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Welsh Wreck Web Research Project
(North Cardigan Bay)

On-line research into the wreck of the steamship

Aggravator,

which came ashore at Hell’s Mouth in 1898. 

The boiler from the ‘Aggravator’ still lies on the beach at Hell’s Mouth / Porth Neigwl.
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 1.0 Abstract
The Malvern Archaeological Diving Unit (MADU) currently has a database of 453 
shipwrecks in the north end of Cardigan Bay in north west Wales. These wrecks date from 
1590 to 1993 and very few have been investigated in any depth! 

The author of this report is an amateur diver who has visited many of the shipwrecks around 
the Welsh coast between Barmouth and the Dee Estuary. He wrote and published ‘The 
Essential Underwater Guide to North Wales, Volumes One and Two’, and co-wrote ‘Life and 
Death on the Royal Charter’. 
He is also the licensee of the submarine ‘Resurgam’, a historic vessel that lies on the seabed 
off Rhyl after being lost in 1880.
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3.0 Introduction
For many years, the author spent the summer months diving the area around Aberdaron, 
Bardsey Island and Hell’s Mouth. Bad weather would intervene, so he then spent time 
walking the beaches and exploring the cliff-tops in search of items of interest to him.

4.0 Background.
The author came across this boiler while exploring the beach at low-tide, and was able to find 
a reference to its identity in the archives at Gwynedd Record Office..

Note that the spelling of the town of Porthmadog varies in the early newspapers, so it may 
appear as ‘Port Madoc’ or ‘Portmadoc’. ‘Tudwal’ also appears as ‘Tudwall’ or ‘Tudwel’.
Aberystwyth appears as ‘Aberystwith’.
Caernarfon appears as ‘Carnarvon’ or ‘Caernarvon’.
Wherever possible, the spellings in the published newspapers have been used.

5.0 Research Methodology.
Equipment and sources used:
Mark One Eyeball (the wreck is still visible).
Richard Larne’s Shipwreck Index of the British Isles. West Coast and Wales.
Gwynedd Archives Record Office, Caernarfon.
Denbighshire Records Office, Ruthin.
British Library on-line newspaper records.
National Library of Wales on-line records.
Lloyd’s List records.

Another view of the boiler.
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6.0 Details.
Vessel Name: Aggravator. Type: Steamship.  
Built 1860 at Runcorn, Cheshire. Registered at Liverpool.
Owner: Howells, Pwllheli. Registered Weight: 37 tons net, 54 tons gross. 
Propulsion: 18 Horsepower, 2-cylinder, compound steam-engine, driving a propeller.
Construction Materials: Wooden hull. 
Dimensions: 69 feet by 17 feet by 6 feet.

For accurate measurements of a ship’s boiler that is believed to be the remains of the 
‘Aggravator’, see the report by Wessex Archaeology entitled ‘Undesignated Inter-tidal Sites 
Porth Neigwl, Llandanwg and Pensarn’ at:
http://orapweb.rcahms.gov.uk/coflein//A/AENT34_06.pdf

Location.
Hell’s Mouth / Porth Neigwl is a 3-mile wide, south-westerly facing beach located on the 
southern edge of the Lleyn Peninsula between the villages of Abersoch and Aberdaron. The 
remains of the ‘Aggravator’ can be found on western part of the beach at GPS position 52° 
49.335’ North 004° 35.245’ West.

Overview. 
Several vessels have been blown ashore all along the beach, proving that Hell’s Mouth bay 
deserves its terrible reputation amongst seafarers. A ship’s boiler, a rudder, anchors, a Second 
World War mine and parts of exploded ordnance can be seen in the inter-tidal zone, with other 
artefacts being reported beyond the low-water mark.
This is how one travel-writer described the place:
Few places present so favourable an appearance, and at the same time are so much dreaded 

by the mariners, as this. It is at the very end of the promontory, and from point to point is 
supposed to measure about eight miles; it is nearly semicircular. None but strange vessels, 
even in the most boisterous weather, ever seek for shelter here, for they are soon stranded, 
and never again return. From whatever point of the compass the wind blows out at sea, it 
always (on account of the surrounding high rocks) comes into the mouth of the bay; and 

from whatever quarter the tide flows, the upper current always sets inward here. From these 
circumstances the place seems to have obtained the appellation of ‘Hell’s Mouth’.

