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This E-book and much of the resulting 
exhibitions and promotion of Betsy Miller's 
life were made with the collaborative effort 
of a number of North Ayrshire Council's 
Modern Apprentices (Antonia Caddy, 
Maxine Kelly, Madeleine Gaw, Joanne 
Maitland, Bethan Remmington, Danielle 
Smith and Rebecca Wyper) who believed 
that Betsy Miller should be celebrated and 
remembered as a remarkable woman who 
defied the gender stereotype of her time 
to become a respected sea captain. 
 
A local man from Saltcoats has been very 
vocal about Betsy Miller and due to his 
persistence and passion for this woman’s 
achievements we have been able to 
create several platforms to share her 
story.  
 
 
 

Introduction



The campaign for this year’s International Women’s Day 2016 was Pledge for 
Parity. This theme highlights the differences that still exist between males and 
females and the barriers that need to be taken down. It made perfect sense for 
us to link Betsy to International Women’s Day considering her history and the 
strong message she put across.

Betsy Miller is an important figure in regards to promoting the right for any 
gender to do what they want to do. The hashtag BetsyBelieved has the simple 
meaning behind it of Betsy believed she could do whatever she wanted to do. 
Despite the sea captain role being a very male heavy led industry Betsy 
believed she could do the job just as well and her gender shouldn’t be an 
issue. 



Betsy's hometown, Saltcoats, is a small seaside town on the west coast of Scotland. 
The name of the town comes from the old practice of boiling seawater to extract salt 
and the name of the houses or “cots” that the people of the town lived in. 
 
The sea had always 
been at the heart of 
Sal tcoat 's economy, 
whether it be fishing, 
salt panning or shipping. 
In Betsy's lifetime during 
the late 18th Century 
and early 19th Century, 
the shipping trade in the 
area had the harbours at 
full capacity, the town 
p r o s p e r e d a n d t h e 
population steadily grew 
larger with each passing 
year. 
 

Saltcoats - home of Betsy Miller

Boiling sea water to produce salt.



Saltcoats Harbour, around 1860. 



Elisabeth Miller, Betsy, was born on 11th June 1792, the eldest of ten children. Her 
baptismal record states that her father, William Miller, was at that time a Merchant 
Taylor in Saltcoats.  (It was also noted in accounts that he became a successful 
timber merchant and a sea captain.) Her mother was Mary Garret. They were 
married on the 12th December 1791.  
 
In all, although they had ten children, as was common in that time, some didn't 
survive far into adulthood.

Family life

Above - the entry of Betsy's birth in the Old Parish register  
 
Right - The only known image of Betsy, probably from an 
engraving, although original artist unknown. Courtesy of the 
Visit Saltcoats website. 



Seafaring was obviously a way of life for the family as a Master's Certificate was 
issued for William Miller in 1853. He had gone to sea in 1812 as an Apprenctice 
and by 1818 was a ship's Master. A note at the bottom states that he requested 
the certificate by the end of April 1853 as he expected to take command of a 
vessel sailing for Australia. According to a piece by Catherine Duff on 
www.ayrshireroots.com he died in Australia in 1869. 
 
There is also a Master's Certificate issued in 1853 and renewed in 1856 for 
Robert Miller who had gone to sea in 1823 as an Apprentice in the coastal trade 
and had since then sailed to destinations in North America, India and China.

 
Betsy's brothers and sisters were: Hugh born 1st November 1793, Mary born 28th 
February 1795 and died before 1801, Hannah born 29th January 1796 and died 
before 1808, William born 15th December 1797, Margaret Crawford born 7th 
November 1799, Mary Garret born 3rd December 1801, John born 5th April 1804 
and died in September 1833, Robert born 20th September 1806, Hannah 
Thomson born 29th August 1808.



Saltcoats Harbour, around 1890.



Betsy may never have gone to sea had it not been for the tragedy that befell her 
family in 1833. Her brother John drowned in what should have been a day out for 
him and his friend.  
 
The Glasgow Herald, 27th September 1833, reported. 
 
