
 
The History of dredging Fowey 

and the craft involved 

from 1869 to the Post Second world war 

The Harbour Commissioners were formed in 1869 to maintain, improve and promote 

the Port of Fowey. The railway lines had been opened and jetties built or being built 

for the export of china clay. The Lostwithiel and Fowey Railway opened in 1869 as a 

broad gauge railway linking the port of Fowey in Cornwall with the Cornish Main Line 

at Lostwithiel. Its main traffic was china clay. The Company ran into financial 

difficulties and closed in 1880, but the line was purchased by the Cornwall Minerals 

Railway and re-opened in 1895. Difficult trading conditions were followed by the 

opening of a more direct route to Fowey by the Cornwall Minerals Railway on 1 June 

1874, and the two companies engaged in a bitter price war.  

 

The port was serviced by small to medium size sailing vessels.The larger ones were 

restricted by draft due to a shallow area off the jetties and the “bar” between 

Penleath point and the Fowey shore between town quay and north of Albert quay. 

In the Admiralty Channel pilot of 1872 the following sailing direction was published. 

The direction of the entrance to this harbour gives it an advantage over many others on the coast, as 

outward-bound vessels can leave it with a S. by E. wind, and coasters embayed between Dodman 

Point and Rame Head during a heavy southerly gale may run for it even without anchors; for having 

passed the eastern point of the entrance, and rounded Polruan Point, they may run on the bar, which 

is of soft mud and has 3 to 5 feet of water on it at the lowest tides. From this position they will be 

released by the flowing tide, and can run as far up as may be convenient. 



There is room for four vessels of 16 feet draught to moor in Polruan Pool, 1 mile within the entrance; 

and though it appears on the chart to be exposed to southwest gales it is not so, there being no swell 

between the points of entrance. Thirty vessels of 18 feet draught and moderate length may also lie 

moored above the bar, quite land-locked.  Sailing Directions for the English Channel. 1872 

There were barges being operated in the harbour and towed to sea to dump ballast 
from sailing ships and it was recorded that in December 1873 the bargemen made a 
complaint because vessels were using ropes across the river at railway wharf. This 
was hindering their passage. 

It was about then that the harbour commissioners first started discussing dredging 
the harbour after discussions with Great Western railways and in May 1874 the 

Harbour Master; R. Foster was instructed to place an advert for the hire or purchase 
of a steam dredger. In July 1874 the Board looked at a dredger in Falmouth 
belonging to No 6 Dock but in the August decided not to use it as the terms were not 
very good. In December the following year the commissioners received an offer of a 
steam dredger from Switzerland which was considered but deferred possibly 
because of its location. 
 
The Fowey Rock which was situated in the narrow passage off Caffa Mill was an 
underwater obstruction that was a cause of concern and hindered safe passage. In 
June 1878 the first move to remove it was taken when tenders were invited to blow it 
up. It was quickly apparent it was beyond the means of the Commissioners at that 
time. A buoy was used to mark it but seemed to be often be adrift. 
At this time there were many complaints of stones, presumably the one used as 
ballast, being thrown into the river thus restricting the berths.  
There then followed a period of four years when a plan of the dredging required was 
produced and discussed but deferred again. A further four years passed without any 
decisions or progress but in the October of 1883 a Mr Williams of Cuddra 
approached Harbour Commissioner re dredging the harbour. Terms seemed 
favourable and a written offer was required. But at their November meeting the 
Commissioners decided they could not proceed with the terms that were finally 
submitted. 
 
In September 1884 further discussions took place re the depth of the harbour and 

width of the channel and depths on berths now that railway was fully in and more 

trade was expected. The dominant factor at the time seemed to be the wrangling 

going on about payment of £40 pa to Lostwithiel Town Council following the 

enactment of the Harbour authority. 

More time passed but at a meeting in mid-January 1887 it was decided to proceed 

with dredging the harbour. There seemed to be a possibility that china clay exports 

could be moved to Falmouth. Later that month a meeting took place with Mr Bowles, 

a Falmouth dredging company representative and the master of a dredger regarding 

the  dredging of the harbour. At the same time a priestman dredger in London 

together with a hopper were considered but were discarded as they were more 

expensive than the Falmouth option. 



A Performa agreement was submitted by secretary to the public Loan Commission 

(mortgages of the Falmouth Dock Dredging Plant) to be executed in a legal and 

proper manner in conformity with Fowey Harbour act 1869.This was in preparation of 

contracting plant the start dredging. 

