared for in a house near where Kidger was staying.
Kidger’s feet were badly frostbitten and Dooley was frostbitten as well, so a runner was
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soon sent to Sandy Point, 70 kilometres away, to seek medical help. Fortunately, there was
a vessel in the harbour, with a surgeon on board, who agreed to make the difficult trip
overland to help. Seeing the terrible condition of Kidger’s feet, he decided to immediately
amputate both of his legs just below the knees. The surgery was performed on the family’s
kitchen table, without anaesthesia. Then the surgeon went to the house where Dooley was
staying and amputated one of his limbs, which was also badly frostbitten. However, Dooley
passed away several days later as a result of his terrible ordeal.
While recovering at Highlands in the Gillis household, George Kidger was visited three
times by the Church of England minister, Charles Jeffery, who was stationed at Sandy Point.
The nearby community of Jeffrey’s in Bay St. George South has been named after Reverend
Jeffery, with a slightly different spelling of his surname. Kidger was from Devonport in
England and was of the Church of England faith. He related to Reverend Jeffery the kind
way in which he had been treated at Highlands, to the extent that his hosts had even torn up
clothing, and their household curtains, to obtain linen for his bandages.
Reverend Jeffery was quite captivated by George Kidger’s experiences. In the annual
Church of England publication, The Gospel Missionary for 1881, he wrote a five-page
account of the shipwreck and the ordeal of the crew. He had gathered his information directly
from discussions with members of the rescue party and his own conversations with Kidger
himself. Kidger would also give several interviews to reporters after his return to England.
Reverend Jeffery would publish some of the most complete details on the ordeal and rescue.
In addition to his account in The Gospel Missionary for 1881, he wrote a detailed account of
his visits with Kidger in the 1882 edition of The Mission Field: A Monthly Record of the
Proceedings of the Society of the Propagation of the Gospel at Home and Abroad.
Over the years, stories have also been passed down in Highlands concerning the rescue
of George Kidger and his convalescence in the community. A brief account, based on these
stories, was written down several years ago by John MacPherson of Highlands. There are
always inconsistencies through the continued retelling of a story. Nevertheless, a number of
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important details recorded by John MacPherson remain fairly consistent in relation to details
reported by Reverend Jeffery and newspapers of the time. The names Johnston, Kidger, and
Dooley were all passed down over time in the Highlands, as well as by Reverend Jeffery and
the newspapers of the time. Another name, Petersen, was related by Reverend Jeffery and in
some newspaper accounts. His first name was not given. He was simply referred to as a
foreigner. The name Petersen is quite common in Denmark and Norway.
Reverend Jeffery reported that the same storm that had destroyed the Nonantum had
wreaked havoc all along the lower west coast of the Island. It had begun to increase in
intensity on November, 20, 1880.
Located about 120 kilometres to the northeast of where the Nonantum was wrecked,
was the only safe, sheltered harbour along the lower west coast. On one side of the harbour
was the settlement now known as the Town of St. George’s. On the opposite side, a kilometre
away, was the village of Sandy Point. By this late in the season, most of the smaller boats
and wooden schooners had been hauled up on the shore. The few steamers that were anchored
in the harbour were damaged by the storm and thrown up on the shore. Reverend Jeffery
noted with regret that part of the cargo of one of the steamers had been a stove and a quantity
of stove pipes intended for the new Church at Robinsons Head (now Robinsons) and the
Church of England school house at Crabbs River (now St. David’s). Fortunately, there was
no loss of life on that part of the coast.
Reverend Jeffery’s second visit to Kidger, the week following his first visit, was in the
company of Sergeant Reilly, the police constable stationed at St. George’s Harbour. He
gathered details on the loss of the vessel and its crew from Kidger. The trip from Sandy Point
was a difficult one in wintertime, and much of the journey was accomplished on foot over
rough terrain. The weather being good, and the snow firm, the last leg of the journey from
Crabbs Brook (now St. David’s), the closest settlement to Highlands, was accomplished by
horse and sled in three hours.
Kidger’s health had noticeably deteriorated due to the great suffering he had endured
and he appeared despondent. Reverend Jeffery again commented on the kindness of the Gillis
family in tending to Kidger. By the time of Reverend Jeffery’s third visit, shortly after, he
was again on the mend, but had lost a great amount of weight. Reverend Jeffery commented
that Kidger had once been a large and powerful man. This had allowed him to survive his
terrible ordeal.
