
 

The History of Towage in the Port of Fowey 
 
The Port of Fowey first shipment of China clay was in 1869 when the railway 
lines into the Harbour opened it to the export of the locally mined china clay. The 
Jetties were built and operated by the railway companies and the Harbour 
Commissioners were formed to become the port authority in the same year.  
 
The sailing ships using the port in the early days did so with the assistance of 
small boats and whenever possible the wind. For those who have sailed in 
Fowey will know that these winds are fickle and together with the river currents 
proceeding to the commercial berths situated nearly one mile upstream were 
fraught with problems. Assistance from a power driven vessel was essential both 
for safety and for commercial reasons. This is came in the form of tugs. The first 
of these came to Fowey in 1881 and from that time until the present time a 
towage service has been provided to the port. 
 

 
 
 
The Treffry family built and operated the port of Par and to assist sailing ships in 
and out of that port they acquired the small tug they named Treffry .She was 
relatively low powered at 25HP with a single screw. Later on she was re-engined 
to deal with bigger vessel. Under the command of Samuel Tregaskis she was 
also used to assist sailing ships into Fowey. In those days when sailing ships had 
no engines the job of the tug was to go off the harbour and tow the vessel in and 
similarly to take them to sea. 



 

 
The same year as the Treffry and with the benefits of the Treffry known the 
Countess of Jersey was acquired to operate in Fowey. She was built in 
Swansea and was 90 feet in length with a 34 HP 2 cylinder engine. George Bate 
and John Pain from London were her original owners but she later transferred to 
Henry Paull of Fowey who was the principle share holder in the Fowey Tug and 
Salvage Company which had been formed to deal with this new business. These 
early tugs had their tow hooks further aft than later tugs as their job was to tow 
vessels largely in and out of Ports. They would often go off as far as the Dodman 
to pick up vessels. 
 
Henry Paull along with George Bate, then acquired a second tug for the Fowey 
Tug and Salvage Co.Ltd. This was the Gallant built by Rother Iron Works of Rye 
of as the name implies iron construction. The Coal fired two cylinder steam 
engine developed 80 NHP. She started life at 77ft in length but was lengthened 
to 86 feet in 1903. Where this was carried out isn’t clear. 
 
At about this time the Harbour Commissioners Started dredging operations to 
remove the bar in the lower harbour between Penleath Point and Albert Quay 
and to deepen the harbour especially off the jetties in Mixtow Reach. They 
chartered and purchased plant to carry out this operation  and the tugs were 
used to move the dredgers and take barges to sea for dumping. 
 
Then unusually the tug company acquired a steam trawler as their next vessel in 
1920. The Cruden Bay was a steam trawler built in Scotland at Anstruther, Fife. 
Her engines were built by Cran of Leith in1899 and dev loped 47NHP. She was 
built for Thomas Davidson of Aberdeen. At 97 ft length she was bigger than the 



tugs used so far. Presumably this vessel was used for towing ships between 
ports and in from sea. 
 
It is interesting to note that like the Fowey Company many tug companies of the 
time were called salvage companies. Presumably as sailing ships were 
frequently in trouble salvage was an important part of the business. One such 
venture by Henry Paull led to a financial disaster and his suicide in 1924. This 
was the wreck of the Captaine Remy which he bought but do to local fears that 
the port could be blocked if she was towed from Par to Fowey, was unable to 
break up in the port. 
 
The company continued after his death with the family owning shares and being 
managed by Capt S.A.Burley. Under his guidance the company purchased 
another tug in 1927. This was the first Penleath. She was built in South Shields 
by J.T.Eltringham in 1896 as the Condor for the Gamecock Steam towing 
Company of London. 88 ft long she was 112 GRT. Her steam engine developed 
66NHP. Two years later she was sold to Portugese owners in 1898 and worked 
in the Azores. There she stayed until 1914 when she was bought by R.James, 
dredging contractor in Southampton. With the first world war over in 1918 she 
moved to Tilbury Dredging and Contracting Co and was renamed Ridgeway. In 
1920 after two years presumably towing dump barges to sea the next move took 
her all the was to Belfast where she was owned by John Cooper. Penleath was 
probably the most travelled tug to operate in Fowey. 
 
