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Introduction 

The history of maritime engineering typically concentrates on the development of significant 

ports, the evolution of technological advances, or the contribution of a singular individual. 

Rarely are small harbours, so prevalent on Irish and British coasts, studied seriously beyond 

the work of local historians, whose focus resides on the communities of these harbours. In 

2001 the maritime historian Gordon Jackson made a plea for these ‘unimportant ports’ – 

suggesting that little is yet understood of their role in economic and social history as they tend 

to be overlooked in deference to major ports.1 While Jackson’s interest in these ports was tied 

to trade, he also argued that “these little piers and harbours consumed much capital and 

engineering effort in the eighteenth century”.2 An earlier survey of Scottish vernacular 

harbours by Angus Graham went some way to addressing this oversight. As argued by 

Graham, the disposition and character of vernacular harbours, in contrast to the later and 

larger 'industrial' harbours of the nineteenth century, were governed, first and formost, by the 

physical features of the coastline on which they were built, making them peculiar to their 

locale.3 Yet, these harbours, despite their relative significance in the eighteenth century, have 

received little scholarly attention. 

 

In 2002 the Underwater Archaeology Unit of the National Monuments Service in Ireland 

completed a desk study of Irish harbours as a step toward defining the scope of this cultural 

infrastructure.4 From this work the current project identified 83 minor harbours on the east 

coast of Ireland, from County Louth to County Waterford, on which limited research had 

been undertaken. Many of these structures embody technologies dating to the seventeenth 

century, which were more dependent on the peculiarities of their geomorphological setting 

and the whims of the landlords responsible for their inception than traditional engineering 
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strategies, and thus offer an alternative understanding of maritime engineering than can be 

derived from studies of major ports.  

 

Port Oriel is one such harbour, first developed by local interests as early as the seventeenth 

century on a rocky and sparesly populated headland in County Louth called Clogher Head. Its 

development was intimately tied to the landscape, consisting of the enlargement, through 

excavation, of one of the many natural rocky coves along the headland. This excavation was 

later extended through government-funded works from the 1820s onward until the rational for 

the original basin was to be challenged by conventional engineering attitudes in the late 

nineteenth century. The shift in value systems evident at Port Oriel was indicative both of the 

early influence of local inhabitants as well as changes in maritime engineering technology 

during the nineteenth century. But it was likely influenced by the transformation in fishing 

practices as well. The small vessels that had found refuge in this peculiar basin had no need of 

formal quays, yet, by the latter part of the century when fishing boats had begun to evolve in 

size so as to work beyond the inland waters of their predecessors, the rough sides of this 

excavation no longer served them well. By the twentieth century part of the bedrock of the 

basin was formalized with concrete, which has left behind a hybrid construction of bedrock 

and concrete. 

 

Clogher Head, the Church and the Irish Fishery 

The excavated basin that serves as a small harbour on the north side of Clogher Head in 

County Louth has obscure and uncertain origins. According to James Garry, the neighbouring 

townland of Kilclogher was owned by Sir Roland Fitzeustace, to whom was granted, by a 

patent of 1476, 4d from every boat entering the harbour in addition to a mease of herrings 

[500-630 herrings],5 making clear that from a very early date Clogher Head supported an 

active fishery. The locale of this harbour is uncertain; though thought to be west of Port Oriel 

at a bay called St. Denis’ Well, Campion has suggested that it was at Cregfaggin, a rocky 

point adjacent to the current basin.6 By the time of the Down survey [1656-58] the land of 

Clogher Head, east of Kilclogher, was in the hands of the Lord Primate, Archbishop of 

Armagh, and had been since at least 1596.7 Ownership by the See of Armagh was to have 

both early and lasting implications for the development of this harbour. In a letter to the 

Commissioners of Irish Fisheries in 1829, Wallop Brabazon [1770-1831], a local promotor of 

the harbour, described the early basin as being the work of James Uusher [1581-1656], 

Archbishop of Armagh and Lord Primate of Ireland [1625-1656], who had enlarged a natural 
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basin on this site as a haven for local fishermen prior to his departure from Ireland at the onset 

of the Irish Rebellion in 1641.8 Though Brabazon offered no evidence for this assertion, the 

family had been in neighbouring Termonfeckin since the seventeenth century, so may have 

had a depth of local knowledge that is otherwise undocumented. Whatever the truth of this 

assertion, by 1826 Brabazon had begun to further expand this natural cove and would 

thereafter pursue funding from the Commissioners of Irish Fisheries for additional works. 

