The Effective Size of Port Facilities: A Liverpool Case Study

It is usual for the historians of fully-docked ports to do as their predecessors, the port
engineers and managers, used to do and assess the capacity of the port in terms of a
water area and a total lineal quayage, with gradual increases as the port grows to suit
a growing trade. With the passage of time, the area of land becomes proportionately
more important as railway tracks and their space-gobbling curves are installed. As

ships get larger in cross-section and hence in cargo density,’ so too must the sheds
that serve them, and the areas behind the sheds must get wider.

Except when a dock or group of docks was both large and new, it only took a modest
up-turn in trade to start the customers complaining about goods being delayed by
congestion on the quayside, and these complaints usually led rapidly to a demand
for new docks. If the complainants were successful, this led to a Bill being laid before
Parliament and most such Bills were contested, resulting in a Select Committee
enquiry. The minutes of evidence of these enquiries form a wonderful ‘snapshot
source’ for the history of the port at that particular time. Typically the first witness
for the Bill will produce figures showing a steady growth of traffic through the port
and explain the benefit to the shipping industry at large, and hence to the nation’s
trade, of the proposed new development. Such witnesses have often emerged in
older historical studies as ‘men of vision’. Their engineers, while not beatified in the
Samuel Smiles manner and hence much less known than Smiles’ subjects, are none
the less portrayed as quasi-heroic figures without whose skills the vision could not
be implemented. Conversely, objectors, while not demonised in the manner of some
of the objectors to early railway construction,” tend to emerge as men incapable of
taking a long view, a judgement which is almost invariably ‘confirmed’ by
subsequent growth in trade.

Such a view definitely needs re-examination. Jackson has questioned the need to
build the Birkenhead Docks at all, and the present author has pointed out that the
dire prophecies of the opponents of the Manchester Ship Canal were in fact all
fulfilled and the port of Manchester survived only through heavy subsidy from the
Manchester City Council® and on the fruits of property developments which formed
no part of the scheme as put before Parliament. The reasons for the adoption of the
interpretation which this paper sets out to challenge are not hard to find: not only do
some of the sources contain an in-built bias towards ‘progress’, but in several cases
the first or leading published history of a particular port was written by an “insider’
who set out to establish just such a picture of ‘men of vision’.” But did British ports,
and Liverpool in particular, have to expend quite so many millions of capital in the
period 1870-19147

' Cargo density was usually measured as the tonnage of cargo per foot length of the vessel.

? Exceptionally, it was possible to carry out a modest scheme without going to Parliament, but
for that the scheme had to be unopposed and funded from existing resources, with no new
borrowing powers needed.

* The attacks made on James Cropper are considered in A. Jarvis, James Cropper, Liverpooal
Docks and the Liverpool and Manchester Railway’, Journal of Transport History, Third Series
Vol. 19, 1998, pp18-32.

4 A. Jarvis, The Liverpool Dock Engineers, Stroud, 1996, pp 96-97.

5 eg W. G. Neale, A? the Port of Bristol, (2 vols), Bristol, 1968; G. . D. Tull, The Port of London
Authority, London, 1959; S. Mountfield, Western Gateway, Liverpool, 1965.



In fact, it is by no means certain that extension of dock facilities is the best or only
way of increasing the capacity of a port, and while that statement applies chiefly if
one judges capacity by the throughput of goods, it is partially defensible even when
the yardstick is the maximum size of ship which the system can handle.

The maximum size of ship able to use a particular berth or dock entrance is not
determined only by what it says on the original engineer’s drawings for the
construction: there are maintenance and minor alteration factors to be taken into
consideration as well, of which by far the most important is dredging. Liverpool
Docks suffered badly from silting, and the greater the depth of water which existed
on the engineer’s drawing, the greater its diminution in real life by silt. Similarly, in
the days of hydraulic lime mortars, apparently inelastic masonry could move
without suffering failure: an invert in a passage could rise or a wall in a lock bulge,
resulting again in a small discrepancy between the drawing and what the
harbourmaster’s men knew were the real dimensions.

These, however, are minor considerations. Far more important is the issue of
whether a dock system should be continuously modernised to keep abreast of new
needs rather than being enlarged on a cyclical basis of under-provision, construction,
over-provision. This appproach to dock engineering is not invalidated by the
constant growth of trade in the period with which this paper is primarily concerned,
for a successful re-working of an old dock or docks could easily bring about such a
rise in tonnage per yard of quay as to meet the needs of growing trade for several
years. What does render it highly suspect is the slow and technically difficult nature
of such work, which can result in a cost per water acre several times that of new
construction.” A second serious disadvantage is the amount of time that the working
area of the dock estate as a whole is diminished by the engineer and his men taking
possession of part of it, normally for years at a time and in the (fortunately unusual)
case of the Canada-Huskisson improvements, for nearly ten years. The serious
inconvenience such works caused to the port’s customers may be seen from the way
in which they moved round the estate to avoid the men with the shovels. Even
Albert Dock, when in the latter stages of obsolescence, had a marked upturn in trade
between 1891 and 1900, coinciding more or less with the works at Canada-
Huskisson.”

