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Forgotten Thames Shipyards of the mid C19

By Hugh Lyon

Hugh would look at the five steamboat companies which had yards and how the companies without yards managed.
Ship building in these yards had been forgotten when Thames ship building yards were referred to. There were 55
significant companies operating passenger steamboats and 67 individuals or groups of up to three people operating
one to four boats on the Thames. In practice it was similar to the railways with a route, parking when not in use e.g.
the winter, and spurts of activity over Bank Holidays. The companies leased rights to use piers. The tidal Thames
covered six basic sub-divisions. Up until the opening of the North Thames Embankments the central from Chelsea
to London Bridge did very well. It appeared that companies in different parts of the river were successful at
different times and never all together.

Steamboats from upriver came into central London to pick up and drop passengers. In the early days most people
lived within a 15-minute walk of the river, travel was cheap, a fixed fare of !4d or Id in the central area and travel
by boat was the easiest way to move around as roads were not surfaced. For forty years most people used this mode
of transport. The boats zig zagged across the river to piers. In the 1850s peak service at Blackfriars Pier there was
a boat every one and a half minutes - 362 boats a day, with a capacity of 180 to 350 people each boat. Generally,
they ran like buses do now in Oxford Street. London Bridge and Westminster were the busiest piers. The boats
would bring people into London from the trains or people would get the trains out to, say, Greenwich to catch the
boats onward. In the 1820s and 30s people commuted from Gravesend. The Gravesend boats held 1,500 people, as
it was also a holiday resort. Fatal accidents were rare.

The five yards were:

1. The City Steamboat Company which was just up-stream of Battersea Bridge.

2. The London, Westminster and Vauxhall Steamboat Company at Nine Elms just near the London and
South West Railway Terminus.

3. The London and Westminster Steamboat Company which was a smaller successful company based
opposite the Houses of Parliament.

4. The Woolwich Steam Packet Company which undertook trips downriver to Gravesend and the sea.

5. The Watermen’s Steam Packet Company also at Woolwich and also undertaking trips down river to
Gravesend and the sea.

(The Deptford yard was outside the criteria for this talk. There was published material on it.)

The yards maintained and repaired the fleets. The steamboats were 80 to 130-ton vessels. Planned maintenance was
in the winter, where possible. In the 1860s a few boats operated in the winter, mainly in central London. One winter
a Woolwich boat had an accident and it was reported that the captains of the other vessels were acting as the crew
of that vessel under the Senior Captain and the Chief Engineer had the Second Engineer as stoker. The companies
would try to get new boats in for Easter. They would start building in September as it took three months to build.
Engines carried on for years, being transferred to new boats. Boat names were distinctive to the companies. The
Rates Books showed how the basic yards expanded over the years with docks and slips, as they were built up to do
everything needed for the boats.

Steamships in the early 1820s and 30s had masts and were around 80 tons displacement. Hugh compared them to



the present-day Waverley for the basic shape, but enlarged. The early boats had wooden hulls. The London,
Westminster and Vauxhall Steamboat Company was the first to have an all metal fleet in 1838. The London and
Westminster Steamboat Company kept a wooden fleet until 1859.

By the 1840’s the earth riverbanks were suffering from wash. The boats often travelled at 10 knots and 12 to 13
knots downriver to Gravesend. In the 1880s the screw steamers able to cope with the shallows came in. The central
London boats were just platforms. Down river boats were bigger as they had longer journeys and needed more
facilities.

In August a Commemoration Day was held by the Citizens Steamboat Company to commemorate the Battle of
Trafalgar. Many of the captains and watermen crews had been in the Navy and they undertook flag-controlled
manoeuvres with the steamboats which were originally ship shaped.

The yard which was farthest west was first mentioned in 1859 and last mentioned in 1896. It maintained 14 boats
and in 1855 built its first boat. It built its last, the Thistle, in 1892. The rateable value in 1854 included a dock.
Battersea Bridge yard had a dock, slip and saw mills.

The London and Westminster Steamboat Company disappeared in 1867 when the south Thames embankment was
built. The boats were divided among the other central London companies. The yard had a boat house but as the
rates books were ten years apart and set out in a different way it was impossible to use them to work out which boat
house had belonged to the yard. All the views of the area showed the north bank and the Houses of Parliament.

The London, Westminster and Vauxhall Steamboat Company was in league with the City Steamboat Company
supported by city business men. In the 1860s the Island Steamboat Company was on the Victoria Station site. The
records showed that the Thames Conservancy licensed the company to install mooring piles in 1864.

In Woolwich in 1834 the Woolwich Steam Packet Company had floating pontoons attached to piers so they could
land at any state of tide and not need watermen's boats. After the London Brighton railway opened in 1842 the
Woolwich Steam Packet Company took over the Watermen’s Steam Packet Company. The surviving company was
profitable and in 1875 was taken over by a shady Irish entrepreneur. The owners of the company got so much
money for it that they straight away were able to form a new steamboat company.

The Woolwich Steam Packet Company in 1858 had a slip converted into a dock which was shaped so that the
paddles fitted in and could be worked around and did not have to be taken off. The companies without a yard got
a ship repairer or builder to maintain their vessels. For the small and the very large boats it was not worth having a
yard.

In 1855 the London Steamboat Company failed after problems with the river and the railways and the Princess
Alice disaster. The companies all had different financial arrangements, some mortgaged and some borrowed, as the
boats were very expensive. The River Thames Steamboat Company was formed and took over all the assets
including the Woolwich, and Battersea yards. The Nine Elms yard had disappeared by that date. That company too
failed after three years and was succeeded by the Victoria Steamboats Association and then by Steamboats Limited.
When the latter company failed the yards were both leased. In 1897 the Thames Steamboat Company took over.
This was Thames Iron Works under a different guise and so it did not need yards as it already had a yard and the
space in the docks. In 1896 the Victoria and Chelsea Company licensed a gridiron at Woolwich. However, it was
the Metropolitan and District Underground Line which opened in the 1870s which took the passengers from the
steamers.
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