 

Brabazon and the promotion of Clogher Head Harbour  

 
Figure 1. Clogher Head Basin. John Madden, 1826. National Archives of Ireland, OPW 8/85/1. 

Published with the permission of the Director of the National Archives, Ireland. 

 

As the earliest documented expansion of the natural cove at Clogher Head by Brabazon was 

privately funded there are no official documents that survive, save for Brabazon’s reference to 

the work in his letter of 18299 and an elegant little drawing by John Madden, Inspector for the 

Commissioners of Irish Fisheries, who surveyed the basin in 1826 [Fig. 1]. Although the land 

on which the harbour was excavated was owned by the See of Armagh it had long been let to 

tenants; at this time John Godley Esq. and, on the lands to the west of the basin, the 

Newcomen family,10 the latter still under lease to the See of Armagh as late as 1863.11 

Despite this association, neither the See of Armagh nor the principal tenant, Godley, had any 

particular interest in the harbour, 12  though several generations of both Brabazon and 

Newcomen families were to be actively engaged in its development during the course of the 

nineteenth century. 
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Madden’s site visit of December 1826 was sponsored by a memorial submitted to the 

Commissioners of Irish Fisheries by John Leslie Foster [1781-1842] in August of that year  

petitioning for “the sum of £400 being laid out in improving the Harbour of Clogher, the one 

fourth of which will be subscribed by local contribution”. 13  Though Brabazon is 

acknowledged as the author of the original works that sponsored this application, it may be 

that Brabazon drew Foster into the affair as sponsor as he held considerable influence, being 

the standing representative for County Louth and the nephew of the renowned John Foster 

[1740-1828], last Speaker of the Irish House of Commons and 1st Baron Oriel. The extent of 

the initial excavation works begun by Brabazon, marked as ‘D’ in Madden’s sketch, is made 

clearer on a scaled plan of a subsequent proposal made by James Donnell, Engineer to the 

Commissioners of Irish Fisheries, based on Madden’s initial inspection, again marked ‘D’ 

[Fig. 2].  

 

Brabazon’s efforts, according to Madden, included both the enlargement of the basin to the 

east [D] to extend the original harbour [a-a] to “about 160 [feet] long and 60 [feet] broad 

[with] a wall built to keep off the sea” [b] and the deepening of the entrance [c], which 

previously had only allowed entry to the basin at the highest tides.14 It had been funded by the 

‘neighbouring gentlemen’, including Brabazon, at a cost of £100, though neither Godley nor 

the Primate contributed. Madden, though not an engineer, considered the work of value, 

describing the fishing to be as good as at Balbriggan, Skerries or Rush and that the harbour 

offered the only shelter on a rocky headland. His only misgiving was the quality and height of 

the stonework in the wall, considered insufficient to be effective. Madden’s review of the 

fishing grounds and the proposal put forward for the harbour’s enlargement through 

excavation concluded that “from the nature of this work it must be permanent.”15 Madden’s 

underscoring of permanent was a measure of his faith that the sea, which so ravages maritime 

structures built by men, would fail to overcome the natural bedrock of this basin, laid down 

by God.  

 

Following Madden’s report, Donnell undertook his own survey in the spring of 1827. 

Donnell, a man well versed in contemporary engineering practices and responsible for works 

for the Commissioners, was the first engineer to view the site and comment on its propriety. 

He concluded that “though the capacity of the basin at Clogher Head is very limited, and 

extension very expensive; being excavation in rock; I consider it the only site near the place 
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where a small sum could be benificially expended for improving the fishery”.16 Noteworthy 

in Donnell’s report is the mention of St. Denis’ Well to the west, which he felt possessed 

“decided advantages as a fishing station; but the expense of a work … would exceed the 

means placed at the disposal of the Commissioners”. 17 Clearly Donnell favoured a more 

conventional harbour but, given the budget, conceded that the rather less orthodox basin 

excavations would address current needs. The works proposed by Donnell are modest [Fig. 

