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Early cargo handling and labour management at the West India Docks 1802 – 1840
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West India shipping grew and was at risk on the tidal river, so from 1793 the West India merchants were behind
the dock scheme.  The hazards of shipping at that time are demonstrated in the Customs Books of Entry for London
which are to be found in the Customs Records at Liverpool.

West India ships were 250 to 400 tons or sometimes up to 500 tons and traded to the West Indies only.  There were
between 50 and 100 ships varying over the years.    They made only one voyage a year to fit in with the growing
season and to avoid the hurricane season which started at the beginning of August in the Caribbean.  When the ships
came back they were laid up for six to nine months on river moorings.  Some went into, e.g. the Greenland Dock,
for refit.

The West India Dock Company was given a 21 year monopoly of cargo from the West Indies, except for tobacco.
The West India Company paid a ten per cent dividend, which was better than the East India and London Companies.
Once the docks were open the Company loaded in the docks or in the river below Blackwall.  In the Sir John Sloane
drawings collection is an illustration of the early docks.

The Import Dock first opened in 1802.  Four years later the Export Dock opened.  There was a three year wait for
the City Canal.  In 1829 the City sold the canal to the West India Dock Company and its was renamed South Dock
and used as a dock.  In 1827 the low warehouses were heightened with the aim of getting some East India trade,
the monopoly given to the East India Company having just run out.

For security the dock were built with a moat and palisade iron or brick fence round and then inside came the
warehouses.  The Government supplied the Civil Guard to protect the dock from Jacobeans.  A small group of
constables were sworn in, in addition, and formed the second Police force in the country.  The Police were paid by
the West India Dock Company.  HM Customs and HM Revenue had power to search people leaving the docks.
Constables searched labourers and low grade Customs Officers!

On the 1 September 1802 the first ship discharged.  Three tall warehouses 4, 6 and 8 were finished.  By 1803 all
the tall sugar warehouses were finished and by 1804 no.s 1, 5, and 9, which were the low warehouses, were finished.
It was six years before the warehouses at the ends of the dock were ready.  They took all the West India bulk sugar.
In 1805 the rum warehouses were built.  Rum was discharged at the north quay and then lightered across to the
south, because of the danger of fire.   Hard wood, such as mahogany, went to South Quay.

Ships were laid up for six to eight months in the Export Dock stem to stern.  It was designed for them to moor two
abreast, sometimes they moored three abreast.

The London market could become over-stocked in a commodity if fast schooners of 250 tons made two, three or
four trips a year.  Early on some carried slaves, some Baltic goods.  London exported everything.  Examples of
goods exported are pantiles, stock bricks, carriages and horses.  The ships were discharged by men called lumpers
on the river and in the docks, or if the vessel was small, by the ship’s crew.

1809 was a bad year due to Napoleon’s Continental System which closed European ports to English shipping.  1810
was a peak year with 641 ships, in 1816 there were 433 and in 1821 there were 550.  Ships of 320 tons brought
back Madeira wine.  Barrels of sugar were stowed in the lower part of the hold by the keel and smaller barrels went
on top.  The problem was cross contamination.  Sulphurated lime fumes came from the sugar.  Rum was usually to



the top deck of the hold separated from the sugar, or even on the deck.  Cotton, coffee, and cocoa were stowed fore
and aft in the peaks, to save them from damage.

It took time, about four months, to discharge a ship – wasted time.  The merchants did not bother to clear the cargoes
with customs and used the ships as floating warehouses.    Cargo was taken in lighters to the Sufferance Wharves
and Legal Quays.  The docks were designed to stop this double handling but the evidence shows over half the
cargoes left by barge.  The problem was that Commercial Road was not built until some years later and it was
cheaper and easier to move sugar by barge.  It is thought that the ships using the docks would have had to pay extra
to cover the costs of running the docks.

The directors met in Mincing Lane and bought in engineering skills to build the docks.  The team building it was
pushed to take two years to build it, instead of the planned five years.  The import dock was opened on the 27 August
1807 and water was only let into the dock the night before.

There was a Committee to superintend.  The Head Officer was a skilled manager and earned 500 guineas a year.
He was based in the dock office in Billeter Street.  He was manager of the estate, and manager of the dock.   He
had under him two dock masters one at Limehouse, and one at Blackwall, and below them were six warehouse
captains earning £200 per year.  When the low built warehouses finally opened they were combined with larger
warehouses for management purposes.  The captains were responsible for designated warehouses and superintended
the cargo loading and unloading at those warehouses, for sampling the cargo and also for the workforce.  Deputies
on the quays then took responsibility for the lumpers on the ship and foremen of the holds were in charge on board
ship.  There were 180 permanent dock labourers, 40 foremen and 40 coopers, other workers were taken on for
seasonal work.  The gangs in the warehouses were all permanent men.  Delivery gangs used capstans to bring loads
of cargo out from the warehouses for delivery, but if the cargo was going by barge they used housing cranes at the
front of the warehouses.

A time and motion study in 1805 showed the permanent workforce had increased to a maximum of 1,500 to 1,520
men.

Workers on the ships were in gangs of lumpers, eight on deck, including a foreman and seven labourers to work
capstans.  Four men in the hold broke out the cargo.    The cargo was discharged by derrick spars, which remained
on the ship.  They sat in shoes supported by guys and stays to enable them to plumb over the hold and dock.  There
was tackle and running block to the capstan.  The biggest hog’s heads of sugar weighed one ton.

The lumpers had to look for and record any damage to the cargo.  Screw jacks were used to push goods, such as
coffee, cocoa and cotton down, and it was solidly wedged in the holds when it arrived.  Some hoops were damaged
when cargo was loaded in this way, forcing more cargo in, and such damage sometimes led to damage to the sugar.
Hooks and slings were used to shift the cargo.  For the ship gangs the dock company provided clothing with no
pockets, but for those on the quayside no clothes were provided.  There were weighing gangs on the quayside and
Customsmen, may be also Excisemen.  Cargo was trucked up an iron ramp from the quayside to the warehouse.
Once it was in the warehouse the inside warehouse gangs took over the cargo.  Transit sheds were used for weighing
and repair of barrels.  In the 1840s old labourers (often suffering from ruptures from their work) were employed to
clear dregs of sugar from the warehouses.
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