
Tugboats on the Fergus 

by Eric Shaw 

 

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 Libraryi 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 Libraryii: 

 

 

 

 



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.  A fine photograph of Limerick Docks of 

about 1880 or a little later, by Lawrence shows 

a wonderful view of the Privateer, a most 

fortunate find.  

Information on the tugboat can be found in this 

recordiv, showing that the boat was launched in 

1865, registered in Limerick in 1871 as a tug on 

the River Shannon and broken up in Kilrush in 

1895. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
i NLI- Shipping Agreements and crew lists, 1863-1921 

ii NLI- Shipping Agreements and crew lists, 1863-1921 

iii NLI- Shipping Agreements and crew lists, 1863-1921 

iv http://www.tynetugs.co.uk/ 