2], in keeping with “a grant [of] £325 – provided £10 be added from local contribution in 

addition to the work done value £100”.18 These entailed the extension of the excavation to the 

east by 50 feet [15.2 meters], the rebuilding of the ‘wall built to keep off the sea’, marked as 

‘new works’ on the drawing, which Donnell described as a “trifling quantity of masonry that 

has been executed … very imperfectly”. 19  Donnell also recommended two additional 

structures, a breakwater at the entrance and a jetty [A] within the harbour, which he judged 

would reduce the agitation of water within the basin but could not be funded within the 

budget.20 Based on this additional excavation Donnell estimated “there will be 15 feet water 

along the quay at spring tides … [which] would afford shelter to about fifteen ordinary 

Wherries or Hookers in addition to double that number of rowing boats”.21  

 

Following struggles to obtain a tender within budget, ultimately unsuccessful, Brabazon 

offered to do the work for the stated amount and contracts were signed on October 4th 1827.22 

In his enthusiasm, Brabazon actually worked beyond the terms of the contract, for which 

Donnell gave him credit though no extra funding.23 This included additional mooring rings 

and the excavation of rock outside the entrance and, following the completion of the contract, 

an extended version of the breakwater as proposed by Donnell in his original scheme.24 This 

latter work on the breakwater was funded through private subscription organized by 

Brabazon, amounting to a total of £100, which included donations from the obdurate Mr. 

Godley and the Lord Primate, as well as the more amenable Foster family including Lord 

Ferrard, 2nd Baron Oriel.25 
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 Figure 2. Clogher Head, Proposed Works. James Donnell, 1827. National Archives of Ireland, OPW 

8/85. Published with the permission of the Director of the National Archives, Ireland. 

 

As the only constructed elements of the project, the breakwater and pier built by Brabazon are 

of interest as they were unmortared, vertically-set stone – something of an amendment to 

Donnell’s specification and uncommon in Irish harbour structures. Donnell had included a 

small drawing of the intended stonework in the original specifications and while he certainly 

specified vertically-set stone for wall coping and the use of stones set on edge for pavement at 
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[B], the drawing explicitly shows horizontal stonework for the pier wall.26 As this work was 

beyond the original contract signed with Brabazon, its progression was not monitored by 

Donnell and in this absence decisions regarding the stonework were likely made on site by the 

local labourers. Local knowledge of the attributes of the greywacke stone may have played a 

role, as the stone was later described as “a friable shaly rock particularly subject to weathering 

and flaking” and was considered unstable and subject to disintegration in its natural 

bedding,27 yet had been used, set on edge, in field walls throughout the headland. The 

continued presence of this work for nearly 200 years, while the exposed bedrock has suffered 

disintegration, suggests that a vertical orientation suited this shaly rock. 

 

By the time the work was completed in late 1829 Brabazon was once again petitioning the 

Commissioners for further funding using the recent private subscriptions as the basis for an 

additional grant.28 Opinions on this proposal, which included widening the entrance and 

further excavations to the south and east of the basin, were sought from Donnell and Madden. 

Both men supported the proposal in principal, yet the work does not appear to have been 

undertaken, likely due to Donnell’s estimate of £600-80029 for the proposed works that 

required securing an additional £50-100 in private subscriptions, a process thwarted by 

Brabazon’s death in 1831. Donnell’s response to the proposal is nevertheless telling as he 

once again alludes to site of St. Denis’ Well, as well as to a proposal “to project a pier from 

the head in a northerly direction” but did not “consider it necessary to inquire into the merits 

of either of these plans … as it is obvious that the expense would far exceed any available 

fund”.30 This pier proposal had been made in early 1827, concurrent to the first scheme, and 

designed by Richard Griffith [1784-1878], an engineer with the Irish Board of Public Works. 

The survey drawing of 1826 was amended by Griffiths in January 1827 to include a plan and 

section of a pier [Fig. 3] intended to be a staggering 1365 feet [416m] long, more than double 

that of the deep water pier constructed in 2007. As the survey was not drawn nor stamped by 

the Board, as was their custom, it was likely an independent proposal. Griffith had no known 

association with Clogher Head, however, given his rapid ascension in Dublin institutions at 

this time, it is plausible that he would have known John Leslie Foster, the representative for 

Louth, and may have been acting on his request. Whatever the origin, it was a grandiose 

vision that was never to be realised, though it would later sponsor further visions for a pier to 

be realised at Clogher Head. 
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Figure 3. Survey of Clogher Head and the Coast Adjoining. Sherrards, Brassington & Greene, 1826, 

amended, R. Griffith, 1827. National Archives of Ireland, OPW 13474/88. Published with the 

permission of the Director of the National Archives, Ireland. 