In March that year there was a special meeting to discuss terms of hiring the dredger 

“Briton” and hoppers “Pendennis and Greystone” including insurance terms. The 

board objected to the clause re repairs and liability to boiler. Capt. Whitecross, 

master of the dredger had a meeting with them to discuss wages etc. His crew would 

work 10 hour day from 0700- 1700 hrs without stopping the engine for lunch.8 hrs 

night work to be considered a day’s pay and 2 hours extra time considered a ¼ of a 

day’s pay also to be paid 3d per 100 tons of pills or sand as a gratuity. The board 

gave the chairman permission to go ahead with completing the negotiations and 

during that month issues regarding the boiler arose. The working pressure was an 

issue. Mr Taylor, Lloyds surveyor at Plymouth, said should be set at 10lbs.The 

commissioners disagreed and also with the condition of the boiler. The Board issued 

a public notice re the hire of the dredger and then Mr Bowles tender was not 

accepted due to the issue of the boiler pressure. The commissioners expected an 

output of 1800 tons per day. Not much happened until the December meeting when 

the chairman was asked to get information re dredger again and on borrowing 

powers. 

It would appear that some form of dredging in shallower areas was being carried out 

by barges / pontoons with cranes on them. These filled barges. 

    

    

The various stand-alone grab dredgers used by the commissioners 



 

In March 1887 a public notice was placed in the West Briton newspaper and 

Cornwall Advertiser re hire of steam dredger and hoppers to dredge the harbour and 

provide a deeper channel as set out in the harbour order drafted in 1868. Letters re 

the advert were received from Bowles and sons Falmouth, Edwards and Co 

Plymouth and Mr Duchsen of Millwall. Mr Bowles letter was given some 

consideration but his tender was not accepted as the Commissioners considered the 

boiler to be in poor condition working at only 10lbs pressure. She could not possibly 

raise 1800 tons a day as printed in the dredgers prospectus. Apparently working in 

Cattewater she had only done 120,000 tons in 6 months which the Commissioners 

felt was low. 

In the July of 1888 the town quay dredging was discussed as the bargemen could 

not agree with proposal for working. The bargemen were engaged by the Fowey 

towing company who owned the barges which were also used for taking ballast to 

sea or ashore for dumping or other use. Quite a lot of the stone ballast was used in 

house or other building works. The Board received a letter from Mr Avery who was 

goods manager for GWR respecting the dredging and whether the commissioners 

were prepared to do the work. They replied that they were not prepared to do the 

work at the present. 

The overall dredging of the harbour was still to be resolved. The chairman was 

asked at a board meeting on 28th January 1889 what was happening re dredging. He 

stated that they had taken into serious consideration the availability of dredging the 

harbour and explained why negotiations for the Falmouth dredger had fallen through 

This was discussed further in January 1889 meeting as was the channel into town 

quay. It was decided it would be cheaper to do the work by dredger rather than by 

the small barge. 

The harbour master supervised a survey of the harbour at this time and comparisons 

were made with the 1811 chart.(this was a survey carried out by Mr George Thomas 

An early dredging pontoon 

similar to those used in Fowey 

Harbour except the jib of the 

crane /derrick was a simpler 

version in Fowey 



and presented to the Mayor of the Borough of Fowey) Over 440 soundings had been 

taken from the harbour mouth to the hospital ship above Wisemans Stone. It was  

found that there was nearly as much water in the channel or deep water parts of the 

harbour now as then. But the deep water area at low water had become narrower by 

means of the banks of mud on each side extending and the banks of mud on each 

side of the deep channel were higher than before especially off town quay and on 

the west side up to Pottery Corner. There was shoaling at Upper Carne Point and to 

the The Lostwithiel and Fowey railway jetty. Silting had taken place where there was 

an eddy in the tide flow. There was no room to swing larger vessels and the matter 

needs resolving. The clerk was instructed to obtain a more recent chart believed to 

be 1856.He obtained 6 copies of the latest chart and copies of the Fowey harbour 

order. 

In order to proceed with the dredging the Board obtained an increased borrowing 

powers to £10000 from £20000. 

In March 1890 the commissioners were advised that the Falmouth dredger had a 

new boiler fitted so negotiations were reopened but the charge of £180 a month was 

considered too high. In the meantime the board were also looking at a dredger called 

Witham but she proved unfit for the work expected. Other plant was looked and in 

February 1891 The Chairman and harbour master met with the Dundee Dredging 

Company and a tentative agreement was reached for their dredger the “Dundee” to 

come from Southampton. The chairman had met with Mr Cutlach Managing director 

of the company.  

Mr Bate took on the task of finding out about towing the dredger and 3 hoppers to 

Fowey. Wm. Watkins,tug owners of London were in correspondence. Then 

discussions took place with Mr Shelford of the Lostwithiel and Fowey Railway. He 

was proposing other dredging works including boring in the harbour.  It’s not clear 

but it appears the agreement with regard to the dredger Dundee fell through as she 

didn’t make it to Fowey. 

In May 1891 a report on test bores for rock was received so that a dredging 

programme could be worked up and plant used efficiently. The decision to dredge in 

sections was taken. To ensure finances were in place a new £8000 Public Works 

loan was arranged. At this time the Bargemen and others complained that it was 

difficult to get into Caffa Mill Pill due to vessels being moored in fours across the 

entrance. 