The next time Reverend Jeffery saw George Kidger, in mid-March 1881, he was
attending a service in the new Church of England building at Robinsons Head, 25 kilometres
to the northeast of Highlands. Reverend Jeffery commented that Kidger was still quite thin
and his features reflected the great suffering he had endured. He was sitting on comfortable
cushions arranged for him, and was able to move around with short crutches and pads
attached to the remaining stumps just below his knees.
Reverend Jeffery held the first service in the new church on January 31, 1881. The
new church at Robinsons Head had just obtained a stove, shortly before Kidger arrived there.
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The first one had been lost at St. George’s Harbour, during the great November storm. On
February 03, 1881, Edward Gill, a resident of Robinsons Head, had returned home from
Sandy Point by horse and sled and brought back the stove.
Kidger stayed at Robinsons Head for a couple of months in the winter of 1881, and was
pleased to be able to regularly attend church. He had been brought to Robinsons Head from
Highlands when he was well enough to travel in March 1881. He had been invited to stay at
the home of Tom and Jane Evans as he further recuperated. Evans was from Kidger’s
hometown of Devonport, in Devon County, England.
Tom Evans was born in 1835. He defected from the British Navy in about 1856 in Bay
St. George and made his way to Robinsons Head. In 1858 he married Jane (Morris) Shears,
the widow of Richard Shears. Tom Evans was the first school teacher at Robinsons Head.
Richard Shears had also come to the area from the county of Devon in England. Richard’s
hometown was Salcombe, which was 40 kilometres from Devonport. He had been the captain
of a vessel that also went down near Highlands during in a storm.
After the spring thaw, George Kidger was taken by steamer to St. John’s. From there he
took passage in May on the Allan Royal Mail Steamer, Hibernian, to Liverpool, England.
Upon his arrival in Liverpool, on June 03, 1881, he was welcomed by the Shipwrecked
Mariners’ Society. They arranged for his travel home to Devonport. Kidger lived in the part
of the town of Devonport then referred to as Stoke Damerel.
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Queen Victoria soon heard the story of Kidger’s ordeal, and directed that a sum of
money be sent to him. A Welsh newspaper, The Merthyr Telegraph, reported in its June 17,
1881 edition that the money was sent to M. D. Grey, principal officer of the Board of Trade
at Plymouth, Devon. Mr. Grey presented the money to Kidger, who gratefully accepted it,
while expressing his amazement that the Queen, “should be so gracious as to think of such a
poor fellow.”
The Shipwrecked Mariner: Quarterly Maritime Magazine, Volume 29, 1882, reported
that the Shipwrecked Fishermen and Mariner’s Royal Benevolent Society had recently
awarded George Kidger an annual pension of £27 (27 pounds). The magazine noted that
Kidger was entitled to the pension as he had previously been a contributor to the Society’s
National Mutual Pension and Widow’s fund. As a patron of the Society, word also reached
Queen Victoria that Kidger had been awarded a pension, to which she expressed her pleasure
and gratitude to the society.
A pension of £27 was a modest, but sufficient income to live on during this period when
few people could count on a pension as income during their retirement. In the early 1880s,
the average yearly income in Great Britain was £42. Often, when only one family member
was earning a wage, fairly large families might be forced to live on less than £42 a year.
John MacPherson of Highlands remembered being told that Kidger never forgot the care
and kind treatment that he received at Highlands. After returning to England, he
corresponded by mail on a number of occasions with his friends at Highlands.

A photograph taken in 1912 of an Allan Royal Mail Steamer on the landing dock in Liverpool,
England. This vessel was similar in design to the Allan Royal Mail Steamer that brought
George Kidger across the Atlantic to the same dock 31 years earlier.
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When George Kidger returned to England as the sole survivor of a shipwreck, who had
endured great hardship, his tale stood out among the many tales of shipwrecks circulating in
those days. The story made headlines throughout the United States and the British empire;
including far-off Australia and New Zealand. The 1882 edition of, The Chart and Compass
Sailor’s Magazine, stated that, “the loss of the Nonantum, with the almost unparalleled
suffering of the crew, all of whom succumbed, save George Kidger, in whom the Queen was
graciously interested, is one of the most terrible on record.”
