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Introduction 

David Costello sought help from the Parish Office in tracing his Clarecastle roots. His query 

was passed on to me. The Costellos were an old 

Clarecastle family, with links to the Port of Clare 

and the river Fergus. The early Church records 

that date from 1834 played a vital role in 

researching the history of the family. The 

Costellos lived in a house in Main Street and had 

a shop there, (green shopfront in photo) 

demolished in the 1960s. The family also lived at 

the end of Quay Road in what is now Willie 

Murphy’s house. The work has enabled David to 

trace his ancestors back to the early 1800s in Clarecastle and he has also traced over 150 

living relatives all over the world, many of whom were unaware of their links to Clare. David 

plans to hold a Costello gathering in Clarecastle and his dream is to bring as many Costellos  

as possible down the river by boat on a picnic. 

The River Fergus 

David’s great-grandfather, John Costello, 1842-1896, was born in Clarecastle on 4 January 

1842.  He was the son of Michael Costello and Margaret Guinnane. John married Ann 

Harvey in 1870 and the couple had seven children. John was employed as a river pilot on the 

Fergus. In 1880, John was master of a tugboat, the Lioness, with a crew of three. A number 

of papers in relation to the Lioness survive in the National Library
i
 and they give interesting 

details. The owner of the Lioness is shown as H.C. Drinkwater. It may be only a coincidence, 

but the man in charge of the massive land reclamation project at Islandavanna in the 1880s 

was John Drinkwater. 

 



 

In 1890, John Costello is shown as master of another tugboat, the Privateer.  

There is also a Crew’s Listing for the Privateer in the National Library
ii
: 

 

 

 



 

In the Agreement, the work of the Privateer is shown as ‘towing on the River Fergus’
iii

. 

 

It would appear that the tugboats were used in towing the last of the old sailing ships up and 

down the Fergus to speed up 

the work of unloading and 

loading these ships at the Port 

of Clare. From Lloyd’s 

Register
iv

, we learn that the 

Privateer was a paddle 

steamer, 96 feet in length and 

18 feet across. A number of 

photographs of the Privateer 

have been located and these 

show it to be a most 

handsome vessel. 

 

 

 

 



These photographs were taken 

when the tugboat was in Bideford, 

Devon
v
. On 23 December, 1918, 

the Privateer ran aground off the 

coast of France at Boulogne-Sur-

Mer and was wrecked. The wreck 

still uncovers, occasionally, from 

the shifting sands 

 

A report on the wreck is given in 

French in this clipping of 2008 and 

it shows a more complete image: 

 

 

 



 

 

Sequel to the Privateer story 

The Privateer was built by the Hepple and Co. of South Shields, England. A similar tug, 

Eppleton Hall, was built by the same company in 1914 and is still afloat. It was the last tug of 

that design to be built. The vessel, named after the Lambton family's ancestral home, was 

designed to tow ocean-going colliers (coal-carrying vessels) to and from the port of 

Newcastle on the River Tyne. Coal was a booming business, and days of transit time were 

saved by towing the sailing vessels upriver to load. The Privateer did similar work on the 

Fergus in towing ships. Eppleton Hall, a steam sidewheeler with side-lever engines, is the 

only remaining intact example of a Tyne paddle tug. She was sold for scrap in 1967 and, 

while sitting on a mud bank, fire (part of the scrapping process) destroyed her wooden 

afterdeck and interior. For most of 1969 she underwent repairs, including modifications for 

an epic voyage San Francisco forty or so years ago via Biscay, Spain, Africa, the Carribean, 

the Panama Canal,passing through the Golden Gate in March of 1970. 

 

https://www.nps.gov/safr/historyculture/images/eppie.jpg
https://www.nps.gov/safr/historyculture/images/ep823723.jpg
https://www.nps.gov/safr/historyculture/images/ep25141.jpg


The vessel was donated to the National Park Service of San Francisco in 1979. She is now 

berthed at Hyde Street Pier. Located at the west end of Fisherman's Wharf, Hyde Street 

Pier is home to the fleet of historic landmark vessels in the collection of the San 

Francisco Maritime National Historical Park 

Photographs of Eppleton Hall in San Francisco give a wonderful idea of what the Privateer 

looked like: 

 

1.By Dennis Jarvis from Halifax, Canada - California-05935 - Eppleton Hall, CC BY-SA 2.0, 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=66982442 

 

2. By Sanfranman59 - Own work, CC BY-SA 3.0, 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=3703016 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=66982442
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=3703016


 

3. By Daderot - Own work, CC0, 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=73154407 
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 Courtesy of www.wrecksite.aspx. 

I am indebted to David Costello for introducing me to the Privateer. 

My thanks to Kathy Roughan for access to her M.A. (History of Family) – Clarecastle 1901-1911, U.L. 2019 
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