Nothing happened until March the following year when they purchased one iron 

hopper from the Corporation of Preston for £1200. The board also made offers to 

buy hoppers from Fowey tug co. At about this time it was agreed to offer the Fowey 

Tug Co £1 to tow a hopper 3 miles out to sea for dumping and 5/0 d towing in the 

harbour. Henry Paul managing owner of the tug company offered 2 of their hoppers 

to the commissioner for £300.It’s not clear why, but the offer was refused. 



A new Fowey Harbour order was given Royal accent on the 27th July 1893 coming 

into force on the 1st of August. The Order restructured the appointment process of 

Commissioners. Up until then nearly 30 commissioners had been on the board with 

little results. Finances for the commissioners had been tight in the first years and 

dredging was going to cost a considerable amount. The mineral extraction 

businesses had been going through hard times and the two railway companies 

serving the port were struggling financially. Great western railways (GWR) were now 

taking over railway companies and lines and bring more commercial expertise and 

pressure to bear. 

In February 1896 the chart of 1889 was available and considered and the board 

resolved that dredging was require between Town Quay and Carne Point especially 

given the size of the vessels using the harbour. Following improvements 

considered:- 

1. Remove mound of rubble near head of No 2 jetty 

2. Dredge at Upper Carne Point. 

3. Dredge approach to Caffa Mill Pill.  

To do the work it was resolved that Consolidated Bank of Cornwall and Cornish 

Bank Ltd be approached for a loan of £5000 over 30 years. 

In 1896 GWR offered to lend plant to commissioners but it could only produce 170 

ton of spoil per day which was considered too low. They had also made another offer 

for the hire of the Falmouth dredger “Briton” and were told that the dredger used 9 – 

10 tons of coal a week. 

With the loan, 2 hoppers were purchased from Fowey Tug co in September 1896 

and further enquires were at the two welsh ports of Swansea and Newport to 

acquire. This resulted in the hiring of two from Messrs Green and Linton of Newport 

at half rent (£10 per month each) Negotiations continued with Falmouth re plant and 

it was agreed to hire their barge “Pendennis”.  

The Commissioners realising that dredging would be a specialised topic of 

discussion and decision agreed to form a dredging committee and in February 1897 

Messrs Paull, Heller, Watty and A.Dingle the chairman of the Commissioners and 

also chair of the committee were its first members. An early decision was to pay the 

bargemen 4.5 pence per hour. They also agreed to pay the tug company 11/- per 

barge for tows to sea and agreed with coal merchant Ladde to deliver coal at 15/- 

per ton. 

In April that year the tug “Gallant” was dispatched to South Wales to tow two hopper 

barges No’s 11 and 12 back to Fowey. Bad weather was experienced on the 

passage and she had to put into firstly Padstow then Hayle because of the heavy 

ground swell. The barges were damaged and this had to be repaired before they 



could be used. The committee also sought to use a barge belonging to GWR which 

was moored in Mevagissey. 

After all the negotiations it was finally agreed with Falmouth  dredging to hire the 

dredger “Briton” and barge Pendennis  previously agreed provided they were towed 

to Fowey free from Falmouth. This was done and the plant arrived early in the 

month.  

 

The Dredger “Briton” Chartered by the Harbour Commissioners 

(see details on the vessel in craft used for dredging) 

On 26th April 1897 it was recorded that dredging commenced. It was agreed that the 

Committee would meet weekly. Quite a lot of decisions presumably had to be made. 

Then in May the commissioners placed an advert in the London Gazette advertising 

the fact that they were going to carry out capital dredging works (see below) 

THE LONDON GAZETTE, MAY 25, 1897. 
No. 277.—ENGLAND—SOUTH COAST. 
Fowey Harbour—Dredging Operations, and Buoy Placed. 
THE Fowey Harbour Commissioners have given notice, dated 13th April, 1897, that dredging 
operations would shortly be commenced on the edge of the shore bank, which dries at low water, 
northward of Upper Cam Point, and the undermentioned regulations should be observed :— 
1. Vessels should pass the dredger on that side on which two balls are shown by day and two white 
lights by night; taking care not to foul the dredger's cables, which will be slacked down for vessels, to 
pass if necessary. 
2. Steam-vessels must go dead slow when approaching the dredger, and if necessary stop their 
engines. 
3. No vessel should proceed above the buoy off Prime's Cellars (position given below) without the 
permission of the Harbour-master, unless the vessel is in charge of a Trinity Pilot. Also, a buoy is 
moored off Prime's Cellars on the eastern side of the channel opposite Fowey, in a position with 
Fowey Custom House bearing W.by S.>, distant 1^ cables and Lower Cam Point N. by W. 1 W. 