 

 
 
Two years after Penleath’s arrival, Toyne Carter and Co Ship brokers and 
Agents of purchased the Gamecock from Walter S.Masters of Poole bringing her 
to Fowey in 1930 and renaming her Pendennick . That same year she was 
purchased by the towage company.  Built on the Thames at Millwall in 1883 for 
R.F.Payne of Rotherhithe she was 85ft long and had a G.R.T. of 88 tons. Quite 
what was the purpose of this arrangement isn’t clear. The Towage Company had 



had a difficult time financially due to the recession and down turn in trade due to 
the war. 
 
 

 
 
            The Glasgow Maru being towed by Countess of Jersey with Cruden Bay and Gallant on moorings 

 
 
She had an eventful time in Fowey twice be sunk. One as a result of an 
intentional careening exercise to clean her bottom and again after she grounded 
on the bank at the entrance to Pont. On both occasions she rolled over and was 
filled on the incoming tide. Both these happened in 1935. 
 
The Countess of Jersey departed in 1930 to Penzance being sold to the well 
known shipping family of J.H.Bennett. She was broken up two years later in 
Newlyn. 
In 1933 the Treffry was disposed of to owners in Portsmouth and she was 
wrecked the following year off Dunkirk. 
 
The first Penleath left the port in 1940 bound for Radcliffe Towage in Ilfracombe 
and then with Owners Cargo Fleet Iron Co. Ltd., Middlesbrough who chartered 
her back briefly. 
 
A new towage company was formed in 1947 being the Fowey Tug Company. 
The two shipping agents in the Toyne Carter and Co and Hannan Samuel were 
the shareholders with their respective senior partners John Loius Toyne and 



Sydney James Samuel being the directors. The vessels changed hands as part 
of the deal. 
 
The same year two tugs were acquired to replace the Pendennick which was 
always having boiler problems and Penleath . The former went to Stonehouse in 
Plymouth for scrapping on 3rd October 1947. 
 
The first of the tugs bought was the Liverpool tug Fighting Cock. She was built in 
1884 for   William Watkins on the Thames. A 97ft in length vessel of 119 GRT 
with a 600 IHP steam engine, she worked on coastal towage and on the Thames. 
As the Mona she was sold to the Cowes Steam Tug Co then the Queenstown 
screw Tug and shipping co Followed by the Liverpool Screw Towing and 
Lighterage co. Here she was renamed Fighting Cock. In 1929 she was sunk in 
the Mersey in a collision with the dredger G.B.Crow. On entering service in 
Fowey she was renamed Trethosa. She was easily spotted as she sported the 
famous Cock tugs weather vane cockerel on her mast head. Her funnel also 
listed to port. After seven years this elder lady was retired to W.J.Rreynolds in 
Torpoint in 1954. Here she was given a new lease of life and worked until 1963 
being finally scrapped at 79 years of age. 
 
Another Williams Watkins tug the Badia was the second tug acquired. This 
vessel was built in Devon in 1909 by the famous firm of Phillips and Sons of 
Dartmouth. She worked with the Admiralty during the first war but for the rest of 
the she worked on the Thames. Renamed Penleath she became the second tug 
to bear this name. At 96 ft and 150 GRT her engine developed 500 IHP. Before 
arriving at Fowey she had a Kort nozzle fitted around her propeller improving 
towing performance. She was one of the first vessels to be fitted with one. 
 
In 1950 The Fowey Harbour Commissioners bought their first tug. The Harbour 
Master Capt Mitchell found work for the commissioners’ plant in other ports and 
the St. Winnow was transferred to them. 1951 Gallant was also transferred for 
the same purpose. 
 
The same year Tolbenny was bought from F.T.Everard of Greenhithe on the 
Thames. Built at Fellow and Co ltd yard at Yarmouth in 1928 she was 83ft length 
124 GRT and 550 IHP. Whilst she was in Fowey she was used to tow barges to 
and from the Thames as well as harbour towage.  
 