In works of such scale, the Engineer could do no right, for the remedy for each
problem exacerbated the other. One of the tasks was underpinning the old walls of
Huskisson to enable the deepening of the dock. The simple and obvious way to do
this was to drain the dock - but that would have completely incapacitated some two
miles of quay for a considerable time. The alternative was to do the work ‘piecemeal’
behind curved temporary dams. But these had first to be constructed in a graving
dock and then stored somewhere for re-use. One of those used was 260t long, 30ft

® The Canada - Huskisson improvements (1891-1901) cost the amazing sum of £200,000 per
water acre, four times the price of the ‘New South Works' mentioned below, and at their peak
immobilised over 57 water acres, However, part of the reason for the huge cost was the need
to minimise occupation of berths.

" See G. Milne & G. Tonks, ‘Specialised Facilities on Trial: Liverpool's Albert Dock in the

Nineteenth Century” in A. Jarvis & K. Smith (eds), Albert Dock: Trade and Technology, Liverpool,
1999.



wide and 39ft high, requiring a lot of ‘somewhere’ to put it.” Some of these structures
were stored for long periods:

There are still in use on the Liverpool Dock Estate flitches [temporary dams] which
the author constructed years ago, and which will, in all probability, be used when
the present generation has long been forgotten.”

Similarly, trade through much of the southern system was heavily disrupted by the
major reconstruction works under the 1898 Dock Act at Kings, Queens, Coburg and
Brunswick Docks, a total of over 40 acres of water, The quality of the finished job was
good both in design and execution, but with completion taking until 1908, the price
was again almost a decade of disruption. But when modernisations reached this
scale they were conceptually little different from new build projects. In a recent
paper” | have suggested that the likelihood of an improvement scheme being
financially viable was in almost inverse proportion to its size and ambition. The
further ahead the ‘men of vision’ had to look, the less likely they were to get it right.
One thing this paper seeks to tease out is, first, whether it was possible to make
significant improvements in the throughput of a given facility by still cheaper or
simpler means, and, if so, whether that approach is a construct of hindsight or the
Mersey Docks & Harbour Board knew of it at the time.

There are some cases where both questions may be simply and easily answered in
the affirmative. An example was the purchase of the tug Hodgson (1883), whose
purpose was to tow out small sailing vessels from Canada Entrance as early as
possible on the rising tide, free of charge, thus allowing more of the time available
before the ebb set in for the large steamships.”" It was a simple and modest
investment which may be seen as a straight alternative to increasing the capacity of
the entrance by ripping up thousands of tons of masonry to enlarge it. Furthermore,
it was clearly successful and its success was recognised by the Board, for when the
New South Works under the 1873 Act were finally completed in 1888, the Neptue
was purchased to do the same job there. At an earlier date, the capacity of entrances
had been enlarged by an arguably even simpler method: the application of hydraulic
power to the gates of Canada Entrance reduced the time spent in opening and
closing the gates by hand by some 55 minutes, which increased the availability of the
entrance by about 25% on a good spring tide and on a neap tide by almost 50%." By
contrast, further increasing its capacity, by deepening and lengthening the lock,
involved its closure from 1890-95, causing severe inconvenience to the users of
Hornby, Alexandra, Langton and Brocklebank docks while some 41,000 cubic yards
of masonry and concrete were laid.”

The advertised, as distinct from the effective, water area of the docks is customarily
inflated in a number of ways. For example, the total water area and lineal quayage

* An account of this work appears in Fielden Sutcliffe, ‘Sundry Notes on Dock Construction’,
Transactions of the Liverpool Engineering Society, XXVI (1905), pp139-80.

® ibid, contribution of Mr Kenyon to the discussion.

" A Jarvis, ‘A Comparison of the Efficiency of Different scales of Investment in the Port of
Liverpool, 1873-1905’, publication forthcoming.

"' The depth of water available is more important for the length of time either side of high
water during which the entrance can be used by average sized ships than for the ability to
handle the occasional exceptionally large vessel.

% The gates weighed 129 tons each. For the figures, see Engineer's Commuonplace Book No 1, p49.
'* Engineer's Reports for those years. The tabulated data in the Yearbook refer to this project as
‘Certain slight alterations at Canada Lock!



quoted in the Board’s Yearbook for 1920 includes Brunswick Half-tide. Now this was
only a tiny dock, making up less than 1% of the water area of the Liverpool system,
but the fact is that it was not available for trading vessels, because it was used as a
repair dock by the engineer’s department, and what he was repairing was a
considerable fleet of the Board’s own vessels - in his department alone there were
five sandpump dredgers, six ladder dredgers, seven grab dredgers," fifteen steam
hopper barges, five floating cranes including the 200-ton lift Mammoth and 11 “flats’.
When we add in the rest of the Board's fleet, we have a substantial dock-full of
shipping, larger than the fleets of many of the port’s paying customers, Now many
of these vessels could be, and were, berthed in obsolescent or obsolete docks like
Albert or Stanley, but the fact remains that they represent a permanent deduction
from the nominal capacity of the system. In the case of the sandpump dredgers,
although they were quite often out dredging at the bar or in the outer approach
channels, when they did need berthin? they required goed quality berths for their
aggregate length of well over 1,500 ft."