Approximate position, buoy, lat. 50° 20' 15" N., long. 4° 37' 45" W.[Variation 19° Westerly in 1897.] 
This Notice affects the following Admiralty Plan:—Fowey Harbour, No. 31. Also, Channel Pilot, Part I, 
1893, pages 102-104. 
By command of their Lordships, 
W. J. L. Wharton, Hydrographer. 
Hydrographic Office, Admiralty, London, 
19th to 22nd May, 1897: 
 

From the survey it was estimated that 3000 – 5000 tons needed to be removed off 
no.2 jetty. This was the first area to be dredged thus deepening the berth because at 
this time it was one of the principle loading berths. GWR were asked to pay £6.10.0 
per barge and £25 towards moving dredger to and from site to facilitate ships using 
the berth to load. 
 
A year later it was agreed to hire the barge “Tap”  and the barge “Jumbo” from 
Portsmouth for 2-3 months. The tug Gallant was despatched to tow them to Fowey. 
The barge towing contract was put out to tender for the first time with the Fowey Tug 
co wining it at 18/- per barge. The barges “Paul” and “Virginia” were found to be 
unrepairable and it was decided that they should be sold or broken up. 
 
At about this time a dispute arose with local fishermen about dumping of the mud. 
The dump ground later established at Lantic Bay wasn’t in use and it would appear 
that barges were taken about 3 miles south of the harbour. The fishermen believed it 
was affecting their best grounds. 
 

The first phase of dredging was completed in the September of 1897 and the Barges 
“Jumbo and Tap” towed to Plymouth. The “Briton”  and “Pendennis” were returned to 
Falmouth . There followed some claims for damage and repairs. During the dredging 
programme artefacts were recovered including a bronze canon and quite a few tin 
ingots. There is no record of what happened to the canon but the 5 ingots were sold 
to Harveys of Hayle for £57.7 shillings. A small piece was given to the Tywardreath 
museum after a request from Mr.E.W.Rashleigh. Tin had been exported from No. 1 
and 2 berths prior to the export of china clay. The crew were rewarded by a payment 
of £15. In January 1898 the dredging committee inspected barges 11, 12 and 117. 
Some repairs were needed and discussions followed with the owners. There was 
also repairs needed to barge nos.4.The dredger “Briton” and “Pendenniss” were 
once again requested to come back to Fowey but delays ensued. There seems to 
have been numerous wooden barges/ hoppers at work in the harbour used for 
ballast and coal at this time. 
 
At a special meeting on 26th May 1898 the dredging committee met with fishermen 
from Polruan including Messrs Clemo, Cornelius Pill, Wm Rich, Wm Climo, Wm 
Jackson, Wm Hen Pill, and Ernest Dunn. They complained that the dredged material 
and ballast should be deposited in a different place as it was interfering with their 
fishing and crabbing grounds. They suggested that the ballast be deposited 3 miles 
from the shore and that tug captains be instructed to keep Fowey Castle open until 
they opened Lantivet watch house and then make a line from the windmill over 
Polruan Peak. It was resolved that three commissioners Messrs Dingle, Hellar and 
Beale go with some of the fishermen that afternoon and agree a site to deposit 
material. The commissioners also looked into a dump site near Plymouth. The 



dredging work continued and 14th September that year was then made the target to 
complete the work of the Falmouth dredger. The plant was returned to its home port 
and there followed what seemed usual in a financial wrangle re payments. 
 

In May 1901 soundings in harbour mouth showed a need for dredging. Shingle 
would build up at this location where the out flowing river met the sea influence. A 
dredger from Falmouth owner by a Mr Bovis of Portsmouth was charter at £300 per 
month. £500 was allocated for the works. The dredging committee went with the 
master of the dredger in a tug to indicate exactly where had to be dredged. However 
by the June it was decided that she was unsatisfactory for the job and was removed. 
 

In January 1902 a dispute arose between the Commissioners and the Tug Company 
with Fowey steam tugs co not prepared to tow barges. A tender from Mr Westcott of 
Plymouth was accepted. He quoted:- 

Shift in harbour                 6/- per shift 
  Fowey to sea hopper 1     30/- per shift 
  Fowey to sea hopper 2     20/- per shift 

 
He used his own tug the “Herbert” and chartered the “Gallant, and Countess of 
Jersey”. This continued for some time but later resumed with the Fowey tug co 
carrying out the work. 
 
Shortly after this a steamer hit Fowey Rock off Caffa Mill and it was proposed to blow 
it up again. A sub-committee consisting of Messrs Gibbons, Paull and Bennett met 
with the pilots to discuss the proposal.it was decided not to interfere with. 
 
In June 1902, The Chairman Albertus Dingle, presented the 1811 chart to be framed 
and hung in the board room. It was then agreed that the 1856b and 1900 charts also 
be framed and hung. 
 
In June 1904 Sir John Jackson Ltd requested permission to dredge 1000 tons of 
sand and shingle from the harbour mouth. It seemed to be in connection with work at 
Pentewan. There was also a request to dredge sand from the bank near Saw Mill 
Pill.The Duchy of Cornwall’s permission would be needed. Permission was given to 
extract below an imaginary line drawn within landing slip and Polruan town Quay. 
 