In 1954 the St.Winnow was also disposed of to James Bennett Contractors of 
Warrington where she had a new lease of life for seven years in dredging. Also 
the Gallant was another vessel to head to W.J.Reynolds at Torpoint. At this time 
chartering out the dredging plant ceased and it worked once again in Fowey with 
the Fowey Towage Co tugs. 
 
By 1960 the Fowey Towage Company was in financial difficulty. It’s two directors 
who were Harbour Commissioners and discussions commenced for the 



Commissioners to take over the role of providing towage. This finally happened 
when it was apparent the towage company could not afford to replace the 
Penleath on diminishing income.  
 
In anticipation of the changes ahead in the summer of 1960 Captain Mitchell, the 
Harbour Master made the journey to Denmark to purchase the tug St Knud, 
which to retain her name for a replacement tug had be renamed Othonia. Built at 
Fredrickhavn in1931 for the Odense Harbour Authority and  costing £7200 she 
arrived in Fowey on 17th October 1960 and was renamed St. Canute the English 
for St Knud . The vessel was well maintained and had spacious accommodation. 
She was built as an icebreaking tug and had very thick plating for the job. She 
was 86ft long and a GRT of 153 tons. Her coal fired steam engine developed 500 
IHP. Ernie Holder her master found her difficult to handle at times especially 
when the for’d tanks were light. 
 
 

 
 
                         St. Canute steaming up the lower harbour 

 
On 2nd January 1961 the Towage co was wound up. The commissioners took 
over increasing charges to finance the purchase of tugs. 
 
The Commissioners took over both Tolbenny and Penleath deciding to dispose 
of the latter in 1962. She left to be scrapped in Rotterdam. 
 
Captain Mitchell was succeeded as Harbour Master in 1963 by Captain 
J.G.Wilson DFC ,RNR and the latter soon recommended to the Harbour 
Commissioners that diesel power was the future for towage. 



 
As there was apparently some doubt about the use of diesel it was agreed to 
arrange a towing match and the commissioners agreed to hire the tug 
Sedgecock. A smaller tug than other Fowey tugs she had started life with a 
steam engine but had been re-engined with a Crossley  HR8 engine. She arrived 
from Fleetwood in February 1964 and was used on various tug jobs as 
evaluation. She was 70 ft long and 72 GRT .with the diesel engine she 
developed 500 BHP at 340 rpm.  
 
The tug of war arranged by Capt Wilson took place between the St.Canute in the 
steam corner with the Sedgecock in the diesel one. The larger and more 
powerful St.Canute could not hold the Sedgecock although at first she held her 
own but as steam pressure was reduced so did her power. The diesel engine 
even operating below designed power towed the Canute down the Harbour with 
the Board members watching from the board room. 
 
The competition was a success in convincing the Commissioners however it was 
apparent that the Sedgecock was too small for the port operations especially as 
the ships were getting bigger. She left the port for Denmark. 
 
In July the Commissioners were successful in purchasing the Rochester based 
tug Enticette from London and  Rochester Trading Co or also known as Crescent 
shipping. She was built in 1953 At Richard Dunston, Thorne on the Humber 
largely for barge work. At 91 GRT she had a Crossley 2 stroke engine developing 
600 BHP She was 84 ft in length with a bollard pull of 7.5 tons and cost £26500. 
She was registered in Fowey renamed as the Cannis on 24th September 1964 
with Fletcher Hunkin as her first Master. The Cannis thus became the first diesel 
tug to be owned in Fowey. 
 
Part of the duties that mainly fell to the Cannis was to tow the dredging barges to 
sea. In addition to the Lantic Bay which the Commissioners built at their Brazen 
Island yard in Polruan the commissioners obtained a dredging pontoon and three 
hopper barges. Four of these were dumped weather permitting each day. 
 
With a new tug up and operating the Commissioners then sold Tolbenny who 
went to W.J.Reynolds in the September. She was renamed Tactful by the new 
owners and returned from time to time to assist when tugs were in maintenance. 
She continued operating under Cory towage who took over Reynolds operations 
in Plymouth until 1973.In addition to the Tactful the Cory Tug Anthony was 
chartered several times in 1966. 
 