The mention of seven grab dredgers should also sound an alarm bell: these craft
were for use purely within the dock system, which means that at any one time
perhaps four berths'® would be unavailable because of dredging - which also
involved one or more of the steam hopper barges (some of which were as much as
1,200 nrt) being there as well, to take the dredgings out to sea. These hopper barges
also made extensive demands on the ship-handling capacity of the entrances: in the
late 1880s they were passing in and out of dock some 6,000+ times per year carrying,
mier alia, some 600,000 tons of dredgings

There is another entire category of annoyances for customers which needs to be
taken into account. We have touched upon the activities of the engineer's
department in major construction mode, but there was also a continuum of
maintenance works and minor improvements being carried out on revenue account.

Because of the scale of operation of the port and the age of some of its structures,
these ‘minor’ works could in fact be large enough to put several more berths out of
commission at any one time. Clarence Half-tide, for example, one of the busiest parts
of the entire dock estate, was run dry 14-18 November 1898 for overhauling the
gates, and it and the Trafalgar Lock were run dry in January 1899.7 At the same
time, the Victoria-Trafalgar passage was undergoing heavy improvement works and
the west quay of Trafalgar had its shed demolished and a new one built, putting the
quay out of commission for months. Princes Half-tide was run dry for a week in
August 1898," and Canning and Canning Half-tide were run dry on 25 January 1898.
These works, which mainly affected the coasting trade, were going on at the same
time as major capital works at both north and south ends.

* The tonnages of the smaller ones are hard to find, but the total for dredgers alone was over
30,000 tons.

** For further detail, see A. Jarvis, ‘The “Fleet” of the Mersey Docks & Harbour Board’,
Northern Seas Yearbook, forthcoming. In practice they were often able to tie up two abreast.

* Utilisation of the grab dredgers is difficult, perhaps impossible, to quantify. Costs of
dredging of individual docks were reported, but statements as to what dredger did how
much work in what length of time seem not to exist: they are provided only for the SPDs.
What is clear is that the grab dredgers had very high maintenance requirements, suggesting
that finding more than four of them actually at work at one time is unlikely.

7 These examples are from the Engineer’s Report for the year in question,

* Putting Princes Dock and East and West Waterloo out of commission, some 19 acres.



Nor was the engineer done yet. Works of any size, whatever their nature, required
extra space for storage of materials, and construction not just of sections of timber
dams but other large temporary works as well.” Normally this space could be found
in sheds or on quaysides which were already rendered inoperable by the main
works, but this was not invariably the case and sometimes addtional land was
needed. This is an issue which was rarely mentioned in reports or minutes, but even
a perfunctory examination of photographs of construction works™ will reveal the
scale on which operations proceeded, involving the handling and storage of huge
quantities of timber, stone, mortar etc. inwards and of hundreds of thousand of cubic
yards of spoil outwards. Adding to the congestion of the roads and railways of the
dock estate was the oft-forgotten supply of coal for the working plant, which was not
negligible: the Canada-Huskisson scheme consumed some 26,000 tons between 1892
and 1897 A temporary dam could only begin to qualify as ‘large’ if it contained
more than 1,000 tons of timber.

Maintenance work on movable bridges was mainly an annoyance to road users
rather than a factor in temporarily disabling berths, though obstruction of either of
the passages at Coburg Dock would cut Kings and Queens docks off from the river
for any vessel which could not use the little Canning Half-tide entrance. But many of
the bridges of the estate were old and others were badly designed, with the result
that at any one time there was about a 50% chance thata bridge would be out of
service somewhere on the estate.”

There is, however, another factor diminishing the actual capability of the dock
system which has passed unnoticed by historians and which might loosely be
termed “clutter’. In an age where shipowners and consignees could have bitter
disputes between themselves or in triangular contests with the Board over quite
trifling amounts of goods it seems unthinkable that there should be goods left in the
Board’s warehouses for years on end without their being claimed, and in many cases
without the Board being able to trace their current owner.” Not only did this
happen, it happened so frequently that the Warehouse Committee considered the
sale of unclaimed goods of one sort or another at roughly one third of all its
meetings. The reasons for the goods being abandoned vary, including clerical error
and the death of a sole consignee, but by far the largest cause was that goods had
been left in the warehouses for so long that the charges on them exceeded their
value. For this reason, we find that a high proportion of the abandoned goods is
made up of goods bearing a high rate of duty, such as the 12 cases of brandy the
Committee resolved should be sold on 1 February 1893. The brandy was, of course,
in bond, so to sell it the Board had to pay the duty on itand in that instance, as in the
majority of sales, the Board had to write off a small loss on the transaction. While

most of the unclaimed consignments were small, we find 28 casks of soda ash here,
105 cases of cheese there.