Early in 1907 a situation arose with the Treveddoe Mine was polluting the river with 
mine sand which was coming down into the estuary. The clerk perused the statute 
passed in the reign of Henry VIII. A committee was formed to review the situation 
and a letter sent to the mine requesting “they to abate the nuisance”. As a result a 
large catch pit was constructed to prevent the run off into the river. 
(Great Treveddoe Mine is in the parish of Warleggon Cornwall, and within the mining 
district of Bodmin; it is situated 6 miles from the town of Bodmin.)The Clerk of Fowey 
River Conservators attended a meeting and said they would consider the report of 
the water bailiff before taking action under the Act of King Henry VIII. The 
commissioners carried out a further inspection of the mine and workings at St. Neot. 
By 1909 the County Council were requesting landowners to take steps to prevent 
mine owners from polluting the Fowey River. 
 



Note :- large amounts of sand had come down the river over the years as a result of 
miners and others panning for tin in the river and by moving the bed of the river to 
get at the naturally washed down tin and other metals. So much sand came down 
the Fowey and other rivers including the River Looe that Henry VIII who used to 
frequent Penquite boathouse enable one of the first environmental acts. 
 
Some time elapsed before the next significant development in 1908 when the 
commissioners considered purchasing a dredger and 2 barges moored at Calstock. 
A steam dredger in Penryn was also considered. The harbour survey was also 
carried out. In the meantime the dredging had carried on in a limited way using the 
pontoon dredger and grab crane. Two more year passed before in March 1910  
dredging plant was purchased from Penryn Corporation for £930. Details of what this 
was are not recorded but at about this time a barge with swinging derrick appeared 
in the harbour. Dredging then commenced off Whitehouse for the construction of the 
quay and the wooden landing stage was removed and the beach between town quay 
and Whitehouse was cleaned up. A new priestman grab was needed for the hard 
material. A second hand one cost £86. 
 
The question of the Fowey Rock came up again in November 1910 .The committee 
considered blowing it up yet again. To give minimum depth of 20ft LWST  would 
require 3000 cu yds. of rock blasting at an estimated cost of £3000 then there would 
be the cost of removal of the rock. The committee recommended it should not be 
carried out and the board accepted this recommendation. 
 
In Feb 1911 a special meeting was held to discuss proposal for No.8 jetty. There 
was a proposal to widen the banks of the channel for nearly ½ a mile. Figures were 
requested including the amount of fundus to be removed from the river bed. This 
was considered against the expected increase in trade and revenue. It was followed 
by a further special meeting the following month, this time held on board the steam 
tug “Countess of Jersey”, which took the commissioners up as far as Wisemans 
Stone to inspect the No. 8 berth site. Mr Denny, from GWR, was in attendance. The 
Board approved the proposals and made suggestions that the concrete jetty should 
go a further 100 ft. up river. With regard to dredging between No. 4 and No. 7 berths 
the commissioners would carry this out with their plant. GWR would do the 
remainder. 
 
At about this time Polruan fishermen complained to Cornwall Sea Fisheries 
Committee about dumping of solid matter to the west of the harbour. A letter was 
received telling the commissioners they must stop the practise . In the May a special 
meeting was held to discuss byelaws relating to dumping. The meeting was attended 
by a fisheries officer and one other and a fixed area outside the harbour for dumping 
was discussed. The fisheries sub-committee suggested Lantic Bay in an area which 
they had drawn on the chart. It was agreed they would send the clerk a copy of the 
chart and the area proposed. The area had been used and the Commissioners 
would need to apply to have it confirmed.(this is the area used even today)The 
Board instructed that the Tug Company have the area marked on the tugs charts 
and it must be complied with. 
 
In 1914 this some work was carried out off Mixtow and then of Town quay where 
there seems to have been only 3 ft. in the approach channel. This seemed to be a 



regular job. One of the dredging pontoons was identified by the number 13 and she 
was working at No. 8 jetty as this was being prepared for construction. Her crew 
were Master J.Andrews, engineer A.Roger, Hoppermen I.Paddy and A.Barron with 
J.H.Shea on the hoppers. The commissioner sought a steam bucket dredger and 
barges from the dept. of shipping following the war during which time activities had 
been directed to the war effort and many of the harbour staff had served in the war 
effort. The harbour had also be barricaded making the frequent movement of vessel 
restricted.  
 
In 1915 because of the falling harbour dues due to the war, dredging was 
suspended. Also men had joined up in the forces. In July 1917 a Mr W.P.Honey 
wrote seeking permission the dredge for tin between St. Winnow Point and 
Lostwithiel. A meeting was held with him. There needed to be bore holes in the mud 
to depths of 12 ft,15 ft. and 20 ft. with 3” diameters to examine for tin content. If 
sufficient quantities were found the proposal was to take ashore or away by lighter. 
The commissioners did not approve the proposal. Permission was again sought in 
March 1920 and again refused. 
 