 

The Making of Port Oriel  

Brabazon’s last effort to improve the harbour would ultimately come to pass through the 

agency of Griffith, whose influence on the development of Clogher Head, though 

inconsequential in 1827, resurfaced in the 1840s. In the spring of 1846 a petition was made to 

the Board of Public Works, who had assimilated the Commissioners of Irish Fisheries in 

1831, to further improve the harbour and signed by a considerable number of local gentry, 

including Thomas Newcomen and Patrick Bellew, then Lord Lieutenant of Louth.31 Though 

the specifications and contract are no longer extant, according to a later report the “harbour 

was improved under the Piers and Harbours Act in the year 1847, the estimated cost being 

£750.0.0. That sum was made up of a grant in aid of £375.0.0 and £225.0.0 of local 

assessment – together with £150.0.0 contributed by private subscription”.32 Griffith, recently 

appointed Deputy Chairman of the Board of Public Works, approved the works in March 

1847, the extent of which were consistent with Brabazon’s last petition of 1830 [Fig. 4]. 

Marked on the drawing is the stonework built by Brabazon by private subscription in 1829, as 

well as the new name of Port Oriel. The re-naming of the port, in reference to Lord Ferrard, 
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3rd Baron Oriel, appears to have been proposed by the sponsors of the petition. At a public 

meeting with the rate-payers in May 1847, though assent to the proposal is given, a further 

memorial is submitted on behalf of certain rate-payers objecting to the change of the 

harbour’s name to Port Oriel, though the original promoters did not join this petition.33 The 

work, completed by 1853, included a further 180 feet [54.9m] by 70 feet [21.3m] of 

excavation and an inclined plane.34  

 

 
Figure 4. Port Oriel, Clogher Head, Co. Louth. Plan showing Proposed Improvements. R. Griffith, J. 

Radcliffe, 1847. National Archives of Ireland, OPW 13474/88. Published with the permission of the 

Director of the National Archives, Ireland. 

 

Apparent on this drawing is line work suggestive of a pier. That these are later revisions 

becomes clear in a report of 1873 by William Forsyth C.E., then Chief Engineer of the Board 

of Public Works, sponsored by a petition by Bellow and the Newcomens to improve the 

harbour of 1872.35 Fishermen and gentry alike were present at the inquiry that followed in 

May 1873 to examine the proposal to create a new entrance to west and further expand the 

basin.36  In his survey of July 1873 Forsyth noted that “[t]he great grievance … is caused by 

the waves rolling at the entrance, and recoiling from the high vertical wall at the western end” 

and recommended the removal of “the high vertical wall at the western end, and [to] extend 

the Harbour westwards”.37 While he acknowledged that this “might be considered a rather 
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wild proposition”, as it involved excavations of 40 feet [12.2m] depth of rock for 60 feet 

[18.2m] followed by an inclined plane with a slope of four to one for 80 feet [24.4m], he 

nevertheless believed this could be achieved for £1400, or, if £1600 could be found, an 

additional 40 feet [12.2m] could be excavated.38 The latter proposal was ratified in December 

of that year39 and underway in 1874. Of equal interest is the appendix to Foryth’s report, 

which outlines a proposal for a pier of similar form and size to the linework seen on the 

Griffith drawing of 1847 [Fig. 5]. Forsyth suggested that should funds of £3000 ever become 

available, he would recommend altering the harbour entrance by “building … a semicircular 

Pier Head, and connecting that with the present eastern side of the entrance … [t]hen to cut 

away as much of the sloping high rock … as would give a new outer entrance”.40 Although 

Forsyth had intentionally kept this recommendation out of the main body of the report, to 

ensure it was not confused with his official recommendation, it was, nevertheless, later 

printed and shared publically in the official report, which was to have reprecussions on the 

development of the harbour. 

 

 
Figure 5. Map of Clogher Harbour. Shewing Proposed extension. Brassington & Gale 1872, National 

Archives of Ireland, OPW 13474/88, additions by Forsyth in 1873, see OPW 13474/88/9326. 

Published with the permission of the Director of the National Archives, Ireland. 
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By 1877 the works, begun in 1874 and contracted to be finished by 1875, remained 

incomplete as the contractor, Martin Farrell, walked off the site due to financial losses 

incurred.41 Following legal action the superintendance of the project was assumed by Robert 

Manning C.E., Chief Engineer of the Board of Public Works following Forsyth’s retirement 

in 1874, who, with additional funding of £100 from Arthur Newcomen, completed the work 

by 1878. 42  

 

Manning and the legacy of Ireland’s Concrete Harbours 

Given Manning’s earlier association with Port Oriel, it is somewhat ironic that in 1887 he is 

quoted as having described the harbour as an abomination.43 But by 1887 Manning was 

building a new generation of concrete harbours and was so committed to the superiority of 

this material that a standard specification was developed that all but excluded any other form 

of construction.44 This sudden shift to concrete was inspired by Forsyth’s earlier survey of 