Reverend William Bingley, 1839

With such a dangerous reputation, it seems improbable that businesses that relied on the 
ability of vessels to load and unload at small jetties along this stretch of coast could thrive, 
but in the late years of the 19th-Century and the early part of the 20th-Century, a brickworks 
and a manganese mine relied on these jetties for their survival. Sadly, these businesses were 
not to flourish, and resulted in the loss of two steamships, the ‘Ganda’ and the ‘Aggravator’.
This is the story of the ‘Aggravator’, along with information regarding the trials and 
tribulations of running a brickworks in such a remote location.
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The Working Life of the Steam-Flat ‘Aggravator’.

North Wales Chronicle. 27th April 1889.
AMLWCH. SAILINGS. Aggravator (ss), Roberts, Runcorn

North Wales Chronicle. 23rd November 1889. 
AMLWCH. ARRIVALS. Aggravator (ss) Williams, Liverpool.

Flintshire Observer Mining Journal. 5th December 1889.
MOSTYN. Sailings. Aggravator (ss) Moelfra, coal.

North Wales Chronicle. 11th January 1890.
AMLWCH. SAILINGS. Aggravator (ss), Williams, Runcorn.

Flintshire Observer Mining Journal. 1st May 1890.
MOSTYN. Sailings. Aggravator (ss). Amlwch, coal.

North Wales Chronicle. 18th October 1890.
AMLWCH. ARRIVALS. Aggravator (ss), Parry, Runcorn

North Wales Chronicle. 20th December 1890.
AMLWCH. SAILINGS. Aggravator (ss), Jones, Runcorn.

Carnarvon and Denbigh Herald. 29th May 1891.
CARNARVON. ARRIVALS. Aggravator, Parry, Red Wharf.

North Wales Chronicle. 8th July 1893.
IMPORTANT TO SHIP OWNERS AND OTHERS. MR JOHN PRITCHARD will SELL 
BY PUBLIC AUCTION, on the BEACH, at HIRAEL, Bangor, on TUESDAY, JULY 25th, 
1893, at TWO p.m., the SCREW STEAMER “AGGRAVATOR,” of LIVERPOOL, of 36 
TONS Register, and about 75 Tons Burthen, Length 69ft. Breadth 17ft., Depth, 6ft. 6in; 
together with the whole of the Materials. The Vessel will be found on inspection to be in fair 
condition, the present owner having expended within the last three years a sum of £600 upon 
her. She shifts without ballast, is easily handled,, and draws 7ft. with a full cargo.
For further particulars as to the Steamer Aggravator,” apply to J. RICE ROBERTS, Esq., 
Tanygraig, Anglesey, or Captain SUTHERLAND, Bangor (who will shew the Vessel on an 
appointment being made), as to the whole, to the AUCTIONEER, Bangor.

The North Wales Express. 14th August 1896.
Holyhead. A DISABLED VESSEL. The steam flat Aggravator,” of Liverpool, bound from 
Point of Ayr to Pwllheli, was towed into the refuge harbour with machinery disabled, and in 
a leaky state, by the Liverpool steamer “Helena”. The Aggravator was again brought into old 
harbour, where she now lies.
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The North Wales Express. 11th September 1896.
A CAPTAIN CHARGED WITH THEFT.—At a special borough police court before Mr J. 
R. Pritchard and Mr W. Hamer, R. D. Cosgrove, of Seaforth, near Liverpool, was charged 
with stealing a quantity of ropes, a ton of coals, and some timber, the property of Messrs 
Hunter and Howells, of Pwllheli. It appears that the accused was the master of the steam 
flat “Aggravator,” owned by Messrs Hunter and Howells, and the evidence of the latter 
gentleman went to show that while on a passage from Point of Ayr to Hell’s Mouth, in 
South Carnarvonshire, the accused put into Carnarvon without orders, and caused the part 
of the cargo enumerated above to be landed and sold. The matter first came before the 
court on Monday, and had to be adjourned owing to the absence of the accused, who was 
subsequently arrested under a warrant at Seaforth. The additional evidence tendered showed 
that the accused had disposed of the coal to a person at Carnarvon, and had sold the rope 
and a cork fender to a firm of marine store dealers in the same town. The accused, who was 
unrepresented, admitted having landed at Carnarvon, where he was obliged to part with 
the deck cargo owing to a leakage in the vessel, and he had made entries accordingly in his 
logbook. He, however, denied having appropriated the money which he received to his own 
use, because, for instance, with the money which he got for the rope he purchased crockery 
for the use of the vessel. The Beach, not being satisfied that the rope and the fender were 
in the vessel before the accused took charge, failed to find that there was any fraudulent 
intention on his part, while as to the coal, they considered that it should be the subject of a 
civil action. They therefore dismissed the case. 