Dredging resumed with the channel opposite No. 4 jetty at the end of the war and in 
1919 the committee reviewed the wages. They were set at:- 
Skipper                J.Andrews     £3.00 per week 
Engineer              A.Rogers       £3.00   
Hoppermen          I. Paddy and A.Barron   £2  
Hoppers               J.H.Shea and another    £2  
 
In February 1920 the dredging committee received a report that the s.s. Elizabeth 
had touched bottom North of Polruan Castle when she was drawing 13’6”. The 
charted depth was 16ft. and the s.s. Astrias grounded at No 4 .It would appear that 
the dredging plant was working in Plymouth as questions were asked why it wasn’t in 
Fowey. Increased efforts to dredge the harbour had to be made especially with the 
pressure from Great Western Railways as a result of their expansion programme. 
 

 
 

Towing in a barge after emptying 
 

In the June that year dredging plant discussions took place and viability No. 8 jetty 
being extended was discussed in detail. It would be 18 months before the jetty could 
take 500 ft. ships. To make it viable, bigger ships would use it and the approach 



channels had to be deepened. A 20ft deep channel at low water spring tide (LWST) 
was the target which would require 200,000 tons of silt to be removed. The dredger 
Enterprise was surveyed but found to be unsuitable.  
 
Mr J.Snell proposed a select committee to consider a progressive dredging scheme. 
There was only 13ft. at LWST at that time. The proposal would assist ships loading 
which have to wait until high tide to complete and sail. Lengthy discussions were had 
with plant owned by Messrs Campbell & Co in Falmouth and a fee of 2/- per ton 
dredged equating to a total cost of £176,000.They also hand a bucket dredger for 
sale at £35,000.The commissioners own plant was engaged in the harbour mouth. 
 
Mr Potter of GWR stated that they were shipping 12,000 tons per week and was the 
expense justified. No 8 would add an extra 2,000 tons. These discussions went on 
over several months with representatives of the railways and china clay companies 
attending. It was stated that it was expected to ship 560,000 tons that year from 
Fowey and 150,000 tons by rail. The aim was for 750,000 tons with night work re 
introduced. Eight new large driers and the trade expected to increase. This would 
mean larger ships which would require deeper water. There to many ships moored in 
the harbour awaiting berths to load. (On 5th October 1920 there were 50 vessels in 
the harbour) Unless money spent on the harbour No. 8 jetty would be of no use. The 
commissioners were also aware of the proposals to develop Falmouth which might 
mean cargoes going from there. Pressure was also coming to bear to improve the 
harbour to facilitate shipments to America. 
 
In May 1920 the existing plant was used to start dredging a 20ft channel to the jetty. 
There was disagreement as to who would pay. The commissioners engaged a 
broker to find a suitable vessel and in 1922, two dredgers and associated plant were 
offered. The 1st was on the Tyne built in 1893 and re boilered in 1910.(Falmouth 
bought this one). The 2nd was at the Hook of Holland and built in 1918 and known as 
Number 436.Her boiler was 20 years old. She was on the Market for £6260. Mr 
Treffry, Chairman of the dredging committee proposed offering £6000.The 
commissioners were successful with their bid which included towing to Fowey.  

 
At a special meeting on 25th July 1922 the board were advised that the owners 
require a down payment of £5400 to be paid before the dredger would be allowed to 
leave Rotterdam. Loans had to be arranged and as Lloyds would not give loan 
without guarantee the commissioners moved their accounts to Barclays to get a 
loan. She was towed to Fowey and the remainder paid. On the 20th September 1922 
the dredger was named Tregeagle.A month earlier the Post Office laid a telephone 
cable from Readymoney cove top Girls cove inside Punches Cross. It was laid in 
21’6” LWST. This would restrict dredging in the harbour mouth. 
 
It was reported in the “Engineer Journal”:- 

“Commissioners were quick to play their part in improving the port. In 1922 they 
acquired a central ladder steam bucket dredger for £6,000 and put it to work 
to deepen the harbour from the mouth of the estuary to the jetties, so that it 
would not be less than 20 feet deep in its shallowest part at low water at 
ordinary spring tides, as against 13 feet previously .The dredger was capable of 



reaching a depth of 45 feet and had an output of 300 to 400 tons per hour.(i), 
Vol. V, No. 39, August 1922, page.13. and Vol.V, No. 41. October 1922, page. 75).”  
 
 

 
 

The dredger Tregeagle 
 

 
Scale: 1:48. Builder's full hull model representing the 'St Enoch' and 'St Patrick' (both 

1901), a bucket dredger at national maritime museum Greenwich 
 

Pictures of a model similar to Tregeagle and how it operated 
 

In this type of dredger the material is raised from the bed by means of a continuous 
chain of moving buckets. These are kept in position by the ladder of the dredger 
which can be moved up and down as the tide rises and falls, or as excavation 
progresses. To maintain her own position the dredger is equipped with moorings, 
generally six flexible wire ropes attached to anchors or the shore: one ahead, one 
astern, one on each bow, and one on each quarter. We can see from the model that 
the hull shape is wide and flat-bottomed, like a barge, for stability. A fleet of hoppers 



are required to dispose of the spoil at sea. Bucket dredgers are chiefly used for hard 
clay, or gravel, and the vessels depicted here had a dredging depth of up to 48 feet. 
 
