
Dennis Flynn talks to Paddy
“Iron” McCarthy, 104, about
his memories of helping at the
site of the ill-fated Florizel.
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Upon first seeing Renews, it might be hard to imag-
ine that this quiet, charming fishing village on the Avalon Peninsula
could have produced much drama. Yet history has proven the folks from
this coast to be not only light-hearted, but also hardy and even heroic.

One of the hardiest men in Renews
has to be Paddy “Iron” McCarthy,
born on October 19, 1903. At 104
years of age he’s one of the oldest
men in the province (if not the old-
est). A retired fisherman, Paddy is a
celebrity on the Southern Shore. Over
the years, he has been interviewed on
a range of historical topics for news-
papers, books and TV shows (includ-
ing CBC’s “Land and Sea”).

And no wonder people seek him
out: Paddy was still cutting hay with a
scythe at age 96; at 98 he was playing
accordion and golfing; and at 103 he
was signing copies of the book he
wrote with his daughter, Bertha
Thorne, called It’s Like a Dream to
Me: Paddy ‘Iron’ McCarthy of
Renews Relives His First Hundred
Years. And this summer, a play based
on the book about his life will debut
at Trinity.

Recently, I had the pleasure of chat-
ting with Paddy at his current resi-
dence – St. Patrick’s Mercy Home in
St. John’s, Newfoundland. Paddy
immediately struck me as a storyteller
blessed with the gift of gab, an appre-
ciation of both the comedic and the
tragic, and a forthright manner.
Though these days he’s confined to
his bed most of the time, and some-
what hard of hearing, he’s still a con-
summate spinner of tales that provide
rare personal glimpses into rural
Newfoundland life of the last century.

I introduce myself and Paddy sizes
me up with his penetrating blue eyes.
He asks warmly, in his melodious
Irish brogue, “So my son, what can I
do for you?”

As soon as I explain that I want to
talk about the 1918 wreck of the
Florizel, Paddy nods knowingly.
“There used to be nothing but wrecks
at that time. I’d say I’m the only man
left alive who knows anything (first-
hand) about the Florizel,” he says.

“I was 14 and supposed to be a man
in those days, but really I was just a
boy,” Paddy continues. “Wrecks are
not nice things. There’s always
danger. Of course, you weren’t look-
ing at that part when you’re a young
man just trying to get whatever you
can salvage to help stay alive. Some-
times folks would get food or sup-
plies off the wrecks that tied them
over during a hard winter. I can still
see the Florizel plain as day, just like
it was, right now. She was hove upon
that big rock.”

It was a stunning end to the rela-
tively short life of a remarkable ves-
sel. The SS Florizel was one of the
first steel ships in the world specifi-
cally designed to navigate in ice. She
was built in 1909 (when Paddy was
six years old) for the Red Cross Line
owned by the Bowring Brothers of St.
John’s. The Florizel was famous for
transporting the “First 500” volun-
teers (The Blue Puttees) of the

Previous page, top: Paddy “Iron” McCarthy and his daughter Bertha Thorne browse
the book they wrote together about Paddy’s life so far. Dennis Flynn photo

Bottom: The SS Florizel aground off the shore of Cappahayden in 1918.
NL Provincial Archives photo
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Newfoundland Regiment to Europe
during the First World War; for carry-
ing the last victim recovered from the
Titanic (James McGrady) to Halifax
for burial; and for record-breaking
service at the seal hunt.

The most extensive Florizel exhibit
in the world is at Admiralty House
Museum (former wireless station) in
Mount Pearl, Newfoundland. Alasdair

Black, museum co-coordinator, says it
was the Admiralty Wireless Station
that picked up the Florizel’s distress
signal when she ran aground about
200 metres from shore on a reef off
Horn Head, near Cappahayden,
between 4:45 a.m. and 4:50 a.m. on
February 24, 1918. Of the 78 passen-
gers and 59 crew aboard (Black notes
there were 137 people aboard; not
138 as was incorrectly reported at the
time) only 44 souls survived. Ninety
years later, as a sign of respect, the
Society of Newfoundland Radio
Amateurs still uses the Florizel’s old
call sign (MZL) to broadcast from the
museum on special occasions.