The western side of Hell’s Mouth / Porth Neigwl is a difficult place to load and unload a 
ship’s cargo. Note that the cliffs have receded since 1898.
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The Wreck.
Richard Larne records the ‘Aggravator’ as being stranded and lost in Force 10 winds on the 
5th of August, 1898. She was discharging coal under the direction of Captain Hughes and 
his crew. At the time of writing, the author has been unable to find any newspaper articles 
regarding the loss of the ‘Aggravator’. However, many years ago, he came across a transcript 
of an interview with someone who had spent his life around Rhiw and Porth Neigwl, and who 
identified the boiler on the beach as being that of the ‘Aggravator’.
Part of that transcript is shown on the following page.

A brick recovered from the cliff-top above the boiler.

The boiler, stranded at Porth Neigwl.
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Transcript from an interview with Lewis Jones, Rhiw. 
GWYNEDD ARCHIVES -- XM/T/364

Do you remember any other shipwrecks in Porth Neigwl? Oh yes.
Can you tell me about them? I'm very interested!
But I also - er - the [?Jane and Annie] was one.
When did that come aground?
Well in somewhere about say from when I was from like that - say 8 to 12. to 10, something
And you're 88 now? 89. Well yes !
Eighty-nine! I'll be 90 before - I'll be 90 in April
Jane and Annie, and Catrin Mary was two of them. There was another two - I don't remember 
the name of them. They came there together. They ran ashore in a heavy gale. They went right 
to a clay bank - you know - and both of them got together - they were cast together on the 
clay.
Whereabouts on the beach? Rhiw end?
Just about - er - [inaudible] [?where the brickworks was].
So not as far as Trefollwyn?
No. Just [inaudible] [inaudible 
Near Ty Coch or near Bryn Cynan?
Well, they were not. Just by where the brickworks was.
I don't really know where the brickwork was. That was in Trefollwyn land? No.
Where was the brickwork?
Do you notice something on the beach - er - boiler? 
Yes, I've seen the boiler.
That's the boiler - one of the ships that was carrying bricks from the brickfield.
And what was the name of that ship? Huh! Aggravator. The other one was a sailing ship 
called - er - [?Jenny ], like that, was the other one. There were two went there [inaudible]. 
They were carrying the bricks from the brickfield.
Was there a quay, a harbour? How did they load the bricks onto the ship?
There was a jetty? Yes! There was a short jetty - it wasn't long - you know.
No! Was the Aggravator a sailing-ship or steam? Aggravator was some kind of steam - that's 
why it’s where the boiler is,
Oh, of course. Yes Yes.
And when was the Aggravator wrecked? About when? Nineteen hundred and? 
About that the brickfield was going
I haven't been able to find it out. Didn't he? 
When was the brickfield going? Your father worked there, Yes.
When did your father die? Nineteen-O-Three.
And the brickworks were still going? No.
They'd finished by 1903? Yes. My sister was born - my sister was 64 in the year 1960. Yes.
Then she was born? In 1896 !
It was going that time - you know. 'Cause my father stayed at home this Saturday morning 
when my sister was born and - er - John Roberts of Ty'n Muriau come to our place with his 
pay. It was the first pay he was having from the brickfield. And they were paid fortnightly at 
that time.
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Hunter and Howell, Brick Manufacturers.

The Porth Neigwl Brickworks was sited on the cliff-top towards the western end of the beach 
at Hell’s Mouth. A comment in the North Wales Express of 30th July, 1897, discusses Porth 
Neigw saying: 
‘at the latter place there are acres of alluvial deposits 60 feet deep, forming clay of the best 
kind for making tiles, bricks, earthenwares, &c. It is astonishing to me that a company has 
not been formed to work the clay bed, on a large scale, as Porth Neigwl is right on the sea 
shore and easily accessible for sailing ships and steamers.’
It might have had excellent clay for making bricks, but the difficulties of bringing coal to 
the site and exporting the finished product were considerable due to the lack of a sheltered 
harbour.
Reading the following newspaper articles, it would appear that any profits from the business 
would have been expended in legal fees.  