2 barges were also being sought to take the dredged material to sea.In December a 
tender for new barge placed with Willoughbys of Plymouth for £1500. The 
Willoughby Bros shipbuilding yard was based in Plymouth, Devon, England. It had a 
200 foot berth, an engine works and a foundry. It mainly built tugs, coasters, Saltash 
ferries and Blackpool excursion steamers.  
 

 
 
There continued much discussion about No. 8 jetty and the dredging of the channel 
to it. New and larger vessels were using it. Questions were raised whether GWR 
could load at all states of the tide and could they keep machinery working. 
 
In August a new hopper was delivered  and was expected to carry 250 tons 
 
The construction of No. 8 jetty had gone ahead and on 27th September 1923 the 
opening ceremony was performed by Sir Felix Pole, Chairman of the Great Western 
Railway at noon. 
 

    
 
          No 8 jetty under construction                completed after the opening 
 

http://www.gracesguide.co.uk/images/9/95/Im1866PO-Willoughby.jpg


    
 
The s.s Edern dressed overall for the opening     the jetty and loading elevator 
 

   
 
The official opening party Sir Felix Pole centre          being shown how it worked 
 

 

Everyone then had a trip 
on the steam tug  
Cruden Bay to see from 
the water 



 
 

The Great Western Railways chart of Fowey Docks showing the railway line and 
jetties serving the harbour in the 1920’s 

 
 



 
Because of the volume of dredged material being dumped at sea concerns were 
being raised and discussions took place in August 1924 with the Sea Fisheries 
Committee re a recognised dumping ground.In March the following year permission 
was granted for a dump ground of Lantic Bay one mile to the east of Fowey Harbour 
250000 tons a year to be dumped for 4 years. Agreement for the new barge to be 
built in Plymouth was reached earlier that year. 
 
Another special meeting was held with fishermen on 10th January 1925 regarding 
the dumping ground .Col. Edward Treffry chaired the meeting. Fishermen present 
were Messrs Punches (senior and junior) W.H.Pill, C.Pill, E.Jolliffe, Wm Watty, 
E.Grose, I.Buckingham, H.Truscott & Mr Johnathan Barron the sea fisheries officer. 
Also in attendance was Mr Endean from Par. The fishermen agreed the present area 
off Lantic Bay was the best as it had been spoilt for fishing. It was agreed to spread 
out spoil in one square mile as there was a build-up in the one location used. Later 
the sea fisheries committee wrote as they had advice that dumping was illegal and 
BOT got involved. The Commissioners and the sea fisheries committee then had 
some heated exchanges. In the July another meeting came up with proposals for 
permissions. Subject to conditions the commissioners might deposit one million tons 
over 10 year subject to spread over area, ballast dumping would be reduced and a 
charge be made to supervise the dumping and a fee of £200 was agreed. The 
chairman believed the matter should go to arbitration but rest of the board did not. 
This led to the resignation of Sir Arthur Quiller Couch as chairman on 16th 
September 1925.He had written a letter on 26 July 1925 expressing his opinion that 
the matter with the Sea Fisheries should have gone to arbitration and further that 
possibly several commissioners may think a man so obstinate in that opinion no 
longer be representational enough to be the chairman and offered his resignation of 
that office. This was accepted with regret. 
 
The Fowey lifeboat was berthed north of town quay and in December 1926 it was 
agreed by the board that they would dredge a berth for her closer in so that she 
could stay afloat at all times closer to the shore for the crew to get out quickly. 
  
An unusual job for the dredging plant took place in December 1927 when the s.s. 
Glasgow Maru ran aground off St Catherine’s point.She was towed back into the 
harbour stern first  with hole 3’6 x 9’7.  4000 tons china clay removed into barges 
and dumped at sea or where possible recovered. She sailed for Plymouth a month 
later for repair. ( she was later  torpedoed and sunk in the Indian Ocean on    
22/08/1943 ) 
 



 
 
It would appear that the dredging plant went to Poole in 1928 to work on the bar and 
the Tregeagle ended up taking twice as much as originally contracted which was 
50000 cu. yds. at 1/- a yd. and 1/4d for the additional 50000 cu yds.  
 
In January 1929 it was agreed agreed to widen channel to 350 ft and deepen or 
maintain it at a depth of 25 ft at LWST from the harbour entrance to no 8 jetty. At the 
same time the County of Cornwall Bill 1929 was proposed .I might cause overlapping 
of commissioners statutory powers re dredging and they suggested the Bill should 
exclude port or tidal harbours. The draft bill was amended with a clause that the act 
shall not apply to any part of a river which is navigated by vessels employed in the 
carrying of passengers or goods. The Fowey Harbour Commissioners were therefore 
exempt from the whole of Part VIII of the Bill. 
 