George Henry Kidger was 37 years old when he was shipwrecked. After his ordeal he
returned home to the part of Devonport known as Stoke Damerel. For the remainder of his
days, he would continue to reside with his wife, Emma, at their home on 10 Wilton Street.
George was raised in the home of his maternal grandparents, Abel and Mary (Collins)
Kidger. They resided on Fore Street, in East Stonehouse – just two kilometres from 10 Wilton
Street. George was born in East Stonehouse, Devon on August 01, 1843. His maternal
grandfather, Abel Kidger, was from Totnes, Devon, which was 40 kilometres east of
Stonehouse. Abel was born there on September 06, 1778. George’s maternal grandmother,
Mary (Collins) Kidger, was born in Coffinswell, Devon in 1779, which was 15 kilometres
northeast of Totnes. Abel and Mary married in Totnes on February 11, 1802.
George’s mother, Elizabeth Rich Kidger, was born in East Stonehouse in 1819. She
never married. His father’s name is not given in any written records. As an adult, Elizabeth
continued to live in her parent’s home on Fore Street, until her mother’s death. She worked
as a Milliner (a person who makes and sells womens’ hats). Her father, Abel, died at the age
of 68 on February 03, 1847 and her mother, Mary, died at the age of 79 on August 07, 1858.
When George was a year old, his 10 year old cousin, Sophia Ball also came to live at
his grandparent’s home. Her mother Sophie (Kidger) Ball passed away. She had married a
man named Tom Ball and lived nearby.
On August 07, 1858, soon after his grandmother passed away, 15 year old George left
home to join the Merchant Marines. His mother, Elizabeth, passed away five years later, in
June 1863. She was 44 years old. During his early years in the Merchant Marines, George
lived at 28 Adelaide Street in Stonehouse.
George signed up for his first voyage at sea as an Indentured Apprentice in the
Merchant Navy at Plymouth, Devon. He would steadily move up in the ranks on commercial
vessels over the years, obtaining certificates of competence from the Mercantile Marine
Office in Plymouth, Devon.
The three levels of Mate (with the Merchant Marines) during this period were: Second
Mate, Only Mate, and First Mate. George received his Certificate of Competency as a Second
Mate on February 20, 1864. He received his Certificate of Competency as an Only Mate on
March 02, 1866. He later progressed to First Mate in the late 1860s. Another record on file
at the Plymouth, Devon Mercantile Marine Office shows that he received his Certificate of
Competency, as a Master in the merchant or commercial shipping service, on August 15,
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1872. However, he chose to continue his career as a Mate on board commercial vessels. The
term Master was commonly used in lieu of Captain on commercial vessels.
On November 12, 1873, at the age of 30, George Kidger married 27 year old Emma
Moses in Plymouth, Devon. She was born at Walkhampton, Devon in 1846. Her father was
John Creber Moses (1797 - 1868). Her mother was Mary Ann (Spry) Moses (1803 - 1882).
George and Emma never had any children. Census returns listed her as a housewife. George
died on September 28, 1891, at age 48 - only 11 years after his terrible ordeal of being
shipwrecked.
George and Emma carefully saved their money over the years. After a career at sea
spanning 22 years, George then drew his pension for 10 years. Upon his death, Emma was
left with an estate of £416 13s (413 pounds and 13 shillings). George’s will was probated on
June 07, 1892. £416 13s would be roughly £55,000, based on current pound values or
$96,250 in current Canadian dollars.
In 1894, three years after George Henry Kidger’s death, his widow, Emma, married
Charles Evans in Stoke Damerel. She died in 1915 at the age of 69.
Except for his years at sea, and when he was shipwrecked, George spent most of his
life in a small geographical area on the Devon coast. He grew up in Stonehouse, only a couple
of kilometres from the home in the Stoke Damerel area of Devonport that he later shared
with his wife, Emma. He often shipped out of Plymouth, which was also close by. In 1914,
the three neighbouring towns of Devonport, Plymouth, and Stonehouse would amalgamate
into the single town of Plymouth.

George Kidger’s Certificate of Competency as a ‘Second Mate’ - February 22, 1864.
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George Kidger’s Certificate of Competency as an ‘Only Mate’ - March 02, 1866.

George Kidger’s Certificate of Competency as ‘Master’ - August 15, 1872,
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