The North Wales Express. 21st August 1896.
THE FACTORY’S ACT. Messrs Hunter and Howells, Porth Neigwl Brick and Tile Works, 
were charged by Dr Le Neve Foster,Government Inspector of Mines, with having neglected 
to send notices of the. works to the plaintiff, and with neglecting to properly fence the 
machinery in the works.—Mr G. J. Williams, assistant inspector, said that he visited the 
works on July 1st, and saw Mr Hunter there. Mr Hunter told him that he knew that a notice 
ought to have been sent, but did not know to whom to send it.—Cross-examined: No injury 
had been done to anybody, fortunately. It was a technical breach of the law.—Mr Hamer, 
Carnarvon, appeared for the prosecution, and Mr E, R. Davies for the defendants.—Mr 
Davies showed how insignificant the breach was.—Mr Williams then gave evidence as to the 
machinery being insufficiently fenced in order to protect life and limb. — Cross-examined 
All cases of technical offences had not been proceeded with.—Mr Howells said that the 
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machinery had been protected by means recommended by competent authorities, who had 
seen it done in other places under other inspectors. —For neglecting to supply the usual 
notices,. fined 10s. The other charge was dismissed.

The Welsh Nation - Tuesday 28 January 1896. (Translated from Y Genedl Gymreig.)
Is Port Neigwl a Port? Mr Hunter and Howells, owners of the Hells Mouth paving works, 
claimed £29 9s 6d from Mr. D. C. Prichard, Caernarfon, owner of the ‘Flagstaff’, for not 
carrying out the agreement he had entered into with the claimants. Mr Allanson represented 
Hunter and Howells, and Mr Jackson was for Prichard. Howell said that he agreed with 
Prichard that the latter should bring one hundred tons of coal from Point of Ayr to Hell’s 
Mouth at 4s a ton. Prichard failed to do so, and unloaded the coal at Abersoch. The claimants 
had to cart the coal to Hell’s Mouth as a result. The weather was not such that Prichard could 
not go in Flagstaff to Hell’s Mouth, nor did he try to do so. Mr. Jackson showed that Hell’s 
Mouth was not completely safe, and that a ship or steamer was in danger of being there. 
Was it proved that Prichard had offered to go there. They did, and the matter was settled with 
Prichard paying £16.

The Cambrian News and Merionethshire Standard. 19th February 1897.
PARTNERS WANTED, in developing a recently erected Brick Works on the Welsh, Coast. 
Supply and demand unlimited. Excellent material, and easily worked. Prospective dividend 
over 30 per cent.— Apply to Port Neigwl Brick Works, Pwllheli.

The End of the Brickworks.

Carnarvon and Denbigh Herald. 29th July 1898
AFFAIRS OF A PWLLHELI CONTRACTOR. John Hunter, of Pwllheli, contractor, and 
a partner in the firm of Hunter and Howells, brick manufacturers, Porth Neigwl, came up 
for his adjourned public examination. Mr A. Ivor Parry, solicitor, Pwllheli, appeared for 
Messrs Davies and Jones, creditors, and Mr E. R Davies, Pwllheli, for the bankrupt, who was 
examined by the Official Receiver (Mr LL Hugh Jones), as to the circumstances under which 
he had built seven houses and a shop in Sand-street, Pwllheli, and which he alleged belonged 
to his wife. The land upon which the 11 houses were erected was purchased in 1894, for 
£160, the conveyance being made out In his wife’s name. She paid £60 of this out of money 
which she had by her, and the remaining £100 was raised on mortgage. He superintended 
the building of the houses, and when four of them were sold he received the purchase for 
his wife. He did this, however, as agent for his wife. Most of the purchase money passed 
through his banking accounts, cheques being drawn upon that account for the payment of 
works and accounts for material supplied. Three houses and a shop still remained unsold, 
and he considered they were worth £760. There was a mortgage upon them of £500, so that 
the equity would realise about £260. He admitted that a larger sum than this was still due to 
parties who had supplied materials for the building of these houses, and he had scheduled 
these persons as creditors in his statement of affairs. Prior to the bankruptcy he had made 
an offer to his creditors of 10s in the £, and after the receiving order was made, he offered 
a composition of 7s 6d in the £, but both offers were rejected. But for the pressure of one 
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creditor, he considered he would have been able to pay 20s in the £, for at the time he was 
forced into bankruptcy he was negotiating for the sale of the brickworks for £3,000. The 
party who was at that time willing to buy at that figure, had since withdrawn the offer. The 
examination was further adjourned to October, the bankrupt being ordered to furnish a cash 
account from the 1st June, 1894.’