'Calamitous Occurrence. - We have this week the melancholy duty of recording a 
distressing accident which occurred on Tuesday last in the Firth of Clyde, by which 
no fewer than four men are supposed to have met an untimely death, and which 
has plunged several families into the deepest distress. On the afternoon of 
Tuesday last, Mr. John Miller, master of the brig Clytus of Saltcoats, and Mr. 
Alexander Gilchrist, a commercial traveller, connected with the firm of Stevenson & 
Co., muslin manufacturers, Glasgow, accompanied by two of the crew of the 
Clytus, named Jenkin Jones, a native of Wales, and - Brown, a young lad 
belonging to Ardrossan, left Saltcoats in an open boat for the purpose of enjoying a 
pleasure sail to the Horse Isle, lying off Ardrossan, and after remaining on the isle a 
short time they re-embarked and stood for Saltcoats; but the weather being very 
boisterous, with the wind increasing in fury, they could not make the harbour, and 
after tacking about for some time, they found their efforts to reach the pier 
unavailing, when they put about, and it is supposed attempted to get into Millport in 
the Meikle Cumbrae island, for which place the wind was favourable.

Tragic beginnings



 The course of the devoted boat was traced by Mr. Affleck, the mate of the Clytus, 
from the mast head, by the aid of his glass, as far as Portincross, where they were 
overtaken by a tremendous squall, accompanied by so thick a fall of rain as 
completely to hide the boat from his view, and when the shower had passed, no 
trace of either the boat or her unfortunate crew could be obtained; but still a hope 
was entertained that she had weathered the storm and reached Millport.

The whole of that night and next day was spent amidst the greatest anxiety by Mr. 
Miller's relations and friends, in painful conjectures as to the fate of those on 
board the boat - nor was any intelligence of them received till eight o'clock in the 
evening, when the Albion steamer arrived from Millport, bringing a letter from a 
gentleman of that place, which stated that Captain Miller's boat had been found 
on the beach upset, at a short distance from Millport, but that nothing was know 
of those who had been on board - and we fear it is but too probable that they 
have all met a grave in the depths of the ocean.  
 
Mr. Miller was in the very bloom of manhood - was generous and warm-hearted, 
and possessed all those distinguishing traits which mark the British sailor; his loss 
is therefore deeply deplored by all who knew his manly disposition. 



The death of these individuals will be long and seriously deplored by their 
sorrowing and affectionate relations and associates. The Welsh seaman, Jones, 
entered on board the Clytus with Captain Miller, at Cork, last spring, sailed with 
him to North America, and had been with the brig ever since. - It is a singular and 
melancholy fact that Captain Miller is the third of the family who has met a similar 
fate - the whole of them were shipmasters'.  
 
 
John Miller was 29 when he died. The article does not report that the other 
shipmasters in the family who had died were his brothers. They may have been 
cousins or uncles. Before 1833 John Miller was Master of the sloop Industry in 
the coastal trade. The Lloyds Register of that year has it listed as being owned by 
Miller & Co.

He was a son of Mr. William Miller, merchant, Saltcoats, the owner of the Clytus, 
and has several relations living in this town. His friend Mr. Gilchrist had visited 
Saltcoats with the view of spending a few days in relaxation from the toils of 
business, and was a young man of the most sprightly and agreeable disposition.



With the passage of time, many of the details of Betsy's life have become shrouded 
in myth and are disputed, however it is certain that she became a sea captain and 
perhaps, the only woman the world has ever known who was a registered owner 
and master of a sailing ship. With twenty-two years of seamanship, she became a 
well known figure. It was said of her that  “She was a sonsy woman, weel favor’t, 
neither wee nor tall, an’ wi’ as much sense o’ humour as made life aboard gang 
pleasantly.” Sometimes, there were two women in charge; her sister Hannah acting 
as auxiliary captain. 
 
Betsy's ship 'The Clytus' (or 'The Clitus' as it was often spelt) carried 200 tons of 
mostly coal to the Irish ports, then limestone back to Ardrossan.  Every square inch 
was used to store cargo, so life onboard could be cramped. Despite this she was 
sensitive to the creature comforts of the men who had worked their way in often 
dangerous weather. 
 