Clogher Head in 1873.  For though Forsyth never built in concrete himself, in his discussion 

of a pier in 1873 he had proposed that “[t]he recently introduced practice of building marine 

piers and walls with concrete blocks, composed of rubble stones and Portland Cement, 

obviates the use of expensive cut stone”. 45 This practice had been introduced in Ireland by 

Bindon Blood Stoney [1828-1909], Chief Engineer of Dublin Port, who had begun work on 

the port extension using precast concrete blocks in 1871,46 and Forsyth’s description bears a 

close resemblance to the manner in which Stoney had cast his ‘artificial blocks’. Manning 

was clearly inspired by Forsyth, and evolved the idea to specify the use of precast concrete 

blocks for foundations up to the low water mark, followed by cast-in-situ works above.  

 

Forsyth’s alternative proposal of 1873 had further consequences in that it excited the 

ambitions of the local community to petition for a pier in 1879 following completion of the 

excavations by Manning.47 The proposal was once again put forward by the local gentry 

including, among others, members of the Newcomen family. At the inquiry that followed a 

Captain Brabazon produced a plan for what he described as a deep water pier based on “the 

plan proposed by Sir Richard Griffiths after his survey of the headland in 1827” but “at a 

reduced scale” being only 70 yards [64m] in length.48 Although the basin at that time, 

according to the Coastguard, harboured five trawlers, the rational for the proposal was the 

need to provide adequate shelter for a larger and better class of fishing vessel, which could 

exploit the herring more productively as well as accommodate ships for trade. Though 

supported by the County Surveyor, J. Neville, when passed to Manning he estimated the 
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projected cost to be £15,000, which may account for the delay in the adoption, as funding to 

significant harbour projects had been curtailed by the Treasury in the late 1870s and was only 

to resume in the 1880s. Ownership of the harbour was transferred to County Louth from the 

Treasury in 1879 however, the Board of Public Works remained involved until the 

establishment of the county councils in 1898, thus accounting for a proposal for a pier on the 

more extensive scale of 350 feet [107m] and constructed in concrete put forward by Manning 

in 1885 [Fig. 6]. Financing was approved by the Board of Trade for £14,250, enabling 

construction to begin in August with an intended completion date of 1887.49 In addition to the 

pier, and despite his later disavowal of the original basin, Manning specified additional 

excavation works in this contract, including widening the entrance and eastern basin as well 

as levelling the basin floor. 

Figure 6. Clogher Head, Port Oriel Harbour, County Louth, 1885 [detail]. National Archives of 

Ireland, Board of Trade Black Series, 3279. Published with the permission of the Director of the 

National Archives, Ireland. 
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Conclusions 

Work continued on enlarging the basin throughout the twentieth century, despite Manning’s 

condemnation of it in 1887, principally to address the requirements of the ever increasing size 

of fishing vessels operating at Clogher Head. The roughly figured bedrock of the basin sides 

[Fig. 7] and stone slip, that had served the smacks and yawls of the nineteenth century well, 

were finally to be largely encased in concrete in 1935, a project undertaken by the Board of 

Public Works on behalf of the Louth County Council. 50 This alteration was likely sponsored 

by the transition from sail to motorized ‘herring drifters’ in the 1920s, which could be up to 

53 feet in length.51 The basin, though much altered, remains used in much the same manner as 

it had historically, for small fishing vessels, while the ‘larger and better class of fishing 

vessel’ looked for at the close of the nineteenth century now find shelter at the new pier, 

constructed of sheet steel piling with concrete deck and parapet in 2007, built over and 

extending Mannings’ concrete pier by 122 meters. 

Figure 7. Clogher Head Basin, circa 1912. Reprinted from "Yawls to Liners" Nautical Stories of 

Clogherhead, 2015 with the permission of Tony Campion. 

 

The unrelenting efforts of both the local gentry and community to secure a safe haven was 

central to the making of this basin and equally to its eccentric form, born from the logic of the 

coastline’s natural features. Many enginners participated in this process across the nineteenth 
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and into the twentieth century, despite obvious inclinations to build in more conventional 

ways, be it Donnell’s harbour proposal at St. Denis’ Well, or the piers proposed by Griffth, 

Forsyth and finally Manning. Described variously as ‘very expensive’, ‘a rather wild 

proposition’ and, finally, ‘an abomination’, the occassionally maddening logic of extending 

the excavation work started by the local community could not, ultimately, be resisted. It was 

only the advent of precast concrete that could successfully divert effort toward the building of 

a pier, though the basin remains central to the harbour to this day. 
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