¥ Guch as casting large concrete blocks for building ‘stanks’ to form a temporary closure of an
entrance.

¥ g in Jarvis, Dock Engineers, pages 122, 131,132, 143, 148.

* Worked up paper 100/1 contains tender forms for the supply of coal which give estimated
annual consumption at the various major delivery points for each year.

2 petimated from minutes authorising the temporary closure of bridges, collected in WUP
146.

¥ The examples below are drawn from WUP 141/1 and WUP162/1

mn



Despite the fact that income from ‘Rummage Sales' appears in the Board's published
accounts, the Warehouse Committee’s policy in the late 1870s was to consider at least
some consignments individually, in part because they were afraid of exceeding their
powers under the Mersey Docks & Harbour Board (Consolidation) Act of 1868. Their
success in disposing of goods without any serious legal embarrassment, coupled

with the fact that the problem was obviously growing, caused the Board to delegate
to the Secretary power to hold the ‘rummage sales’ at the warehouses as and when
he thought it necessary.™ It was necessary about once a month, but there is no clear
trend in the accounts during the years for which the proceeds of the sales were

included, so whether or not this policy helped free up warehouse space cannot be
told with any certainty.

The same principle applied to ships. In 1877, the Board sold a schooner called Sarak
Jane for the modest sum of £10. She had been lying in the West Float, Birkenhead for
about four years, her owner could not be traced and the Marine Surveyor considered
her to be in'a dangerous condition. Unsurprisingly, the unpaid dues on her
amounted to more than £10. Three other ‘wrecks’ were sold from other berths in the
same year, and in the case of the schooner Satellits the buyer, probably wisely, had
second thoughts so the Board sold her again.* Although all the vessels were small, it
is clear that at any one time the nominal lineal quayage of the port was reduced by
several hundred feet occupied by ‘wrecks’,

From the same source, we learn of another source of lost capacity, namely vessels
which sank in dock. The causes were various and included collision and capsize
through incompetent loading or discharge, but the majority were ‘flats’ which
simply foundered through old age and lack of maintenance. In 1899, for example, 18
‘flats’ sank in dock and while some were raised immediately because they were in
particularly obstructive positions, others lay for days.** Among the 18 were, shame to
admit it, two of the Engineer’s ‘flats’, whose sinkings were reported to the Docks &
Quays Committee on 31 May and 6 August respectively. The Engineer’s men raised
them themselves, thus avoiding the humiliation of an internal recharge from the
Water Bailliff.

The Board, like many organisations of its day, was passionate about avoiding what it
perceived as waste. Some of the unclaimed goods in the warehouses were
consignments of tobacco, and while undamaged cases of good cigars were worth
selling, damaged or low-quality tobacco or tobacco products were unlikely to realise
as much as the duty payable on them, so they were ‘destroyed’ - incinerated - under
the supervision of HM Customs. On 14 May 1884 the Warehouse Committee
received an offer of 2s 6d per ton for tobacco ash, which was apparently useful to
fertiliser manufacturers. When we read of people complaining about congestion on
the quays of the port, we have to remember that a few square yards somewhere were
occupied by tobacco ash, (which is not very dense) being piled up until there was

* Board, 16 May 1881.

= These and many similar examples are to be found in WUP 120/1, Wrecks in the docks.

* The 1874 Dock Act gave the Water Bailliff powers to raise or destroy any wreck which was
a hazard to navigation and sell it and its cargo to meet the salvage costs, but the Board seems
generally to have taken a lenient view if the wreck lay at a berth rather than in a passage or
the body of a dock, often allowing owners time to arrange a cheaper salvage job for
themselves. It is also open to question whether the vessels would in fact have realised
enough to pay for the Water Bailliff's work.



enough to make it worth selling. Of course, a few square yards was not significant, or
so it seems until we look at the number of other things being re-cycled in this way.

Sweepings were big business. Wherever tea or tobacco was handled, the floor
sweepings were kept (in bond, of course) until, once again, there were several tons
and then they were offered for sale. A prolonged dispute broke out in the summer
and autumn of 1885 over the ownership of 24 tons of guano sweepings at
Birkenhead Warehouses. Quay sweepings, which contained a high proportion of
horse manure, were, naturally, gathered up and stored until there was a canal
boatful - about 40 tons - to despatch to farms along the Leeds and Liverpool Canal”
The storing-up was done at one of three waste depots provided by the Engineer,
each occupying a berth about 120ft long, The most prolific producers of sweepings,
though, were the corn warehouses at Waterloo Dock and at Birkenhead: in the early
years of last century they were producing around 12 tons of ‘machinery floor
sweepings’ per month, sold to animal feed millers for, typically, around 35s 0d per
ton. More wasted storage space.