The St. Canute operated for another 4 years until she was replace by the Ingelby 
Cross which the Commissioners bought from Tees Towing, Middlesbrough in 
June 1968. Arriving on 10th of June she started work immediately and being 
renamed Gribbin Head . This tug was 87 ft long and had a bollard pull of 10 tons 
and was 132 GRT. She had dual operating from flying bridge and the bridge. 



Ernie Holder became her first Master being succeeded by Basil “Spam” Miller. 
Terry Liston spent much of the time as her engineer whilst working in the 
Commissioners repair Yard under Alfie Crapp who as foreman engineer was 
responsible for their maintenance. This remained the case until Terry Liston took 
over as yard foreman and Bill Brown moved from the Cannis to be engineer. With 
dredging duties falling to the Cannis , Gribbin Head assumed primary role for 
towage duties. 
 
On 15th September 1968 St.Canute steamed out of the Harbour bound for the 
Exeter Canal where she became an exhibit as part of the I.S.C.A  Maritime 
Museum. Here she remained until 1999 when she left for a new home in Stocka, 
Sweden via Holland. 
 
Cannis and Gribbin Head provided an increasing towage service until June 
1986 when the Commissioners agreed that a more powerful and newer tug was 
needed. By then the port was handling ships of 17000 tons DWT and 164 metres 
length and when the Astrea the largest ship handled had an accommodation fire 
whilst in the port it was apparent that handling a dead ship of this size was not 
possible The newly appointed harbour master Capt Mike Sutherland inspected 
the tug Forth in Grangemouth and a purchase was agreed. She was delivered to 
Fowey in June 1986 and was renamed Tregeagle. She was built by John Lewis 
of Aberdeen in 1964 as the Flying Demon for Clyde Shipping Co Ltd. At 93 ft 
length she has a GRT of 131 tons and the British Polar   1000 BHP engine 
produced a 15 ton bollard pull. Her power is delivered through a variable pitch 
propeller in a steering Kort Nozzle all controlled from the bridge. “Spam” Miller 
assumed command transferring from Gribbin Head. Graham Nolan who had 
become master of the Cannis in 1976 at the age of 24 years transferred to 
replace him. Bill Brown moved to the Tregeagle and Fran Crapp who had 
become engineer on the Cannis moved as well. Cannis became the reserve tug 
covering for maintenance periods and when the Tregeagle went to Plymouth to 
provide cover for Cory Towage who operated the Plymgarth there. 
 

 
 



 
 
 
 
 

 
 
                                 Tregeagle , Gribbin Head and Cannis in convoy 
 
 

On 17th November 1987 the Gribbin Head suffered major engine failure caused 
when the holding bolt on the counter weight broke. This happened when she was 
towing barges for the dumping of dredged spoil.The weight smashed the 
crankcase and other terminal damage was caused to the engine making it 



uneconomical to repair. Given the age of the vessel the commissioners decided 
to acquire another vessel of similar capacity to Tregeagle and thus capable of 
handling the largest ships. With the insurance and her sale they were able to 
finance a replacement. Gribbin Head was sold to Haven Marine of Milford 
Haven and she left the port on 17th February 1988 under the tow of Dunheron 
owned by Carmet Towing. Dunheron was a sister ship of Gribbin Head being 
one of the three identical tugs built for Tees  Towing. Gribbin Head was 
eventually re engined and named Tuskar heading first to Ireland and then Spain. 
 
A suitable replacement was found in Sunderland. She was the Dunhelm owned 
by the Tyne and Wear Towing Co. Purchase was completed on 18th March 1988 
and the following day she left her home port for the passage to Fowey arriving at 
1500 hrs on 21st March to be escorted in by Tregeagle. At 90 ft length with a 
GRT of 132 tonnes she is power by Ruston Hornby engine developing 970 
BHP.This gives a 14.5 ton bollard pull through a conventional propeller drive 
system. She had a reputation of a reliable and able tug on the Tyne and was 
often used for the drag operation she would be needed to carry out in Fowey. 
She had been built in Richard Dunstone (Hessle) yard in 1964. Taking the name 
Pendennick she formed an ideal tug to complement Tregeagle. Graham Nolan 
transferred to her as Master along with Fran Crapp as engineer. 
 