The first entry for The Clytus is in the supplement of new builds in the Lloyds 
Register of 1812. It was built in Sunderland, from partly old material. This would 
make some sense of the later references to the Clytus being built partly from the 
wreckage of an old man-of-war.

Captain Betsy - 'Queen of the Sea'



The Clytus. Betsy's ship in a painting by Captain William Robertson of Saltcoats in 1911.



 
"Not the least, but perhaps the greatest wonder in the Loch at present is the good 
old brig Clytus of Saltcoats, which for more than 20 years has been commanded 
by a heroic and exceedingly clever young lady, Miss Betsy Miller, daughter of the 
late William Miller, Esq., shipowner and wood-merchant of that town. He was 
concerned with several vessels, both in the American and coasting trade. Miss 
Betsy, before she went to sea, acted as "ship's-husband" to her father; and seeing 
how the captains in many cases behaved, her romantic and adventurous spirit 
impelled her to go to sea herself. Her father gratified her caprice, and gave her 
the command of The Clytus, which she holds to the present day, and has 
weathered the storms of the deep when many commanders of the other sex have 
been driven to pieces on the rocks. Her position and attitudes on quarter-deck in a 
gale of wind are often spoken of, and would do credit to an admiral. 
 

Local legend
 
 
Gales in the Firth of Clyde in the middle of February 1852 forced ships to run for 
shelter. There were many ships from both home and abroad anchored off Lamlash 
where their crews took on fresh water and provisions while waiting for conditions to 
change. Part of a report in the Glasgow Herald published on Friday 20th February 
1852 headlined, "The Wind-Bound Fleet in the Firth, Lamlash Monday Morning", 
contains the following: 



We must not omit to state, that during the long period of this singular young lady's 
diversified voyagings, no seaman of her crew, or officer under her command, could 
speak otherwise of her than with greatest respect. The Clytus is well known in the 
ports of Belfast, Dublin, Cork, &c., &c. She has often been driven into this Loch, and 
is familiarly known by the rude Highland boatmen as "Inloig laish Caphtain borin", 
i.e., the ship with the she-captain".

Betsy would have been 59 when this report was written and was obviously well 
known during her lifetime. She was in charge of the brig, its crew and cargo. Her 
work involved taking on cargo from suppliers and delivering it to buyers in ports in 
Ireland and further afield. She may have bought cargo, dealt with the duties and 
taxes, sold the cargo at the destination where she took on another cargo to bring 
back to her home port. She would have hired the crew including a Master Mariner. 
Her choice of ships Masters would have been dependent on their experience of the 
voyages the brig was due to make. To make sure that her business ran as well as 
possible Betsy would have sailed, and over the years gained considerable 
experience in the way the brig reacted in all sea conditions. She was the owner 
and her livelihood depended on the Clytus.



Saltcoats, Quay Street, around 1900.



A piece in the Ayr Advertiser of Thursday 14th March 1844 headlined, "Violent 
Storm - Shipwrecks", reported that one of the many ships that were in trouble 
in Ayr, Troon, Irvine and Ardrossan on Saturday 9th March 1844 was the 
Clitus. The Troon correspondent reported that during the worst of the weather 
the brig Clytus of Saltcoats arrived in harbour, let go one anchor but was 
driven on shore. Betsy would have been responsible for paying for and 
overseeing any repairs and maintenance required.

Hazards of the sea

Betsy was well respected, she knew the hazards of the sea and tides, and 
was familiar with the ways of money, men and boats. She needed no-one to 
guide her around the coast. When Captain Betsy Miller retired, there passed 
out of Saltcoats maritime life one of the most impressive of its personalities.



When Betsy died on the 12th May 1864 it was reported in newspapers and 
periodicals both at home and abroad. Amongst these was the Leeds Times of the 
21st May 1864. 
 