But at least it brought in a small revenue. At Albert and Stanley warehouses we find
they had some scrap wood - described as ‘a quantity of wood chips’, and the
Warehouse Committee generously decided to offer these gratis to local charitable
institutions for firewood, provided the institutions collected them for themselves.
On 21 November 1900 the Warehouse Committee received a report that the
institutions had taken all they wanted, amounting to some 40 [cart] loads, but that
another 50 loads remained. A typical Liverpool cart of the period would certainly
carry more than a cubic yard of ‘wood chips’, so at least 100 cubic yards of prime and

profitable® warehouse space had been filled with material which the Board could
not even give away.

The following year, the Warehouse Committee continued to have a clear-out: at their
meeting of 18 December 1901 they authorised the sale of, inler alia, five tons of ‘old
iron shutters’ and three tons of ‘scrap iron’ at Stanley warehouses, 12-15 cwt of old
‘River Plate Bands’ [from bales of wool] and dcwt of ‘scraps’ [of bale bands] from the
wool warehouse.” From the Esparto Shed, Birkenhead, went two tons of old iron
hoops and the Birkenhead Warehouse had five tons of old chain. The real gem of
uselessness, though, was from Albert: 4 tons of ‘short pieces of old iron bands”.

But the real bulk of rubbish was always going to be generated by the Engineer’s
Department. As early as 1827 the published accounts of the Trustees of the Liverpool
Docks show receipt of £616 for the sale of old iron and ropes, with another £529 for
old building materials. In the much more complex situation which obtained late in
the century it was only to be expected that there would be more rubbish. What is less
clear why it was allowed to accumulate in large quantities before steps were taken to
sell it, In 1877, for example, 9 tons of old rope, 9 tons of spelter dross, 160 tons of

¥ Quay sweeping prior to 1912 worked under a complex system. The Board paid a contractor
a set amount (typically about £1,200 pa) to sweep the quays and the contractor rebated part of
that in consideration of the estimated value of such manure as he was able to separate out. In
1912, enraged by a sequence of strikes by carters, the Board took the work in-house and
purchased three Yorkshire steam lorries for the purpose. One immediate result was the need
for somewhere to keep and service the lorries. The story of quay-sweeping may be followed
in WUP 207/1.

* 1t should perhaps be explained that although Stanley Dock was pretty obsolete by then, the
warehouses were still very much a going concern, yielding a profit that year of £14,754.

* Bale bands were a particularly tiresome form of scrap, light in weight and springy.
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wrought iron scrap, 120 tons of old sheet iron and 250 tons of old rail were sold from
the Dock Yard, along with significant amounts from other locations, including
another 950 tons of old rails.” Sales by tender of large amounts of scrap metal and
other old materials became an annual event, and when we find that the 1893 sale
included 250 tons mixed iron and steel scrap, 50 tons of old chain, 10 tons of old rope

and 20 tons of broken glass we seem to be looking at just one year’s production of
rubbish,

In fact, there was even more rubbish than that, for several of the successful tenderers
in 1893 observed additional quantities of scrap when they went to collect their
purchases and wrote to the Board asking if they might purchase that as well -
including another 100 tons of mixed scrap at the Dock yard. In the 1894 sale there are
63% pairs of ‘old scuttlers long boots’. Scuttling was the old-fashioned method of
getting silt out of a dock: a number of mud “flats” were placed in it and the gates
shored open so that the dock dried out at low water. The scuttlers, in their long
boots, shovelled mud into the flats until either they were full or the water came back.
It had been practised for many years only for clearing out gate recesses and small
corners at passages where the dredgers could not reach. 63% pairs was not the end of
the story of the boots, for in 1894 another 24 pairs were sold, and then in 1900
another 50 pairs. All the time, hundreds of tons of scrap were being sold. Kee ping 85
empty powder kegs until the 1900 sale (they realised 3d each) might not have been
the most effective use of space in the Dock Yard, and since the Engineer’s men had
long since been using Tonite for most blasting purposes, the kegs had probably been
there quite some time. Such are the quantities of materials being sold off that one can
legitimately query whether, if they were sold off frequently in small lots, it would
have been necessary for the Engineer to retain both his Northern Dock Yard and his
Central Dock Yard in addition to the original Dock Yard at Coburg - and his three
rubbish depots, each occupying a berth suitable for a fair-sized coaster.

A. G. Lyster, Engineer-in-Chief, knew this perfectly well, and at a meeting of the
Works Committee on 16 February 1900, he sought and received authority to hold
sales four times per year. [t was a fine idea, but in the first of these quarterly sales
there were, believe it or not, 72 pairs of scuttlers’ boots, which someone had
presumably retained in case they came in useful. Perhaps more discouraging is that

in the third sale of the new low-junk regime there appeared yet another 50 pairs of
boots.

