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Pitchers dockyard was also known as the Northfleet Dockyard, and was sited at Northfleet in Kent and owned by
the Pitcher family from 1789 until 1864 and then by C.J. Mare until 1865. The land had originally sloped down to
the river Thames but had been worked extensively since the fifteenth/sixteenth centuries for chalk to make lime
mortar and for use as ships’ ballast. It was one of the few riverside areas below London that was not marsh.

On 27 March 1788 John Clements was given leave to build The Royal Charlotte, for chartering to the East India
Company. He appointed Todd and Thomas Pitcher to build the ship and 75 days later the keel was laid. She was
1,238 tons and one of the largest cargo ships of that time and yet she was built on waste ground with no
infrastructure in place, and with workmen brought in, and launched in November 1789, less than two years after
the land was purchased.

Another East Indiaman, the Alfred followed, but then orders dried up and Todd and Pitcher dissolved their
partnership and put the yard up for auction. However, by 1793 when England was back at war with France, Thomas
Pitcher was the sole owner. He then obtained contracts to build three ships for the Royal Navy, to supplement the
ships being built in the Royal Dockyards.

Pitcher seems to have been quite advanced in his methods. In 1796 it was reported that he was using a steam
machine to haul up HMS Hermione for repairs and steam to bend timber when hot water was the norm. Within
three years the yard was full. He had been building the Argent, and she was converted for the Royal Navy, and
became famous at the battle of Camperdown.

The dockyard was expanding with wharves and a wet dock. The dry dock in 1800 could take two 74 gun warships.
There were houses for senior workers and the area around became known as Lower Northfleet.

One of the ships built at the yard was the Earl of Abergavenny. She left Northfleet in 1805 on her fifth voyage to
the Far East. On board was Thomas Pitcher’s son, midshipman Edward Pitcher and the Captain, John Wordsworth
the brother of the poet William Wordsworth. She was forming into convoy off the Isle of Wight when a storm
scattered the vessels and the Earl of Abergavenny ran aground and sank. Edward was one of the few saved but John
Wordsworth was drowned and his loss was lamented by his brother in several poems.

By the end of the eighteenth century Pitcher had built 20 ships over only ten years in business. One famous 74 gun
ship of the line, HMS Superb, was commanded by Captain, later Admiral, Keats, the uncle of the Rev. Keats vicar
of St. Botolph. One remarkable ship was started in 1800, the HMS Eagle, also a 74 gun ship of the line for the Royal
Navy. The Chief Surveyor of the Navy oversaw her construction, but for some reason, as yet undiscovered, it took
four years to build her, which gave her timbers time to season. After she left normal service the Eagle was converted
into a training ship in 1860 and later became the HQ of the Mersey Division RNVR and was renamed the Eaglet
in 1918. She was finally broken up in 1926 after 122 years afloat. Remarkable as most comparable ships had lasted
an average of only twelve years!

In 1806 Pitcher in partnership with William Wallace established a new small dockyard on the Isle of Dogs by Canal
Dock, for ship repairs. In 1808 Wallace assigned his share of the dockyard to Pitcher. Thomas lived in Lawn House.
This year his wife died and he semiretired and the firm became Thomas Pitcher and Sons. In 1811 the Pitchers
borrowed money to expand the yard. William Pitcher became manager of this yard. It was retained by the family,
although leased out in the early 1830s, until it was sold in 1850.



In 1811 Henry S. Pitcher had a son, St Vincent Pitcher, whose godfather was Earl St. Vincent, who sent him a £50
Christening present.

Henry Jones Pitcher now became manager of the Northfleet yard. The autumn of 1812 saw Napoleon Bonaparte at
the gates of Moscow. The Russian Baltic Fleet sailed from St. Petersburg before the Baltic Sea froze and over 20
Russian warships was anchored off Northfleet. Pitchers undertook the repair work and servicing of the Russian
ships. The end of the Napoleonic war in 1813 was a disaster for many Thames shipbuilders. Since 1789 the
Northfleet yard had built 49 ships, 47 of which were for two customers, the East India Company and the Royal
Navy. Then in 1814 the government ended the East India Company’s monopoly of the East India trade and its
control over the chartering of ships. Despite pleas for assistance from the government, nothing was done to help
the shipbuilders.

The Northfleet yard did survive, mainly due to repair work and a few building contracts, such as for the Lowther
Castle.

In 1822 Thomas Pitcher, aged 77, passed the business to his sons and it became known as H. & W. Pitcher. (Henry
and William) The business struggled on. In 1830 after Thomas Pitcher’s death the yard was modernised. In 1832
Henry Jones Pitcher, aged 53, signed a contract to build their first steam ship and then retired to Jersey. At this point
William became the owner of both yards.

An impressive castle gate to the yard was erected in Northfleet, with an enclosing stone wall replacing the old
wooden fence. In addition Northfleet’s first public clock was erected.

Gravesend had become a popular day resort for Londoners with local watermen rowing the passengers ashore from
pleasure steamers. William Pitcher saw a business opportunity and in 1831 arranged for them to call at Northfleet
and tie up at his jetty. By the end of the summer season 40,000 passengers had landed at the dock. However, before
he could develop a pier, Gravesend built its own pier.

