
Clarecastle 

 

In 1958 I was on two voyages aboard the 'Gerry-S' 

which was to load coal at Whitehaven (Cumbria) on 

the west coast of England for Clarecastle not far from 

Limerick on the west coast of Ireland. Much of 

Whitehaven's annual coal exports went to Ireland, 

which imported a lot of coal from England. Clarecastle 

could be reached via the Irish Sea around Northern 

Ireland or via the south coast of Ireland and the 

Atlantic Ocean to Clare. The approach to the Shannon, 

whose name is probably derived from the goddess 

'Sionna' is beautiful, but the first few hours of sailing it 

still seems that you are at sea, so wide is the approach 

of the 386 kilometer long river that flows from the 

Atlantic Ocean through or between eleven different 

counties in Ireland. As you get closer to Limerick, the 

river whose course dates back to the end of the last ice 

age is a lot less wide. Then the last part you bend 

down the River Fergus to the Port of Clare. The closer 

to Clarecastle the narrower the river. The last part we 

passed close to meadows with grazing cattle. In a bend 

the ship almost touched the side. The harbour of 

Clarecastle is actually no more than a quay wall. The 

construction of an earlier quay in the harbor is 

mentioned between 1763-1770 and was built by Sir 



Lucius O'Brien. But the quay was too old, dilapidated 

and too small to continue to receive ships and a new 

quay was necessary. In July 1843, work began on 

demolishing the old quay, which employed an average 

of sixty workers. However, in 1843, during the 

dismantling of the old quay, the first stone was already 

laid and the construction of the new quay, which is 

still crescent-shaped, was completed in March 1845. 

 

The Clare Journal of 7 April 1845, described O'Brien's 

wharf as "the old dilapidated wharf" and the new 

wharf as "spacious and comfortable." After the 

demolition of the old quay and the completion of the 

new quay, there was great poverty in families because 

many of the sixty workers lost their jobs. The 

redevelopment of the new 157m long and 

approximately 4.95m high quay cost about £4,000, a 

fortune at the time. The Limerick Chronicle of 9 April 

1845 reported that 5,416 cubic metres of rock and 

7,922 cubic metres of clay and gravel were used in the 

construction of the limestone-clad wharf. Five gas 

lamps were installed along the wharf in 1880, and in 

1895 an iron crane was installed halfway along the 

wharf on a large block of concrete. The crane was 

removed for scrap in the 1960s. Over the years 

Clarecastle was visited by sailing ships, then 



steamships and later coasters. The cargo delivered 

mainly consisted of coal, timber and  building 

materials destined for Ennis, a somewhat large town 

near Clarecastle and the surrounding district. 

 

Vooruit 

 

The first Dutch ship that may have called at 

Clarecastle was the 'Vooruit'. The galliot was built in 

1856 as 'Catharina Hofland' by shipbuilder A. de Boer 

in Veendam for the company K. & J. Wilkens (timber 

trade and industry) in Veendam. Sold in 1877 to R. 

Hazewinkel Azn in Veendam and renamed 'Vooruit'. 

In 1878 Harm Adde Hazewinkel Rzn in Veendam 

became the captain/owner, the ship was not renamed. 

On 3 February 1879 en route from Clarecastle to 

Liverpool with 200 tons of Irish ash mining timber 

from the Clare Sawmills of Patrick O'Brien who had 

also chartered the ship and under the command of 

Harm Adde Hazenwinkel, foundered on the River 

Fergus in thick fog. The 'Vooruit' was strandedon 

Boland's Rock at Island de Van and ended up on its 

side in the river. Some of the cargo washed away. The 

five crewmen and pilot Culligan left the ship in a sloop 

because it was too dangerous to stay on board. The 

'Vooruit' had to be considered lost and an 



advertisement in newspapers including that of The 

Clare Journal of 24 February 1879, mentioned the 

auction of the ship with 115 tons of cargo still on 

board. 

 

Besides the call of mostly English ships, Dutch ships 

and sometimes Scandinavian ships also came to 

Clarecastle. Most Dutch coasters called at the port in 

the fifties and sixties of the last century. The cargo, 

mainly coal, arrived mainly from Whitehaven, but also 

from Birkenhead, Garston, Newport and Workington. 

The last ship to call at the port was the 550 ton 'Sisu' 

from Denmark, built in 1965, which called in on 26 

June  1969 with 371 tons of timber from Halmstad in 

Sweden. The first cargo of timber landed at Clarecastle 

since 1934, and the last to arrive at the same time. The 

next Dutch coasters in alphabetical order called to 

Clarecastle in the 1950s. 'Beta' (1951), 'Daniel' (1953), 

'Dicky' (1958), 'Ellewoutsdijk' (1948), 'Friso' (1955), 

'Gerry-S' (1952), 'HAST 5' (1941) ), 'Leny' (1940), 

'Lies' (1949), 'Marathon' (1949), 'Meike' (1950) and 

'Quirina' (1947). The 'Tjerk Hiddes' (1957) was the last 

Dutch vessel to call to Clarecastle on 16 February 

1962 to load drainage pipes from Clarecastle Clay 

Products Ltd. It was the first outgoing cargo from this 

port in fifty years and also the manufacturer's first 



export. The loading took three days and was blessed in 

a ceremony on the quay by Reverend M. Canon 

Hogan.  

 

Population came out 

 

When the 'Gerry-S' was moored, it seemed as if the 

entire population had come out, it was so busy. It may 

have been the largest ship to ever call to Clarecastle. 

Immediately the loading booms went up and the 

hatches opened. Men with large shovels filled buckets 

with coal, which were emptied into ready wooden 

carts using the Gerry-S own loading equipment. When 

these were full, a horse was hitched to carry the coal to 

its destination, McInerney's Company (Coal and Fuel 

Trade) in Ennis or to Power’s Coalyard in Clareacstle. 

These companies took care of further distribution in 

the village or elsewhere. It was very busy on the quay, 

every resident wanted to see this with their own eyes. 

Children begged for coins and stamps. After work in 

the evenings, young women would scour the quay for 

fallen coal to take home to replenish their supplies. 

That saved a few pennies in the wallet. I can remember 

that the houses looked dilapidated and there was a lot 

of poverty. There was almost no work or it had to be in 

the agricultural sector.  Many men left for England to 



earn a living in order to support their family or the 

family at home. Yet everyone was friendly and a few 

children were allowed to come on board, where I 

proudly showed them the ship from wheelhouse to 

engine room. 

 

The atmosphere in Clarecastle and other Irish ports has 

always stayed with me and is very different from other 

ports. In the evening you could hear the people singing 

and making music. The few cars that drove around 

looked like they were from the 1920s or 1930s. Ireland 

has always been close to my heart, if only because of 

the music that came from there. Big names have 

spawned in the country, including Them with Van 

Morrison, Thin Lizzy, Enya, U2, The Chieftains, Rory 

Gallagher and the Dubliners, among others. I have 

seen Rory in Amsterdam and the Dubliners in my 

hometown of Beverwijk. As sailing is anchored in my 

memory, so is Clarecastle. 

 
 