Carnarvon and Denbigh Herald. 5th August 1898.

The Cambrian News and Merionethshire Standard. 11th November 1898.
BANKRUPTCY COURT. On Saturday before Mr Registrar Jones, the adjourned public 
examination was held of John Hunter, of Ala-road, Pwllheli, contractor, and partner in the 
firm of Hunter and Howells, Porth Neigwl Brickworks. Mr A. Ivor Parry, solicitor, Pwllheli, 
appeared for Messrs Davies and Jones, creditors. The bankrupt was questioned by the Official 
Receiver as to the circumstances under which he had given Messrs Davies and Jones a charge 
upon a sum of nearly £60 which was due to him by the Criccieth Urban District Council. 
He had no particular reason for giving them security in preference to other creditors, except 
that he regarded it as a matter of honour. He realised now that he had placed them in a better 
position than his other creditors, but he had no such intention at the time. He had no idea of 
bankruptcy then, and, as a matter of fact, he would not have had to file his petition but for the 
action if his partner in withdrawing his guarantee at the bank. The examination was closed, 
subject to the signing of notes.
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The North Wales Express. 18th November 1898.
HOWELLS v. HUNTER.—J. T. Howells sued John and Fanny Hunter, Pwllheli, for £9 8s 
3d. The dispute arose in connection with a cargo of coal from Point of Ayr.— Mr Allanson 
appeared for Mr Howells, and Mr E. R. Davies for the defendants.—Mr Allanson said that 
Howells denied that he had given consent to Mr Hunter to have the use of a vessel called 
“The Chester Trader” to carry a cargo of coal for her, from Point of Ayr. The invoice was 
drawn out in the name of Howells and Hunter, and Howells paid for the coal out of his own 
pocket. The vessel, instead of going to Porth Neigwl, where the coal was to be unloaded 
and used at the brickworks, came to Pwllheli. Mr Howells saw the captain, and spoke to 
him about the matter. The captain said something about Mrs Hunter being the owner of the 
coal. After that some unpleasantness arose between the parties. In order to settle the matter 
Howells consented to a part of the coal being sold. The money received in that way were 
deducted from the claim. The remainder of the cargo was to be taken to Porth Neigwl. But 
the defendants sold it. Hence the present claim. Mr Allanson made some strong remarks 
upon the conduct of the defendants. Because the male defendant was a partner with Howells, 
the female defendant alleged that she had paid the money to her husband as a member of 
the firm. Her husband was a bankrupt.— Mr Davies said that the money had been paid by 
Mrs Hunter.—An effort was made at this stage to settle the matter, and ultimately the parties 
agreed, but the terms were not made public. A remitted action from the High Court, in which 
the same parties were litigants, was also similarly settled.