In 1837, aged 92, Thomas Pitcher died. Steam engines were now being installed in commercial ships although they
still had wooden hulls. In 1839 six paddle steamers were launched three for the East India Company - which
became some of the first ships of the Indian Navy - and three for the Russian Government. These were hulls which
were towed to London to have their engines and boilers installed by such firms as Maudslay or Penn. In 1840 four
steam driven paddle steamers were built for the Royal Mail Steam Packet Company for its West Indies and the
Americas contract. Although wooden hulled they needed new machinery, to deal with a larger iron content
stipulated by the Admiralty, and Pitcher had to finance this by borrowing. Further, in order to win a contract for the
repair of the Company’s ships in 1846 Pitcher had to build one of the largest dry docks in the country, 500 feet long
and 74 feet wide, to accommodated the ships with their paddles in place.

Pitcher built six light vessels for Trinity House. One is still afloat in the Medway marina at Strood. Many other
ships were built at this time, although the yard had problems when P & O sold two ships under construction to
mercenaries and they were seized by the Customs. In 1851 the Royal Mail ship Orinoco, at 2,900 tons was the
largest ship built on the Thames up to that date, although it was followed by the Magdalene which was slightly
larger and the largest ship built in the yard. The Orinoco was used to carry troops to the Crimea.

In 1853 Pitcher’s did build one sailing ship. It was the clipper Northfleet. It made some very fast runs from China;
it’s fastest in about 88 days, but is mainly remembered for its tragic sinking. Sailing from Gravesend under the
command of Captain Knowles of Gravesend in January 1873, carrying a cargo of steel railway lines to Tasmania
and with 388 people on board, she was struck amidships by the Spanish steamer, the Murillo, whilst at anchor near
Dungeness and sank. The Murillo reversed and sailed away leaving the crew and passengers to their fate. The
Northfleet was only a half mile from shore and surrounded by fifty other ships at anchor and so sent up distress
signals. These signals were ignored because other ships thought that they were signalling for a pilot and help did
not arrive until it was too late and 293 of the passengers and crew had drowned. As a result of this disaster a
recognised system of distress signals was established and it became a legal requirement for the ship’s name to be
painted on both sides of the bow.



In 1852 William Pitcher had an order to build two screw driven Corvettes for the Russian Navy. At the outbreak
of the Crimean War in March 1854 the ships were near completion and their engines and boilers were standing on
the quay ready to be installed. On 4 April 1854 the ships were seized by the British Government and a national
paper, the Globe, called William Pitcher a traitor. The Home Office ordered William Pitcher to attend an inquiry
where it was shown that the Admiralty had been kept informed by Pitcher of the Work he was undertaking. William
was ordered to complete their construction and they were commissioned by the Royal Navy as HMS Cossack and
HMS Tarter.

Stung by the press criticism William showed his patriotism by quoting low prices to obtain contracts for a new fleet
of gunboats. Of the 158 ordered by the Admiralty during the war 54 were from William Pitcher. He had a workforce
of over two thousand men and built them in two years, which equated to the launch of one gunboat every two
weeks. Workers’ wages trebled and Pitcher began to lose money on the fixed price contracts and by the war’s end
Pitcher was in financial trouble.

In May 1857 a meeting of creditors revealed that the estate which before the war had been in surplus was now tens
of thousands of pounds in debt. The dockyard was closed but by August William had new contracts and managed
to convince his creditors that allowing him to continue in business was their best option. He then borrowed more
money to build four gunboats for the Brazilian Government. He followed these with warships for Turkey, Spain
and Portugal. He purchased the famous racing yacht America, the yacht which had won the first race for the
America’s Cup around the Isle of Wight in 1851. She had been left to rot and he rebuilt and restored her and Henry
sold her in 1860.

Henry Sotheby Pitcher was not managing the yard as William’s health was failing. By 1858 the yard was again
building warships for the Russian Government.William Pitcher died aged 78 in 1860 and left the shipyard to his 67
year old spinster sister, Sophia Pitcher. The Amalia, a 1,330 ton screw frigate built for the Greek Government,
launched just after William’s death, was the last ship to be built by Pitchers as the creditors now moved in. In
February 1861 an Official Receiver was appointed. The debts were some £170,000 against asset estimated at
£100,000.

In 1862 the yard was leased to C.J. Mare who obtained contracts and re-opened the yard and then bought it from
the Official Receiver for only £76,000. The financial settlement between the Pitcher family and the creditors took
another ten years to resolve.

It is thought four blockade runners were secretly built there to run cotton cargos from the South in the American
Civil War. A Union spy reported that he was having difficulty seeing into the yard as the pleasure steamers did not
run past in the winter. The yard then built two Mersey ferries, both paddle steamers with iron hulls and these are
the last known ships to have been built at the yard.

C.J. Mare was unable to make a go of the yard and it was sold in 1865 for £65,000 and ceased to build ships.

Over its entire 72 year history 180 ships are known to have been built at the yard.
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