Paddy continues his recollection
about the events surrounding the
wreck. “We lived in Renews, that’s
seven miles below Cappahayden. My
father and I heard about the wreck
and headed up after mass on horse
and slide. It was a big thing for us,”
he explains. “Men were lined up
along the beach and around the land-
wash as far as you could see, wanting

to help any way they
could. There wasn’t a
thing anyone could do
to help them because
the sea was too rough.”

Instead Paddy and
his father, along with
many other local men,
did what they could to
help retrieve bodies of
the victims. “I remem-
ber quite well one of
the bodies that we put
in our cart: it was a
woman and she had on
a brown fur coat. That
kept sticking out in my

mind because a fur coat was not a
common sight at that time, at least not
to a young fellow living in Renews,”
he says. Paddy later found out she
was a Butler from St. John’s.

“Another body I helped put on our
cart was a man by the name of Snow;
he was dressed in his army uniform.”
(That story and other aspects of the
tragedy are related in much greater
detail in Paddy’s book.)

Those aren’t the only vivid memo-
ries that Paddy has, and they are not
all as sombre. He regales me with
comical tales of colourful characters,
of avoiding German U-boats during
the Second World War, of moon-
shiners and rum-runners during Pro-
hibition, and of the huge cargoes of
alcohol found on wrecks they visited.

The Florizel exhibit at the Admiralty
House Museum in Mount Pearl
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Paddy recalls locals gathered so much
booze from one vessel they had to
hide containers in the walls of houses,
barns, fish sheds and even bogs
around Renews lest it be confiscated.
With a twinkle in his eye, Paddy
teases, “What a load we had. I bet
there’s bottles of it still buried up
around there yet.”

Paddy is also linked with the
famous statues outside Holy Trinity
Church in Ferryland. It was Paddy
and friends who retrieved the metal
statues from the Torhamvan wreck of
1926 and brought them ashore in a
small boat.

Paddy has enthralled me with all
these stories, but what I really want
to know is “why do they call you
‘Iron’ McCarthy?”

Paddy says, “Well, I’ll tell you my
boy, when Father got married he went
by the name ‘The Iron Man.’ It was a
nickname the older generation put on
him. So when the three sons were
born (Paddy, Bill and John), I was the
oldest so they called me Paddy ‘Iron.’
We weren’t christened that, but the
older generation always called us
Irons. They’d say ‘Look at the young
Iron,’ and when mother would have
the next child they’d say ‘She had
another little Iron.’ It just sort of stuck
with us.”

As I snap a photo of Paddy and his
daughter browsing his book, he
laughs, “Well, you’ve really got
something there now.”

It is Paddy who provides the day’s
parting words, accompanied by a
friendly smile and nod: “That’s all I
can do for now, but I hope I helped
you. Come again sometime.”

For more about the Florizel, the
Torhamvan and Renews, visit

www.downhomelife.com.

This is an opportunity for New-
foundlanders and friends of
Downhome magazine to get
together on the beautiful Crown
Princess® and enjoy what New-
foundlanders love most; food,
fellowship, laughter and enter-
tainment.

Starting at $663 based, Category J
Balconies starting at $999, Cate-
gory BD 

For more information call 
Sue Johnson at Clarington Travel: 
905-987-4647 or toll free 1-866-456-8728 
In Western Canada call Heather Folkins
at Algonquin Travel: 1-888-839-8936
or visit the Web site:

www.downhomecruise.com
Fares are cruise only, per person, USD, based on double occupancy,
capacity controlled and subject to availability.
Government Fees and Taxes of $72.10 are addi-
tional. Refer to applicable Princess brochure or
princess.com for terms, conditions, and defini-
tions which will apply to all bookings. Ships’ reg-
istry: Bermuda
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