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Memories of the old 
W aterford ferry

P.J. Ryan

In the 1930s and 1940s the ferry service provided hy 
Waterford Corporation was a great boon to the people of 
Waterford city and south Kilkenny. It plied between a floating 
wharf at Adelphi Quay and a slipway near the Abbey Church 
on the Ferrybank side of the river Suir. It was used mainly by 
what are now called commuters, workers going to and from 
their employment and by schoolchildren. It was also used by 
members of Waterford Boat Club whose clubhouse was close to 
the Ferrybank slip. On Sundays and summer evenings;the city 
folk used it to get to Ferrybank for walks in the countryside.

Two large sturdy rowing-boats were used for the service, 
each one manned by two oarsmen. The boats were about 15ft 
long by about 7ft wide, without decking or cabins and 
completely open to the elements. Capacity was about twenty 
passengers, on seats and thwart in the stern, with room for a 
few more people up forward at busy times. The wharf at the 
city side had wooden seats for waiting passengers and also a 
small waiting room. At the other side there was also a waiting 
room at the top of the concrete slip. The service operated every 
fifteen minutes, the two boats leaving simultaneously from 
either side and crossing tracks in mid-channel. The journey 
took about five minutes, depending on tides and weather.

When all passengers were safely aboard and before 
casting off, the senior ferryman came around with his leather 
satchel and roll of tickets to collect the fares. The adult fare 
was one old penny (Id). Schoolchildren had a weekly fare (five 
round trips) for 3d. This was paid on Monday morning in 
exchange for three of the Id adult tickets to be retained 
carefully for the week.

There were six ferrymen employed, four being on duty at 
any one time. Their names were Larry and Billy McCarthy 
(father and son), Bill Kelly, Jim Stokes and cousins John and 
Dick O'Neill (pronounced Nail). Larry McCarthy was the boss
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and wore a peaked sailor's hat as an unofficial emblem of his 
authority. Billy, his son, as well as being a ferryman, was an 
oarsman of some renown with the local boat club. Jim Stokes 
was enormously fat and smoked a pipe, while Bill Kelly was 
tall and thin with a droopy moustache. These two were quite 
elderly. Dick O'Neill was lean and brown with ‘Clint Eastwood' 
eyes and the children were a little apprehensive of him, though 
without reason, as he was kindness personified, as were all the 
boatmen. He was known (not to his face) as ‘Burton' for his 
alleged resemblance to a tailor's dummy in Burton's window. It 
was also said of him, that because pipe tobacco was so scarce 
during the war, he smoked dried ivy leaves in his pipe. John 
O'Neill was small and jolly and wore a tweed cap. The men had 
no uniforms, just wore their own clothes, though they did have 
yellow oilskins for the wet weather. As might be expected, all 
were deeply weatherbeaten from constant exposure to the 
elements, in spite of which absences through illness seem to 
have been rare. I suspect that some, at least, had been 
merchant seamen in their younger days. A small pub on 
Adelphi Quay possibly helped to soften the worst effects of the 
elements.

The weather rarely interrupted the ferry service. Severe 
storms and heavy tides did occasionally call a halt to 
operations, mainly on safety grounds. When a very big tide 
was running and a normal crossing was impossible, the 
ferryman produced their trump card to keep the show going. 
This was the four-man boat when, one boat having been tied 
up, all four manned the other boat and put on a spectacular 
display of defiance of nature's power. This was an event of 
great drama and excitement, as the oilskin-clad ferrymen 
fought the racing river for up to twenty minutes. It was 
probably as near as any of us came to a shipwreck situation. 
One element which, more than any other, was more likely to 
cause disruption was dense fog. Because of the risk of getting 
lost on the river, or worse still, being run down by a larger 
vessel, crossings were halted during bad fog. I still remember 
one foggy morning as we waited on the Ferrybank slip, we 
heard the boatmen calling from the river. They then waited for 
an answering call from us so that they could locate the slip, but 
we held our silence. After a short time, they returned
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(presumably) to the other side while w© refurned.home to a day 
free from school. Oh, the treachery of it! In spite of all the 
hazards, I never heard of an accident or drowning a® even of 
someone falling in the water.

Meanwhile, life on the river went on its leisurely way. 
Just downriver from the ferry at Adelphi Quay one found ‘SS 
Great Western' from Fishguard which berthed twice weekly. It 
Carried general cargo and live; cattle and also had limited 
accommodation for a number o f  passengers. Further upriver 
the ‘Rockabill' from Liverpool also berthed twice a week. It also 
carried mixed cargo. Cpal-boats went further upriver, as did 
the grain-ships to Rank's and;Hall's mills. When the war broke 
out, many of these ships were equipped with barrage balloons 
which resembled modern-day blimps. They were attached to 
the ships by long hawsers and were to protect them from dive- 
bomber attacks. Another reminder o f  the war was an Estonian 
ship, whose home port was Tallinj which found itself in 
Waterford when Russia invaded Estonia. It rode at anchor for 
several months in mid-river until commandeered by the Irish 
government, becoming part of the Irish merchant fleet as (I 
think) the ‘Irish Oak'. Also ever-present on the river was the 
dredger the ‘Portlairge', reminding one of Hercules' labours in 
the Augean stables, as it battled to keep the channels clear for 
the shipping.

The ferry's location was later moved upriver, crossing from 
the Clock Tower to Hall's mill. Later still it was to be powered 
by electric batteries. By that stage the thrills and glamour 
were gone and so too, very soon, was the ferry.

Biographical Note
During his schooldays, P.J. Ryan lived in Ferrybank and crossed the Suir every 
day by ferry to attend the Manor School. Born in Tramore, he worked in the 
Meteorological Office at Shannon Airport, and now lives in Limerick.
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