 
"A Glasgow paper notices the demise of Miss Betsy Miller, aged 71, whose life 
and labours have often been quoted as illustrative of what a right-minded, 
earnest, and indefatigable woman can do in order to discharge a debt and earn an 
honourable maintenance. Miss Miller was a daughter of the late Mr. W. Miller, for a 
long time a shipowner and wood merchant in Saltcoats. In her younger years she 
act as clerk and "ship's husband" to her father, and when business affairs took an 
unfavourable turn, with a resolution which truly might be called heroic, she took 
the command of an old brig, The Clytus, and became "sailing-master". So 
successful was her career that she enabled to pay off a debt of £700, which her 
father's estate owed, maintain herself in comfort, and bring up two sisters left 
dependent upon her. The Clytus traded between Ardrossan and the coast of 
Ireland for more than 30 years; she transacted all the business connected with 
freight, cargo, and ship's course through all weathers".

Betsy Remembered



Betsy Miller is remembered 
by a blue plaque as part of 
the North Ayrshire Heritage 
Trails.  
 
The plaque is above the 
door at 8 Quay Street, 
where Betsy was a resident.  

Her youngest sister Hannah, who by then had taken on responsibility for the 
business, registered Betsy at the time of her death as Eliza Miller, Ship Owner. 
Hannah and her sister Mary lived in Saltcoats. At the time of the 1841 Census 
they were living with their father William, a wood merchant, in Quay Street.  
 
Mary died in July 1880 at Quay Street in Saltcoats. When Hannah died in 
February 1890 the newspapers reported on her work and that of her more famous 
sister Betsy. Neither Betsy, Mary or Hannah had ever married.



As part of the re-opening of the newly refurbished Saltcoats Town Hall in March 
2016, a room within the building was named after her and North Ayrshire Council's 
Modern Apprentices created an exhibition to honour Betsy Miller and her 
achievements.  
 
 
 
 



When the First Minister visited the refurbished Saltcoats Town Hall, North Ayrshire 
Council's Modern Apprentices were able to personally show her the Betsy Miller E-Book.  
 
 
 
 



From the 24th of June until the 1st of July 2016, a Betsy Miller exhibition was also on 
display at the Harbour Arts Centre in Irvine as part of 'The Betsy Believed' project.  



The exhibition was created by children who attend the art classes at the Harbour Arts 
Centre and worked with their tutor Julia Griffin to create a range of pieces. 



 
The artwork was created by Sophie Green, Mairi and Catriona McLean, Billie Whyte, 
Abigayle McCallum, Lucy Gilbert, Olivia Lockwood, Hamish Powry-Smith, Freya Roberts, 
Eva Cain, Andrea Miller, Brodie Hamilton, Matthew Bauzys, Skye Graham, Elsa Dwyer, 
Lucie Gibson, Orla Macdonald, Leah Cook, Amy Drummond, Aoiffe Powry-Smith, Micha 
Graham, Jake Bannerman, Niamh Bleakley, Evie Finnegan and Lily Logan.





 
On the 29th of August the Betsy Miller exhibition that was created by the children's art 
classes at the Harbour Arts Centre, was then installed at the Maritime Museum in Irvine. 
The Maritime Museum have showcased the amazing artwork done by the children 
involved, while also giving another platform to promote the memory of Betsy Miller.



 
On the 28th of June 2016  a Betsy Miller 
information board was unveiled at the 
Heritage Centre in Saltcoats. The board 
is located in the window at the back of the 
Heritage Centre.  
 
The leader of the council at that time, 
William Gibson attended along with 
Councillor Ronnie McNicol. Councillor 
William Gibson was one of the main 
people behind why the Betsy Miller 
project was started and this was due to a 
request from a member of the public, Mr 
John McGowan. John McGowan is a 
cobbler in Saltcoats who has a passion 
for the life that Betsy Miller led.  
 
 

 
The Betsy Miller information board 



 
Also invited along to the event were some of North Ayrshire Council's Modern 
Apprentices and members of the public who have a keen interest in local history. 
Rob Ferguson and his wife, who both work at Dalgarven Mill, attended the 
unveiling. The beautiful dresses from the Mill representing the time period that 
Betsy was alive, were also exhibited at the launch of the Saltcoats Town Hall. 
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