It might be thought that the Engineer’s rubbish problems did not impinge on the
users of the port except through the need to occupy the three depots, but such is not
the case. Because the Dock Yards and depots became over-loaded, rubbish backed up
on the quays. In 1898, for example, there were three tons of broken glass at North
Huskisson No 2 and another eight tons at East Alexandra No 1. The following year
there were 30 tons of scrap timber at East Huskisson No 3 and another 15 at Canada
Branch. These were prime berths in a newly-modernised part of the system, even if
the new Sandon Entrance was not yet complete to serve them. These, of course, are
only examples of the rubbish we know about because it was offered for sale. There
was probably a great deal more, and the customers had been doing their bit as well,
if we may judge from the edict of the Docks & Quays Committee of 14 March 1883 to

¥ The sale of old materials is documented in Worked-up Papers 58/1 and 38/2 (1876-1928) and
continued in Unbound Worked-up Paper O14 vol l11. Detailed citations are not given as the
entries are in chronological order.



the effect that ‘ash bins’ should not exceed 12ft X 6t X 4ft deep or exceed 5% of the
area of an appropriated berth.

This was always going to be a particular problem for Liverpool, for ocgnpared with
many British ports it had always endured high land acquisition costs™ and as a result
successive engineers had been a little mean with ‘back space’, placing a premium on
efficient porterage to get goods to and from the water’s edge. Clearly it was
impossible to work berths without generating rubbish, but equally clearly it was
essential to keep every last square foot as clear as humanly possible and this simply
was not done. There was a culture of poor housekeeping at every level

In 1911, the Board appointed a Special Committee which was to investigate the
conduct of the Board's business,which it did very thoroughly, making its final report
in 1913. Strangely, although it suggested major changes in the Engineer’s
department, including complete re-location of the Dock Yard and what amounted to
dividing the Engineer-in-Chief’s post in two and making both new posts subordinate
to the General manager and Secretary, no direct comments about the level of non-
availability of berths appear. The Comumittee did question whether the rubbish depot
at Clarence Half-tide could not be moved to ‘a less valuable site’, but the Docks &
Quays Committee decided ‘in the special circumstances... not to interfere’.” The
expression ‘in the special circumstances’ is a coded one which often appears in Board
and Committee minutes, and its meaning is ‘we know this decision appears
inconsistent/irrational/wrong-headed, but we are doing it anyway and we are not
going to tell you why’. This might be taken to imply that the Special Committee had
not found anything much wrong in the area of scrap disposal and general clutter. In
fact it had, but the response was, again, coded. One of its recommendations was that
a member of the General Manager's staff, preferably accompanied by a couple of
members of the Board, should go round all the Departments once a year'for the
purpese of ascertaining whether there are in such storeyards any articles not
required...” The meaning of this was that those principal officers who had
‘storeyards’, chiefly the Engineer, the Marine Surveyor and the Chief Warehouse
Manager’, were simply not to be trusted not to store loads of rubbish.

One ‘commodity’ on which the archives are very thin is ballast. What we do know is
that it was at the warehouse docks (which were for imports only) that it was most
likely to be wanted and least likely to arrive in the normal course of things, unless as
‘stiffening’ in a bulky cargo of relatively low weight. Clearly somebody took ballast
which had been discharged at sheds or open quays to the warehouses, for there
were frequent disputes about ballast at the Waterloo Corn Warehouses, and
Recommendation 10 of the Special Committee was that ‘the kentledge [iron ballast]
which is on hand at the warehouses and which is not now earning any appreciable
revenue, be disposed of..." At first, the Warehouse Committee decided to keep it, but
then at their meeting of 11 June 1913 decided it could go. Unfortunately no quantity

*# Much of the land on which London Docks were built, for example, was of low value until
the docks were built. Liverpool had no choice but to build elaborate constructions on ‘land
and strand’ sites because dry land sites were prohibitively expensive. {Thought there were
other reasons as well.)

= The proceedings of the Special Committee, and minutes of deliberations on their
proceedings, are in UWUP C169. It should be explained that although the Clarence system
was tiny and obsolete, it was still intensively used by the coastwise trade and turned the

surprisingly high total of 122 tons/quay yard/year - before one allows for some 40 yards used
for rubbish.



is mentioned, and the published Accounts give only the surplus for each warehouse
with no detail of income and expenditure, so it is impossible to estimate how much
‘dead space’ was created by ballast. There does seem to have been a practice of
allowing people to leave quite large quantities of pig iron on the south key of
Canning Half-tide for months ata time and for a very low rental, but whether this

was in fact ballast or cargo is unclear. The term ‘kentledge’ was more usual for ballast
at the time.®

Similarly, there are infuriating passing mentions of ‘the Board’s coal tips’: 1 have vet
to discover where, in normal conditions, these were or how large they were: coal
contracts give no delivery address, which was given only on individual orders,
which have not survived. The deliveries were, however, clearly substantial as the
annual total of steam coal was over 20,000 tons on the Liverpool side alone in 1888
Following the purchase of the large sandpump dredgers and the construction of
further pumping stations, coal consumption, and with it coal stocks, rose rapidly. ™
But on this, even the Special Committee is silent: its only mention of coal is a
recommendation that the Board’s yacht (they called it a ‘tender’) Galatea could exist
on a diet of North Wales coal as used in all the other vessels, instead of South Wales,
at an estimated saving of £300 per year.”