The clay cliffs are constantly being eroded by the surf. Bricks on the cliff-top mark the 
location of the pier.
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The North Wales Express. 9th June 1899.
HOWELLS v. J. HUNTER. Mr Allanson, Carnarvon, appeared for J. T. Howells, solicitor, 
who sued John Hunter, Pwllheli, for £5 damages for taking away a chain from Porth Neigwl 
Brick and Tile Works.
Mr Howells said that he and Mr Hunter were partners up to April, 1898, and worked the brick 
works. After Mr Hunter's bankruptcy, witness lost a chain, which was traced to the defendant. 
Plaintiff saw the chain in a yacht belonging to thb defendant's son, at Abersoch.
Cross-examined. The chain was used to moor the yacht at Abersoch. It had been cut. Three 
pounds were first mentioned as its value.
Mr Allanson said that there was a legal but not criminal fraud, as the chain belonged to the 
firm.
Mr A. Ivor Parry represented the defendant. He said that no claim was made upon the 
defendant.
Mr Howells, in reply to Mr Ivor Parry, said that he did not like to say many things about 
Mr Hunter. No ship's chain was sold at the auction. The chain in dispute was from 60 to 70 
fathoms long. He heard that the chain was on beard the yacht, after the works were closed. 
The chain was really worth £5. 
Owen Evans, Porth Neigwl, said that he loaded the chain into John Morris's cart. It was cut. 
He saw it afterwards fastened to the yacht.
Lewis Morris, carter, deposed to carrying a chain and anchor from the works to Mr Hunter's 
yard, Pwllheli.
Mr Hunter, for the defence, said that the chain brought to Pwllheli was his. He owned two or 
three chains in the works. One was about 40 fathoms. The. others were shorter. The chain sold 
by Mr Andrews was cut in two. One part was washed away by a storm, and the other was still 
on the works. The chain delivered to him was his own. The chain on the yacht was bought by 
a gentleman.
Cross- examined: It was an untruth that he had taken away the chain in dispute.
Owen Evans, recalled, said that there was a part of the chain bought from Mr Solomon 
Andrews still at the works. The ether part was carted away by Lewis Morris. 
Mr Allanson said that the value would there-fore have to be reduced. Mr Howells had 
evidently not noticed the other part of the chain still at the works.
Judgment for 20s. 
DISSOLUTION OF PARTNERSHIP. S. S. Hall, Woodville, near Leicester, applied to the 
court for a dissolution of partnership in the Pwllheli Tile, Brick, and Terra Cotta Company. 
The company was composed of S. S. Hall, John Hunter, and John Summers.
Mr Allanson appeared for Hall, and Mr A. Ivor Parry for the defendants.
The company was formed in December, 1898, with a capital of £160,
Hall for £80 and Hunter for £80. Summers brought in no capital. In March, Hall wanted 
to retire from the partnership, and offered to pay a certain amount, if he were afterwards 
exempted from past and present liabilities in connection with the company. Hall was under 
the agreement the manager of the works which had practically stopped! for want of capital. 
The offer made by Hall was not accepted.
Mr Allanson said that a great many letters had passed between the parties. 
His Honour could not see how a partnership could ever have existed in such a concern. Three 
members belonged to the company, and each went his own way. 
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Mr Allanson asked for an order of dissolution from that date, and if the parties could not 
come to terms by next court, an application could be made to the court for the appointment of 
a receiver. Mr Ivor Parry said that the other partners were willing to allow Mr Hall to retire. 
Mr Allanson read the title of the company, and his Honour said that it sounded very well 
(laughter). An order for dissolution was made. 
Mr Hunter: Mr Howells wants a bond of £ 400. 
Mr Howells: Nothing of the kind. You are saying an untruth (laughter). 
Mr Hunter and Mr Summers gave an undertaking, by their solicitors, that no property should 
be removed from the works. 

 -------------------------------

According to local information, the brickworks had ceased manufacturing by 1903, but as 
shown on the previous page, the two partners in the business, Hunter and Howells, had fought 
a legal battle in the courts in June, 1899, so their working relationship must have been over 
by that time. The later partnership of Hall, Hunter and Summers had also failed.

Note that two further piers had been constructed near to the site of the brickworks, but these 
were used for loading manganese ore from the quarries at Rhiw and Nant. The remains of 
the pier at Graig Ddu on the western fringe of Hell’s Mouth can still be seen, and the hull, 
propeller and boiler of the steamship ‘Ganda’ lie close by as a testament to the danger of 
loading or unloading in such an exposed location.
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Discarded bricks litter the hillside above the beach.
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7.0 Analysis.
From the contemporary newspaper reports and from local information, the boiler lying on the 
beach at Hell’s Mouth is believed to be that of the ‘Aggravator’, a steam-flat wrecked here in 
1898. A conversation with a local person suggests that there may be more wreckage here, but 
that it is currently covered in sand. 

8.0 Conclusions & Recommendations.
It is concluded that Porth Neigwl in 1898 was, and still is, totally unsuitable for loading and 
unloading cargo from visiting vessels. It is recommended that the site is monitored, especially 
after severe storms, to see if the reported remains of the ‘Aggravator’ do become exposed due 
to movement of the sand.
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Further along the beach, this appears to be an anchor, but it is not from the ‘Aggravator’.