Cannis had filled in the towage duties whilst in the period a replacement was 
being sought and towed the last barge to sea for dumping on 20th March 1988. 
The Dredging of Pont pill to provide deep water moorings had been completed 
and the disposal of surplus plant was made. The barges were sold in the June 
that year and the dredging pontoon left the harbour in September under tow of 
the Barribald tug Proceed. Cannis remained in reserve occasionally being used 
until October 1995 when she was sold to William Barbour of Enfield. She did not 
leave the harbour however until Jan 1996 when she left for the Clyde. She then 
became a house boat moored in the Bristol City Dock ahead of the s.s. Great 
Britain at David Abel’s yard.  
 
 



 
 
                          Tregeagle and Pendennick manoeuvring m.v. Clary through Lew Roads 

 
On the 1st of October 1988 the Harbour Commissioners assumed responsibilities 
of pilotage for Fowey, Par and Charleston. It was necessary to have a relief 
vessel capable of towing in Par and Fowey was also acting a relief pilot boat. 
The 42 ft Yarra was purchased from Bailey Boyton Marine of Hull. Renamed 
Penleath, the third vessel to carry the name she was modified for the dual role. 
Powered by Twin 6 cylinder  6LXB Gardeners  producing180 BHP  she is used in 
Fowey to move small plant, mooring barges etc around the harbour. During the 
winters of 1995 – 1996 a major contract was carried out by S.W. Water to put in 
sewage plant for Fowey and Polruan and Penleath carried out the main works of 
moving the various plant around. 
 
In Par pilotage duties were carried out by Par Pilot who assisted towing and 
pushing ships in berthing. With plans to upgrade berths and to handle even 
larger vessels and at the request of Imerys the Commissioners decided to 
replace the vessel. Polmear was built at Toms Yard Polruan and entered service 
in June 2004. This was the first new build towage vessel for the commissioners 
and the first to be built by Toms Yard . Her role is dual purpose to provided 
boarding and landing as well as towage. She was designed for the shallow water 
operation necessary in Par with a 10 ton bollard pull. This is provided by twin 
Cummins NTA 14M engines giving 44O BHP at 1800 rpm .Initially primarily for 
Par duties the build was to provide for reserve duties in Fowey as well. A 
substantially larger vessel than Par Pilot and Penleath she is 14.65 metres in 



length with a draft of 1.67m. The propellers both have fixed kort nozzles and twin 
rudders. She is the first vessel to operate in the port fitted with a bow thruster. 
From time to time Polmear is used for towage duties in Fowey where in 2006 
she took over as reserve pilot boat as well. Since the down turn in trade in Par 
she was moved to be permanently based in Fowey. 
 
 
 

 
 
                        Pendennick and Polmear on the pilot boat pontoon 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



THANKS AND RECOGNITION  
 
It is important to record the history of port and its towage service. 
 
The following people have provided so much information on the 
History of Fowey tugs and without out their help putting together the 
details would have been impossible.  
Grateful thanks and acknowledged for their information, pictures and 
advise 
 
Captain Mike Sutherland, Harbour Master Fowey 
 
They are:- 
 
Captain Stephen Carter,             Isle of Man tug historian  
Paul Richards,                            Fowey local maritime historian 
Chez Stone,                                Fowey Marine enthusiast 
Jim Matthews                              Fowey Photographer 
Spam Miller, Polruan,                 Retired tug Master 
Graham Nolan, Fowey,               Serving tug master 
“Tug” London                              and his excellent website   

www.thamestugs.com 
Stephen Swinhoe, Sunderland   for his photos and information 
Jim Hall, Sunderland                 Retired Engineer on Dunelm for 21 

years until 1986 
Ray Nicholls, Sunderland          Ex Industrial Editor of Sunderland 

Echo and author of Changing Times 
Gerry Williams, Fowey               Chairman of the Harbour 

Commissioners 
Bill Smith, Fife                            Tug man for his history on Flying 

Demon and Forth 
 
 
 