The Special Committee was working against a background of intense discontent
among port users with acute congestion of the quays and avenues of the docks
brought about by the considerable revival in trade which began in 1911. The
Chamber of Commerce appointed a Committee for the Improvement of Transport in
Liverpool which also produced a report in 19137, This is an interesting document,
because it breaks the mould mentioned at the beginning of this paper: it is highly
critical of the Board, but it does not repeat the fallacy that what was needed was
more docks: it fully recognises that there were enough docks, and even grudgingly
admitted that the Board had done well in spending money on more efficient sheds.
Instead, we find a realisation that such factors as cargo-handling equipment and
‘ships” gear’ left lying around can be highly disruptive, and on 10 December 1913,
the Dock & Quays Committee heard that the Chief Traffic Manager had already
‘taken steps to curtail, as far as possible, the space occupied by ships’ gear,
propellors, tail shafts etc inside and outside the sheds at appropriated berths.’ This,
of course, also reflected an aspect of the behaviour of shipowners of which

* Numerous examples in WUP 102/1, Special Rent, which is another testimony to clutter,
offering such gems as the Chief Traffic Manager being authorised to destroy “certain cases of
tomatoes’ which had simply been left by their owners to rot on the quay at Huskisson. (Traffic
Committee 3 September, 1894)

* WUP 100/1.

* The Board’s tendering procedure changed, making exactly comparable figures
unobtainable, but during the coal strike of 1912 the Board of Trade enquired as to the Board’s
coal stocks and was told that approximately 11,000 tons were on hand - though this
admittedly followed some deliberate stocking-up in anticipation of the strike. (and, atypically,
we are told where most of it was.) It was, however, said to be enough only for 4-5 weeks at
the normal rate of consumption. WUP 100/1

* There are many other unconsidered trifles which could be added here: for example, when
the Waterloo Corn Warehouses were built it was assumed that much of the grain would be
forwarded inland or coastwise still in bulk. In fact, for a long time most of what was
discharged got bagged. No-one had thought to provide space for thousands of empty bags,
which therefore added to the cluttering of working space.

¥ A copy exists in WUP 203/1,
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consignees had long complained: they would discharge all night and all day to get
their ships away from the import berths, caring not a jot what chaos they might leave
on the quayside through the lumpers outpacing the porters and the porters
outpacing the carters while obstructing the work of both the latter groups with their
own junk, left lying around.

So far as | can estimate,” between 1873 and 1908, up to 10% of the port's quays were
in the hands of the engineer for major works for nearly all the time. At least another
1% was undergoing minor maintenance of a disruptive kind and about 2% of the
water area was occupied by the Board’s own vessels, whether moored or at work.
We may find as much as another 0.5% occupied by wrecks, vessels under arrest etc.
and a further 0.5% was occupied by rubbish. Even if the exact percentages are
slightly suspect, these are certainly the main causes of non-availability, and in correct
order of incidence.” Set against the engineering mayhem, the poor housekee ping
seems insignificant. But some quaysides were permanently occupied with rubbish,
and the worse the inescapable causes of non-availability, such as dredging, got, the
more important it was to eliminate the minor ones, for they became a larger
proportion of the potentially available total.*” Given the narrow avenues and quay
margins on much of the system, it did not require much scrap wood or metal lying
around to prevent one cart passing another at a ‘pinch’ - a pinch which might well
have been created by a berth-holder taking up his full allocation of 5% for his ash

bins.

In short, this is another instance of our needing to investigate how ports really
worked, rather than how they were said to. Although some of the space used for
storing rubbish was not prime earning ground, it is worth remembering that 0.5% of
the Board's dues income in 1910 amounted to over £6,400, a significant sum in the
light of the economy measures proposed by the Special Committee. We also need to
re-examine our methods of comparing port efficiency, for the during the period
considered here, the Port of Liverpool was effectively only about seven eighths the
size we thought it was. Have we, in fact, found another and potentially useful,
means of comparing port efficiency? Should we be measuring and comparing the
percentage of ports’ quayage which is actually in use?

Ultimately, the consequences in Liverpool were further-reaching than that: this
paper began with demands for new docks and itends with the recognition that some
of that demand arose only because of existing dock space being unavailable, some of
it through sheer bad housekeeping. A really thorough-going clear-out and clean-up
and a ruthless purge on wrecks in about 1900 would have produced the berthing

% 1t is impossible to be precisebecause only occasionally do we know the exact area he was
occupying, but see Appendix for one example.

¥ 1 have not included allowances for vessels laid up, waiting for cargo or waiting to enter a
graving dock, because these appear to be what one might term ‘necessary waste’ in the sense
that the Board could not govern their incidence in any way.

