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Dr William (Billy) Brown  (1921-2006)

It is with regret that we mark the passing of Dr William Brown of Portaferry on 8th March 2006.

William (Billy) Brown was born in Portaferry on 24th April 1921, son of Ephraim & Elsie Brown, brother to Tommy, Hughie, Olive and Dickie.  He attended primary school in Meetinghouse St, Portaferry, before progressing to the Belfast Institute (now Royal Belfast Academical Institution).    Billy applied himself to his studies, excelling in Mathematics and Physics that was to stand him in good stead in later life.  

His career began with an apprenticeship in architecture.  This was interrupted soon after the 2nd World War began.   

In 1940 Billy Brown was commissioned as a pilot with the Fleet Air Arm.   He flew Walrus seaplanes from bases in North Africa and Scotland.   He was then seconded to 836 Naval Air Squadron.   The squadron was strategically based at Maydown (near to Lough Foyle) in Northern Ireland and its remit was to monitor any U-boat activity around convoys crossing the North Atlantic.   For this purpose Fairey Swordfish biplanes were ideal and were flown by Billy Brown and his fellow comrades from converted merchant vessels known as MAC Ships (Merchant Aircraft Carrier) that accompanied convoys across the Atlantic. 

By the time the 2nd World War was over, Billy Brown had identified a passion for mathematics.  He gained a scholarship through the Ulster American Foundation and travelled to America where he completed a PhD in Mathematics at the University of Michigan, subsequently lecturing in the United States and Canada.

He returned to Portaferry in 1958 and became involved in the family business, William Brown Portaferry Ltd, agricultural merchants and grocers.  He branched out, opening an electrical business specialising in the supply, installation and repair of TV's.    His interest in mathematics was however retained through a part time lecturing post at Queens University, Belfast.

Throughout this time he indulged in his passion for sailing and boat building – a past time he had enjoyed throughout his boyhood on Strangford Lough.  He applied his mathematical expertise to the design of a 35’ racing yacht, which he built in 1971 with his younger brother Dickie.   

“Ruffian” enjoyed significant racing success, encouraging the brothers to go into production on a larger scale.   They founded ‘Weatherly Yachts’ and opened two factories in Portaferry that produced over 200 fibreglass yachts throughout the 70’s and early 80’s.  The most popular model, the 'Ruffian 23', was sold throughout the British Isles and further a field in places such as Hong Kong and Iceland and there are still active fleets in many of these locations today.  

Billy Brown was exceptionally inventive.  He used computer technology in his yacht design work in the early 70's and installed his first 'home' computer in 1978.

Billy later returned to his love of teaching mathematics – first at Sullivan Upper School in Holywood, Co. Down and subsequently with the Open University – a tutoring post from which he retired in October 2005, aged 84.

A major chapter in Billy Brown's life was his involvement with the Royal National Lifeboat Institute.  He was instrumental in establishing the Portaferry Lifeboat Station in 1979 and held the position of Station Honorary Secretary for 12 years until 1991 when he became Chairman, and later President.  

'Billy' received notification in December 2005 that he was to be awarded a RNLI Gold Badge at a prestigious ceremony in London in May 2006 to recognise his significant contribution to the life-saving work of the RNLI.  He received this news with a great deal of pride and had been looking forward to the presentation 

Since the death of his wife Jess in December 1998, Billy lived alone in his Portaferry home, retaining complete independence until the discovery of an aggressive brain tumour in early February of this year.  His late wife was also very much involved in supporting the RNLI through her fund raising activities and was a founding member of Portaferry Lifeboat Guild.  Such was her contribution to the work of the RNLI that she was selected in 1988 to name a Tyne class all-weather lifeboat 'Voluntary Worker' at the RNLI Headquarters in Poole. 

Billy Brown was an immensely intelligent and knowledgeable man.  He was passionate about classical music, opera, poetry and cooking and delighted in preparing Sunday Lunch for his family.  

Most of all, he will be remembered as a kind and loving family man with a warm smile, and a unique twinkle in his eye.  
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