In 1929 the Duchy of Cornwall agreed with the commissions a fee of £1 a year for 
the permission to dredge in the different categories. 
 
In November 1929 the Board considered a proposal to dredge Pont Pill to facilitate 
the laying up of ships. The revenue for lay-up ships would not pay for it and ships 
were invited to lay up there at owners risk as they went aground at low tide. 
 
In 1931 an application was made to the sea fisheries committee for a license to 
dump a further one million tons over 10 years at Lantic Bay. New grabs for the 
pontoon grab dredge were obtained for 100 guineas. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 

The dredging barge near the harbour mouth 
 

Early in 1933 a survey of the harbour was completed and sent to the Hydrographer 
of the Navy at Taunton. New dredging requirements were determined using it. Work 
resumed in dredging the swing ground to take and turn larger ships.27270 tons were 
removed and now able to swing ships of 29 ft. draft and 550 ft. length. Later in May 
1935 some more dredging was done to provide berths for 9 ‘J’ Class yachts. 7 of 
these were moored ready for their regatta on 26th June.   
An important event happened in August 1933 when it was agreed that the Harbour 
Commissioners would buy the fundus rights and foreshore of the estuary owned by 
the Duchy of Cornwall. It was agreed a figure of £1500. With ownership the 
commissioners were then able to determine what happened with regards to dredging 
and construction and laying of moorings etc. 
 
The dredger Tregeagle underwent considerable repair in early 1934 before 
undertaking work for GWR dredging down to a depth of 25 LWST between 3 and 4 
jetties. Much heavier material was encountered including large amounts of boulders 
and rock which needed some blasting. This work was completed in the December 
and with a depth of 25ft the No. 4 jetty was reopened.  
 
The commissioners had agreed to buy a self-propelled hopper barge W31 for £975 
and had it surveyed by a Bureau Veritas surveyor. She arrived on 22nd December 
1934.She must have been a success because in the June the following year a 
proposal to buy a second vessel W33 was agreed. Another survey was undertaken 
and this confirmed a shoal lowing between the Royal Fowey Yacht club and the 
commissioners’ stores outside of the dredged channel. In March 1936 the 
commissioners publicised that the channel from the Harbour mouth to No. 8 jetty 
was dredged to a minimum of 20ft LWST. 



 
 

Tregeagle loading one of the self-propelled barges W33 in the swing ground 
 

  

 

    
 

The dredger Tregeagle in the 

swing ground Behind the 

coaster m.v.Polperro which 

was damaged in a collision in 

the Thames April 1938 



A special meeting was held on 6th Jan 1940 to consider purchasing steam hopper 
barge W25 lying at HM Dockyard Devonport. It was agreed to offer £1250.The boiler 
and engine were in good condition and she arrived later in the month. The dredger 
Tregeagle and hopper W31 went to Newlyn to carry out dredging work in May 1940 
they returned in late July. Dredging had to be carried out at the entrance to Pont to 
provide berth for a flotilla of MTB’s. Dredging then had to be curtailed due to a loss of 
income as shipping had declined sharply because of the war. The dredging plant 
returned to Newlyn in Feb/march 1941 narrowly missing being bombed whilst in 
Newlyn Harbour when 10 bombs were dropped in May. 
 
Further records were files separately until 1944 when the commissioners discussed 
the cost of returning the channel and swing ground to pre 1938 depth. It was 
estimated to be in excess of £25,000 .A number of warheads were still on the 
harbour bed and the commissioner required them to be removed. Some were but 4 
could not be found. They made a suggestion that the government should pay for the 
channel to be restored to 24ft LWST. 
 
In February 1945 dredging commenced at upper Carne Point. It was agreed that a 
new grab dredger was required to proceed with the work of catch up in the harbour 
and a suitable craft was found in Dundee which was purchased for £2000.Hopper 
W25 was dispatched to tow her back to Fowey. They arrived in June. In the May the 
Commissioners considered an enquiry for the dredger Tregeagle to go to Antwerp to 
carry out deepening work there. The agreed that the dredger should at that time only 
work up to Plymouth and in Cornwall. 
 
The Tregeagle returned to Newlyn again in June 1946. In July 1947 the 
commissioners sold hopper W31 which had been requisitioned by the navy and 
renamed “Treffry” to a firm in Liverpool making a profit of £2800. They has previously 
received £8000 for repairs to her by Ministry of Transport.. At this time it was queried 
whether No 7 jetty would be put back into operations having been mothballed during 
the war. 
 



 
 

Dredger Tregeagle working in the approach inside Par harbour 
 
 
 

 
 

Register of self-propelled hoppers 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 

 

 
The register of barges belonging to the Commissioners 

 

 
 

 
The register of Tregeagle 

 

 
 

Towing an empty barge from sea 