“ As a simple example, the efficiency of Clarence, mentioned above as 122 tons/yd was really
125 tons/yard if we deduct the length of the rubbish depot’s berth.
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equivalent of a small new dock of about 5 acres, virtually free of charge. It would not
be fair to compare the space thus gained with a brand new deep water dock, but
marking it down to half price would still represent a capital saving of some
£125,000" and a bond interest saving at the rates then prevailing of £4,375 pa.
Similarly, one could not assume an average dues earning rate per yard of quay, but
assuming an only modest efficiency, it would provide berthing for at least 50,000
tons of shipping per year, which at the average ‘take’ of £0.11/register ton would
yield dues of £5,500, placing the total annual cost of clutter in the region of
£10,000pa. That may seem small beer in an organisation of such size, but it must be
remembered that in 1908 construction of Gladstone Dock had to be halted for lack of
funds. The Board’s finances at this time were decidedly fragile.

['have remarked before on Gordon Jackson’s uncanny ability to produce a correct
analysis of facts of which he is not yet aware. He it was who first questioned the
need for all of the dock construction which took place in the period considered in
this paper. He was concerned chiefly with economic need: | have tried to show that,
at least in a small measure, the physical need has been overplayed as well.

The last word

l'am most grateful to Peter Lucas, recently retired as Chief Engineer of the Mersey
Docks & Harbour Company, for reading the first draft of this paper. I specifically
asked him if he thought I was pushing the ‘clutter’ argument too far. His response
was that it was still applicable when he came to Liverpool in 1968, and that as a new
member of the department one of the tasks he had been given was to try and purge
the Dock Yard of rubbish. He did not, unfortunately, recall finding any scuttlers’
boots, but he did suggest that at some future stage 1 should research the sex life of
the portable quayside shed. These little structures, used as temporary offices or
equipment stores, apparently still caused problems in his time by proliferating
overnight.

Appendix: A summary of engineering activity in 1895.

1895 has been chosen for a ‘spot check’ because it is a bad, though by no means the
worst, year for engineering activities occupying quay space and disrupting trade. It
should be pointed out that the Board’s Accounting Year was 1 August to 31 July, so

these events, extracted from the Engineer’s Report, relate to 1894-95 rather than the
calendar year 1895.

Capital works
From the North:

Major masonrywork and shed construction on North Quay of Hornby Dock. (approx
600 yards of quay)

East Alexandra No. 3: warehouse construction (65 yards)
Canada Entrance lock closed.

Canada: masonrywork on north, west, and south-east walls (c400yards)

‘! Based on the yardstick cost of Toxteth Dock, 1888, at £50,000/acre.
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Canada-Huskisson passage closed.

Huskisson west wall, north end being re-aligned (c50 yds)

Sandon basin, north-east corner, underpinning of walls (c.100 yds)

One of two Sandon-Huskisson locks closed

Wellington H-T, underpinning (c120 yds)

Wellington H-T entire west side given over to construction of new river entrances

(200 yards)
Stanley, South side of dock being infilled to build new tobacco warehouse (c250 yds)
Princes Dock/H-T Re-alignment of railway, (c60yds)

South of Princes, the only capital works in hand did not involve taking possession of
berth space, but the approximate berth loss to capital works was 1845 yards, and this
must be taken as a very optimistic figure, because it makes no allowance for extra
quayage taken over as working space. It was at the very least equivalent to being
permanently without a fairly large and newish dock such as Langton, including its
branch. Unencumbered, in the late ‘80s, Langton typically earned just under £70,000
pa.

Maintenance Works.

This, however, is by no means the end of the losses in unusable space, major
maintenance items, of the sort lasting several weeks or more, including installing a
public weighbridge at Langton Branch, road repairs at Hornby, Canada, South
Carriers, removal of railway lines at Canada and repairs to shed floors at several
more docks created circulation problems for vehicles, while works on the river
entrances at Princes, Canning and Brunswick T-T meant that only half the river
entrances remained open all year. There were extensive shed reconstruction works
at Princes, putting some 700 yards of quay out of action for part of the year. Clearly
the Engineer felt he may as well be hung for a sheep, since he also closed the Princes
river entrance and the passages to East and West Waterloo for brief periods while
the railway works were going on: another 1,500 yards of quayage.

Again things were much more peaceful at the South end, but East Salthouse shed
underwent extensive roof repairs, a new shed was built at West Queens and part of
East Queens was dug up for alterations to the railway lines. These would put about
another 600 yards out of service, a total under maintenance of about 2,800 yards. It is
not clear exactly which of these works were going on simultaneously, though clearly
building a shed toook several months. As a rough approximation we may probably
accept them as simultaneous, because again there is no allowance for working space
for the men or storage space for their equipment and materials, which were not
trivial. This makes a tentative grand total of some 2.64 miles of quay out of

commission, when the published lineal quayage of Liverpool was 24.1 miles, or
10.9%.
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